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      This novel is a work of fiction written in American-English and is intended for mature audiences. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. This novel contains strong and explicit language, graphic sexuality, and other sensitive content that may be disturbing for some readers.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To all of you, my dear readers.

        Thank you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “One lie is enough to question all truths.”

      

        

      
        —Petra Van Gatt
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        Manhattan, October 23, 2020

        Tess Hagen

      

      

      “Are you sure about that?” I ask Carice over the phone as I pick at my nails, trying to recover from the shocking and awful news I had just heard. I shouldn’t be surprised that Julia wouldn’t uphold Jan’s jail sentence. After all, he’s always been a close friend to the Van Dierens’. It was obvious she’d absolve him from the start.

      “Yes, it came out a few hours ago. It’s all over the news.” Carice’s tone is hurried but is just as furious as mine. “Everyone wants to interview you about the case. What do you want me to say?”

      I give a quick glance around the conference room in the State Attorney General’s office where Roy, our two security agents, and I are still waiting for Eric to come in.

      “How is Leonor doing?” That’s the first question that comes to mind. And it’s the question that I wish my lawyer would’ve asked me eighteen years ago when I started my divorce process with Roy. I know how tough getting a divorce of this kind can be on one’s self-esteem and mental health. I just hope Leonor is stronger than I was.

      Carice doesn’t answer immediately, but after a few moments, she finally blurts out, “She’s not really okay, to be honest.”

      My heart tightens, knowing all too well the pain and suffering Leonor is going through. Divorces that draw the attention of the media and the entire country are even worse than the ones done in private.

      “Can we appeal to the Supreme Court?” I ask Carice, my fingers already rubbing my eyelids tiredly as I think of a way out of this nightmare.

      Carice lets out a long, fatigued breath that I recognize well. “Um, I mean, we can, but…” she lets her words trail off, undecided whether to open up or not. “Have you read Julia’s answer to his appeal?”

      I instantly roll my eyes upon hearing her question and let out a mere, “No, I haven’t.”

      “She just made him pay a fine.”

      My jaw falls, aggravation setting in. “What?”

      Carice proceeds, “I read Julia’s response to the appeal. She quoted our criminal code a few times, and based on some precedents, Jan could either go to jail or pay a fine. So instead of jail, she wants him to pay a fine of ten thousand euros.”

      “That’s ridiculous!” I shout just as quickly. Seeing how everyone is raising their brows at my comment, I lower my voice but remain just as troubled. “Ten thousand euros?” I shake my head at how disgusting that judge is. Does she have no shame?

      “Yeah…” Carice mumbles, keeping her temper in check. “We knew Julia wouldn’t uphold his sentence. It was obvious from the start.” We both keep quiet for a moment as we gather our thoughts. “Do you still want to escalate this to the Supreme Court?” she finally asks.

      “We have to,” I tell her. “What Julia did…” I press my lips tight, trying to contain the rage and anger I have for her and her entire family. What a freaking bunch they are! “She’s basically saying anyone can rape if they can afford to pay the ten thousand bucks to cover it up!” I don’t contain my loud tone, though, and at this point, everyone in the room is looking at me, wondering what’s happening. “We need him in jail. Two years is a joke! Maybe the Supreme Court will be on our side,” I add. “Contact Kevin and tell him our nonprofit will take this case to the Supreme because this is bigger than Leonor, this is about every woman in this country.”

      At this point, I glance at my watch and wonder why Eric is not yet here—he’s ten minutes late, which is unusual for him.

      “The thing is,” Carice begins. “Rapists can either go to jail or pay a fine. And while the first judge wanted Jan in jail for two years, Julia only gave him a small fine… Both are technically okay under our criminal code. And if we lose again, I don’t…”

      “We have to try,” I say, my tone evening out. “Carice, we can only challenge the mindset of the courts if we go all the way through.”

      Carice gives me nothing but a loud breath; I can almost feel the heat huff through the phone. I know she’d rather accept the fine. For her, as a lawyer, either of those outcomes would be a win, but not for me. Money for Jan means nothing. But freedom? Oh, freedom means everything…

      “I’m only doing it for you, I swear… No lawyer will go as far, especially when the only change was in his penalty.”

      Her answer makes my lips twist into a smile. “And that’s why you are my best friend,” I tell her as I see Eric opening the door wide and coming in alongside his son, Matthew. “Carice, we’ll talk tomorrow. I’ve got to go now.”

      “Alright, tomorrow it is. Bye.”

      After hanging up, I rise from my seat and shake Eric’s hand, followed by Matthew’s. As I observe the young man with dark circles under his hazel eyes, something tells me he is just as sleep-deprived as I am. Despite his tired face, Matt carries a friendly smile as he does his best to appear at ease in his new suit.

      “You look great in a suit, Matt. You should wear one more often,” I tell him as we finish shaking hands.

      He gives me a grin of appreciation, but it’s also filled with sincerity and amusement. He then leans toward me and says in a low voice, “Really? I feel so awkward in it, but Dad insisted.”

      “Tess is right. You look great in it,” Eric assures him as he takes a seat at the head of the table. There’s some annoyance in his tone, which makes me assume they’d already discussed it earlier— and not in a friendly way.

      Discreetly enough, I give Matt a quick pat on his arm, along with a smile which is filled with empathy, showing him some support as he did to me the day that Van Dieren kidnapped my daughter. As I sit, my mind replays the day I listened to Van Dieren’s voice message—that horrible voice message.

      If he truly believes that I will never see my daughter again, then he’s got no idea how stubborn and persistent I can be.

      “Many thanks for coming as soon as possible,” Eric says to start the meeting, pulling me back from my thoughts. Roy and I thank him in return and then wait for him to proceed. “One of our sources has found your daughter.”

      “Really?” Roy and I nearly shout at the same time.

      While Roy appears confused, with his brows furrowed tightly, I can’t help but ask, “Where is she?”

      “She’s in Bermuda,” Eric tells us, before adding, “at his father’s residence.”

      “Hendrik is in Bermuda?” Roy seems to be genuinely surprised by all that is being revealed, which is strange given that he used to work for the guy.

      “The bad news is that they have to come back on their own. I can’t send anyone there without notifying their home affairs department, and the minister happens to be a close friend of Hendrik, so they’ll know we know and probably flee.”

      “How are we gonna persuade them to come back though?” Roy is the first to read my mind. “The board and myself have already tried.”

      I see Eric’s lips begin to curl upwards as he says, “There is another way…”
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        Bermuda, October 23, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      I watch the gentle waves slowly crashing onto the shore, the foam momentarily resting on the wet sand, before retreating back into the sea.

      The sun is settling down on the horizon, sinking into the water and turning the sky into a pallet of warm reds and oranges. Hendrik’s private beach truly has the most mesmerizing sunsets I’ve ever seen. A welcomed, fresh breeze starts caressing my cheeks and cooling the hot, Caribbean air, announcing the beginning of the evening. Despite the tranquil moment, my body is all tensed up, my mind still racing from the heated argument with my fiancé—a fiancé whose past I know near nothing about. Head shaking at my own fate, I stretch my legs so that my feet touch the foam, which is still present. I’m still wearing the same bikini from this morning, and by the amount of time I’ve spent here, I must have gotten a sunburn or at least some form of a tan.

      “It’s a beautiful sunset.”

      My gaze follows the deep, baritone male voice and it lands on Hendrik, who is slowly pacing in my direction with his hands in his pockets. He’s sporting dark blue Bermudas and a white linen shirt, looking casual, yet elegant for the evening. I notice the way he is walking is nearly the same as how Alex does, aside from the very slight hobble in his step, which reflects the truth of his age. The breeze plays subtly with the hem of his shirt, and some locks of his hair are tousled about. A small smile escapes me as I watch him try to compose both at the same time.

      “It is,” I mumble, wondering what brought him here in the first place. After all, this part of the beach is more secluded, as it is right in front of Alex’s bedroom and you’d have to walk quite a way to reach it.

      My attention goes to the sunset again, but I can feel Hendrik stopping right beside me.

      “May I?” he asks.

      I just nod, giving him a quick glance.

      As he sits next to me, his calone-infused cologne fills the space between us, blending perfectly with the salty notes of the sea air.

      In silence, we remain watching the sun, now half covered by the horizon. “I know it sucks when the person we love keeps secrets from us.”

      My heart skips a beat; I was not mentally prepared to be slapped with a reality-check about this subject. “Why do you say so?” My question comes off a bit more aggressive than I had meant, but today has been a rough day—a day where all of my fears had been rising to the surface.

      I see him hesitating in the way he catches his breath, his eyes still pinned on the horizon. Rather quickly, he finally blurts out, “I’ve been thinking about that question of yours.”

      “Oh…” Our conversation from yesterday plays out in my mind, and I recall perfectly well his expression when I asked him, “Doesn’t Mona trust you that way?” I urge him to continue his thought, nearly forcing out the word, “And?”

      Hendrik draws in a breath, his gaze turning more serious and tormented. “Ever since my son broke up with Amanda, I feel like Mona has changed,” he tells me. “Despite our relationship being very strong…” His words hang in the air, and I can see the glitter in his eyes as he struggles to say the rest. “I know deep inside that she is always on her guard…”

      On her guard? Mona? But why? My mind immediately goes to work. Though, despite my curiosity, I keep my mouth shut, staring quietly at him.

      “Maybe it’s just me, but I feel sometimes she’s keeping things from me…” There’s a small pause as he tiredly exhales. “The point is, I’ve always been an open book with her. But I know this is no longer mutual.”

      “And how do you cope with that?”

      Hendrik just shrugs his shoulders in return. “I just accept it. What else can I do? Everyone has got some secrets they don’t want to share.”

      “Do you?”

      “I used to not,” he answers with a confident tone. “But since Mona has hers, why not me?”

      Despite his forced smile, my heart aches in pain as I see his distress laced in his gaze. It’s clear to me Hendrik is a very direct and transparent type of person. Maybe that’s why he was so open during our first meeting. It seems like he longs for true, genuine human connections that are deep rather than shallow. And he, just like me with his son, wants to be involved in Mona’s life more than she allows him to.

      “And with Margaret?” I ask, the question rolling off my tongue. “Were you holding secrets from each other?”

      “Margaret and I had a very different type of relationship, Petra,” he says, his tone steady. “It’s not even comparable.”

      My brows raise immediately in surprise, and, unable to hide my astonishment, I ask, “Really? May I ask what type?”

      He cocks his head to the side, his gaze drifting from me to the horizon for an instant. I know my questions have been quite intrusive, but at this point, I want to be privy to anything regarding my fiancé’s family so I can understand him better. Hendrik finally looks back at me, and with a small smile, he says, “Husband and wife type.”

      I frown at his answer, a bit troubled, before asking, “What’s the difference? I mean, it’s all about commitment, no? Married or not.”

      “Well…” His eyes widen for an instant, searching for the best words to put on. “Not when you marry a noblewoman who takes herself a bit too seriously.” Ah, yes—Margaret taking herself too seriously is definitely something we can agree on. “With her…”—there is a small pause as he draws in another breath—“I was just a husband fulfilling his obligations. And that felt,…” He lowers his head, looking down at his lap, his fingers nervously twitching as he thinks. “Um, it’s hard to explain…”

      And as I see Hendrik getting so uncomfortable, I feel like I have tapped into something. “It’s alright, I lived my entire life with my dad, I’m sure I can understand.”

      His gaze meets mine, and after giving me a tight smile in appreciation, he finally proceeds, “It’s not easy when everyone relies on you. When you’re expected to keep a certain image in front of your family and entourage. I wish I could’ve been more… me.” Those words, for some reason, have an impact on me that I wasn’t expecting. Was his relationship merely a façade? Devoid of mutual trust and complicity? “She expected a lot from me. And when times got hard…I mean, emotionally hard…” Hendrik starts shaking his head at the simple memory of it. “She just wasn’t there for me like I was for her.”

      I nod, my eyes glued to his face, absolutely fascinated by his revelations.

      “I was always there for her, Petra,” he says with a tone like he wants to convince me. “If she had something troubling her, my attention was all hers. But I’ve learned the hard way it was not mutual.”

      I squint my eyes at his words. “So that’s why you started to keep secrets from her?”

      “I had no other choice,” he answers quickly. “I wanted more intimacy, more vulnerability. But that was a challenge in our marriage. So, I learned to keep the perfect image that she expected and found support elsewhere.”

      I nod at him, not knowing what else to say or do. His openness is truly appreciated though, and I wish Alex could give me the same.

      “If my son is keeping things from you, it’s because he doesn’t want to disappoint you,” he says. “He unfortunately learnt that from me.”

      “Well, I’m not Margaret. Being kept in the dark is the exact opposite of what I thought our relationship would be like,” I tell him, sounding nearly like a vent, but the truth is, “I don’t want to fail in a marriage that hasn't even gotten started.”

      “I understand,” he answers quietly, his lips offering me a pleasant smile. “If there’s one thing my marriage with Margaret taught me, is to be with someone who doesn’t shy away from your true self.” I nod and return the smile in appreciation, looking to the sea for a moment.

      They say the older you are, the wiser you get. And Hendrik seems to be a perfect display of wisdom. I feel tempted to ask him further about his current relationship. Actually, in truth, a million other questions buzz around in my mind, but there is one in particular I can’t ignore. “Is there a reason why you never married Mona?” Hendrik can’t hide the shock in his face. “I mean, you have been together for quite awhile, no?”

      “That’s a subject for another time, Ms. Van Gatt.” He then stands up and offers me his palm, which I accept to raise myself from the sand. “Now, let’s go have dinner.” I brush the sand from my legs and take his arm, and we slowly start pacing back to the house. “Have you ever tried a black truffle pizza?”
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        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      The last thing I need is for Petra to start insisting on knowing my past. And yet, what if she persists to a point that it starts to compromise our relationship? She’s so freaking stubborn and curious that I’ve got no idea how far she’ll go in order to know about that incident.

      Sitting at the terrace table with Ryan and his legal team, who have been working all day long on a defense against the guardianship case that Tess brought up, I contemplate every aspect of telling Petra the truth or not. “Ryan, may I have a word, please?” I glance at his two colleagues, and Ryan gives them the okay to leave the terrace and work elsewhere. Once we are finally left alone, I ask, “What would be the legal implications of telling Petra what happened twenty years ago?”

      “None,” he answers straight away. “At least, that I’m aware of.” He leans back in his chair, considering me. “You know what I think about this whole thing, right?”

      I tilt my head to the side, my eyes squinting at him for answering with another question.

      Ryan exhales loudly, pulling his chair closer to me. “Look, what you did is what we’d consider in New York a Class C violent felony. It was an accident, and that means it would’ve been easily resolved in court. You’d have paid a fine, maybe serve a year or two under house arrest, and that would’ve been the end of it.”

      I nod at him, now remembering our talk dating back seventeen years ago when he became my lawyer for some random shit that happened with a model who tried to sue me. The case was settled pretty smoothly, and Ryan gained my trust from that point on. After all, his expertise in criminal defense and negotiating settlements is equal to none. 	“Maybe in the Netherlands it’d have been different, but I don’t think hiding the body and keeping quiet was the best decision in the long run.”

      “The problem was not even with me but Roy, his job, his reputation…” I shake my head at how stupid I was for caring so much about him. “I mean, I didn’t want to cause more troubles in his marriage, plus he was my dad's protégé…” I tell Ryan, but it’s mostly just to reassure myself.

      “I know it was messy,” he replies. “I understand that. If you want to tell Petra the truth, by all means go ahead, but remember, Roy did the same with Tess, and look where it led him—she is now blackmailing him.”

      “Petra is not like her,” I snap instantly, my fist clenching out of reflexive defense.

      “Not for now…” Ryan pauses, his gaze studying me for a moment. “But you are still giving away info that can compromise you. It’s a confession, after all—a confession she can always use against you one day or another.”

      I remain silent, knowing all too well the number of people who have been in trouble for sharing important secrets with their spouses. After all, that’s how Mom managed to kick Dad out of his own company. And now Tess is doing the same with Roy. Yet twenty years ago, I truly thought they were the perfect couple—a true inspiration. Each time Tess would come to a social gathering, Roy would always have that glitter in his eye as he watched her speak. I genuinely thought they were meant to last through the tests of time.

      But maybe that’s how every marriages starts… with a naive feeling of bliss and happiness. Until routine settles in, then comes the monotony, the boredom, the lack of excitement, the kids, and then having to live with the flaws of the other person–flaws that become more and more visible and unbearable. Since the divorce of my parents, marriage never looked appealing to me. Heck, even when they were together, they never seemed to be in love. To me, their union seemed nothing more than a charade, done for the sake of gaining power and the ability to influence the two families. Roy and Tess had restored my faith in the institution for a while until they also got a divorce. Well, at least my sisters seem to be doing alright, except that they don’t share any of the shit they do to their own husbands. As I come to think of it… Is keeping secrets from each other the recipe for a successful marriage? After all, if Roy had never confessed to Tess all the things he had done, maybe they’d still be together, who knows? Petra doesn’t have anything to do with my past in the first place. Fuck, we are not even married, and yet she’s constantly making demands. Demands for me not to hunt, demands for me not to eat meat when she’s around, demands for me to tell her secrets from twenty years ago that she can one day use against me…

      “Dinner is served,” the butler announces, walking onto the terrace.

      “Shall we?” I blink twice, my eyes landing on Ryan, who’s now rising from his seat and getting ready to go.

      

      As we get into the dining room, I shouldn’t be surprised to find Petra sitting beside my dad and engrossed in his conversation. A laugh erupts from her, and she looks totally smitten while he is busy probably telling her one of his many stories from around the globe, stories which are infamously filled with adventures and mystery. He really can’t help himself, can he?

      I pull a chair and sit in front of her, while Ryan and his team sit beside me. To my surprise, Mona isn’t here, but I don’t ask him why. They both have their days, and I will be the last person on the planet to ask him about the details of his relationship.

      As we wait for our starters to come, I notice Petra and Dad are sharing a pizza like two teenagers and are ignoring pretty much everyone else. This isn’t a family dinner; they are basically having their own dinner while we are having ours even though we’re sitting at the same table. I roll my eyes as Petra continues chuckling while she takes another slice of pizza. I can’t help but look at how her eyes are pinned on my dad. I’m not sure what he’s telling her, but she is totally fixated on him. A true pity Dad wasn’t as attentive with my sisters and I when we were her age.

      The waiter finally puts the starter in front of me, and my mouth waters at the smell of the grilled shrimp. I can’t resist and check Petra’s face discreetly as I indulge myself in the shrimp salad. Looking up, I laugh under my breath at her frustrated face. No, this is not a vegetarian dish, my dear. And thank God it isn’t. If there is meat or fish on the menu, I’ll eat it with pleasure and delight. I can’t wait to see her angry face as I do so.

      “Is everything alright?” my dad asks her, since she hasn’t stopped glaring at me since I began popping the tasty shrimp into my mouth.

      A malicious smile settles on my lips as I say, “Petra is vegetarian, and to her, I’m committing a crime for eating shrimp in front of her.”

      “Oh, I didn’t know.” Dad is clearly troubled by this, and instead of laughing, he takes it seriously and starts apologizing. “I will ask the chef to prepare something else.”

      “Dad, I’m fine,” I interpose, barely believing he would go and ask the kitchen to bring me vegetarian food because my fiancée hates seeing me eating seafood in front of her. She has to get over it. “The food is great. Let the chef prepare what he wants.”

      Petra doesn’t say a word, yet she frowns at me like she could throw bullets from her eyes. It’s supposed to look terrifying, but I find it cute and funny.

      “Alright, then,” he mumbles, before looking back at her. “I apologize, Petra, tomorrow everyone will eat vegetarian.”

      I skip a breath and press my lips tight to contain the urge to say something. Unbelievable… We can’t even eat what we want in this house? Why is he trying so much to please her?

      Petra gives him a charming grin in return. I guess my dad would say or do anything to see that smile. Jeez, he barely knows her and is already treating her better than he treats me.

      “You don’t mind eating vegetarian tomorrow, right?” he asks me, as if he truly cared about my opinion.

      Her blue eyes align on me again, and she waits patiently for my answer. There are two options here: either giving them a piece of my mind about the subject, or scoring points with my fiancée. Well, call me a coward or wise, but I look at my dad and say, “Totally fine by me.”
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        * * *

      

      I turn on the lights as I enter into the billiard room, and a bright smile settles on my lips as I recall all of the memories created here. I take in my surroundings, the smell of wooden furniture and old malt hitting my nose. Dad, Amanda, Mona and I used to spend a great amount of time here playing pool. In the whole island of Bermuda, this is definitely the place I have missed the most. As I come to think of it, no wonder Dad and Mona thought Amanda and I would last. We used to come here after dinner and spend the evening playing pool until we’d end up fucking on the table until dawn.

      I notice the balls are already all placed in the triangular rack and positioned at the lower end of the table. I remove the rack, then take a cue and chalk the tip. With the cue in my hand, I get in position and angle myself to strike on the white ball. Before I can do so though, I feel my dad’s presence in the room, and my intuition confirms it as I hear him saying, “I see the habit of coming here after dinner never died…”

      He then closes the door behind him, and I’m glad he does so, because then I ask, “Why didn’t Mona come to have dinner with us?” My eyes remain focused on the white ball as I point the tip of my cue on it. “Doesn’t she like seeing you indulging yourself with pizza while making another woman laugh?” And I strike the ball, which rolls across the table until hitting the ones in the middle, breaking the rack.

      “What on earth are you talking about?” I turn and notice Dad doesn’t have a cue in his hands yet. So I go and get one for him, putting some chalk on the tip. “Oh, wait, you are jealous because your fiancée spent a good time with me and ignored you the whole dinner?” He chuckles inwardly, and I hate the sound of it. “Maybe if you stopped keeping things from her—”

      “What happened twenty years ago belongs to the past,” I say, cutting him off. As silence settles in, I hand him the cue so that he can make his shot.

      “And yet, it’s being used in the present to jeopardize your relationship with her,” he points out. “Why don’t you just tell her the truth once and for all?”

      “Ryan advised me not to,” I explain briefly, analyzing the balls spread on the table to see which one I can pot first.

      “Petra is not like your mother, she would understand…”

      I go around the pool table, a bit impatient for him to make his shot. “I’ve come to the conclusion that telling her is a liability,” I reply. And since Dad doesn’t seem to care about the game, I position myself to make another strike, like I’m playing solo. I bend just enough, angle the stick and hit the ball, which strikes the number five and rolls all the way until it falls into a pocket. “Just like it was a liability for Roy to tell you and Tess.”

      “Yet, I kept my mouth shut and have always helped you both,” he hisses back.

      “Everyone has secrets of their own,” I tell him as I pace around the table. “Even Petra kept one from me until she couldn’t.” I take a stance, point the tip on the cue ball, and strike once more. “If she truly loves me, she will trust me on this and move on,” I add, my eyes on the ball number one, which stops inches from the pocket on the right corner.

      Dad takes a few steps, and as he stands not too far from the cue ball, he takes a stance and finally takes his first shot. “I think you are making a big mistake, son.” The ball hits the number 10, which he pots instantly.

      “Just because I want to keep her out of this?” I ask, looking at him. Suddenly, a realization washes over me. “Oh, I see. So she spoke to you about it?”

      “I spoke to her. The poor girl spent the whole day alone, ruminating on what you have done and why you aren’t trusting her.” Oh, that would explain why Dad is on her side now.

      “I’ll have a word with her later on,” I brush it off, trying to bring an end to the conversation.

      But Dad doesn’t seem convinced, and he just exhales loudly in return before walking in my direction. Once he stands beside me, I notice how his expression is more serious and grave than usual. “Look, one day or another, Tess will press charges against you. And Roy won’t hesitate on throwing you under the bus to save himself. Have you thought about it?”

      “He’s already doing it,” I tell him, breaking eye contact for a moment as I try to steady my emotions and give nothing away. Yet, I can’t help but say, “And his betrayal fucking hurts.”

      As we look each other in the eye, there’s something that switches in him. “And you are afraid Petra will do the same one day or another?”

      The question feels like a reality check, and while I’d love to tell him no, he knows it’d be bullshit. “Yeah…” I take a deep breath, pausing for moment. “I’ve made a lot of compromises for her. But telling her what happened twenty years ago is not one I’m ready for.”

      Dad breaks eye contact and mumbles, “As you wish.” His attention then goes back to the pool table, and he goes around it before positioning himself. “Regarding Roy, if you need to use anything against him, I've got a file about him in my office.” As he strikes the ball, my jaw drops slightly, and I remain looking at him, totally astounded at his revelation.

      “You are sharing Roy’s file with me?” I repeat, making sure I’ve heard him properly. Dad nods in return, and my eyes widen at the sight of it. “Wow. Now that’s surprising.” I mean, Dad has never shared compromising information about Roy to anyone, including me. After all, Roy was his protégé, his best and most loyal employee, and they always held the utmost respect for each other, despite Roy resigning to join me in starting our own firm. I know Dad used to hold compromising infos on everyone, but since he left the Netherlands, I had no idea he still had those files with him.

      “Now, let’s make it clear; use it only if it’s strictly necessary,” he says, and his tone is grave enough for me to understand he’s not joking around.

      “What is it about?” I ask instantly, just to make sure it’s what I think it is.

      “Well, you know…” We share a look, and it’s enough to confirm what I had in mind. “But avoid using it. Petra will be devastated to know he was involved in this type of… well… fraternity.” A quick chuckle escapes me at the word my dad chose to describe a sex cult. “The girl doesn’t need more bad news in her life.” It’s incredible how he genuinely cares about my fiancée’s well-being, despite barely knowing her. She must have truly made an impact on him. And, despite everything, I’m quite glad she did.

      “And you?” I ask, knowing exactly which “fraternity” he is talking about. “Are you still in it?” I clarify.

      “I left everything when I lost everything,” Dad answers. “What about you?”

      “I left too.”

      “Good.”

      As Dad gestures for me to make my shot, a small smile plays on my lips knowing it was the right the decision to have come here. Despite all of our previous arguments and disputes, I knew he’d help us. After all, I’m the only child he is still in touch with, and I know he’s eagerly waiting to go to my wedding.
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        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      While the staff told me Alex was busy having a meeting with his dad, I have spent the last hour lying on our bed, contemplating how I can persuade my fiancé to tell me his secret once and for all. I just hope his dad already laid out the ground work as he told me he would. Damn… Why on earth is it so hard for him to trust me in the first place? The fact that everyone knows his secret but me is driving me crazy.

      All of a sudden, the door cracks open, and I tense up seeing Alex stepping in. “May I?” He waits for my approval and after telling him a barely audible yes, he just walks in and locks the door behind him.

      While I pretend I’m reading a book, Alex slides the double doors apart, walks into his closet, and closes them behind him. Yet, from the bed, I can hear a drawer opening and his clothes moving as he takes them off. I wonder in which mood I will find him once he returns into the bedroom and whether he will be naked or in his boxers alone. My heart pants in a fury as my anxiety grows. The rational part in me would rather face him and deal once and for all with his past, but the other one—mostly composed of raging hormones—just wants to get laid. I slap myself mentally for such a stupid thought. Forget about his dick!

      I have to talk to him. He is hiding something quite serious and important from me, and I shouldn’t take it lightly.

      As Alex walks in, I ignore him, and, despite my intense heartbeat, remain focused on my book. My fingers rub the corner of the page, as if I’m anxiously awaiting what will happen next in the story. We haven’t spoken since our argument this morning, which left a pretty bad impression on me, and most likely on him too. Even during dinner, we didn’t say a word to each other. I feel the nerves boiling down in my stomach as I wonder if I should be the first one to talk. Once Alex slides in bed, I give a quick glance at him. My eyes alight on his delicious, sculpted torso but the rest is hidden under the sheets. He takes his iPad from the nightstand, turns it on, and starts focusing on it. This is beyond ridiculous; we are on the same bed, yet neither of us dares to talk. Silence fills the room as we both remain distant, engrossed in anything but the other. And while I’m pretending to be into my book, flipping pages I haven't even read, I come up with a question about his day in order to break the ice between us. “Um, did you manage to speak to your clients?” My tone comes off about as sweet and cute as it gets.

      He turns and looks at me, his expression softening. “Yes, they were a bit confused at first, but at the end, they had a good laugh and asked if they were invited to the wedding.”

      The word wedding eases me and brings a smile to my face. “Great, I guess that is good news, then.” Not knowing what else to say, I exhale quietly, and my attention falls back on my book. I press my lips together, pondering how to confront him about his past. Decidedly, I realize that there aren’t a thousand ways to do it, so I look again at him and ask, “Is there any reason why you don’t want to tell me what’s going on?”

      Blowing out a breath, Alex remains silent for a moment, his eyes still pinned on the iPad. “Ryan and I agreed it’s better to keep it this way.”

      What? My heart falls to my knees, and it takes everything in me to not shout at him. Instead, I swallow my anger and say, “If you trust me—”

      “If you trust me,” he repeats immediately, cutting me off, his eyes drifting to meet mine. “Then accept it and move on.” I can’t help but shake my head at his deplorable request. “You didn’t disclose that you weren’t on the pill either. And yet I moved on, remember?”

      “What?” I can’t believe he’s bringing this up and comparing what I did with what he’s hiding from me. “There’s no comparison possible. And I told you after that I wasn’t.”

      “Yeah, because you were pregnant,” he interposes. “You lied and hid it until you couldn’t. And despite that, I forgave you and moved on,” he snaps back. “Now it’s time for you to do the same.”

      I’ve got so much more to say, but I don’t. I slam my book down in defeat. I’m tired of our fights and don’t have the energy to keep up with his snide remarks. Jeez… Here we are having yet another one. My head is spinning, and I need some fresh air, so I leap off of the bed, march toward our terrace, yank the glass door open, and leave our heated argument behind. Alex doesn’t retain me, and I’m glad he doesn’t. I take the stairs going down to the beach. It’s dark, but thanks to the moon and stars, there’s some light piercing through the obscurity of the night. I follow the sound of the waves, my pulse beating just as fast as I’m running toward them. As I reach the sea, I’m welcomed by the lukewarm waters soaking my feet. Then, I shut my eyes since I can’t shut my heart, and focusing on my breathing. I inhale and exhale the fresh breeze of the evening. It’s quiet and inviting, so I take a few more steps, letting the water reach my knees. And because it feels better in the water than outside, I keep walking farther in until I can stretch my arms and legs and let myself float. The water carries my body so effortlessly that I barely feel the meek waves under me. Water truly has got some healing powers, or at least, appeasing ones as I feel myself more at peace, finally able to think with more clarity…

      I know relationships are not perfect––I know they require work and compromises even in the best scenarios––but damn, do I really want a relationship like the one Hendrik has with Mona? One filled with secrets? Is this the type of relationship Alex is really looking for? If that’s the case, then it’s very far from what I’d imagined our relationship would be like. I thought we’d be like a team, fighting in the same direction, for the same goals. But how can a team go in the same direction if I know nothing about the other team player? And while my body remains afloat, my heart is sinking from anger and frustration. I’ve always been an open book with him; he knows everything about me and even my past crushes! Not even Emma knows about so many details of my life. And yes, I lied about the pill, but it’s not my lie that is being used by my mother to compromise our present and our future. It’s not my lie that can land him in jail… Fuck, why can’t he trust me on this one thing? That’s what I really want to know. But how can I persuade him to tell me if he doesn’t want to?

      “Petra! Can you come back inside please?” His loud voice startles me instantly.

      Opening my eyes wide, I stop my relaxing hovering and put myself back on my feet. Despite the darkness, I can discern his figure standing onshore and slowly walking in my direction. The dark shadow of the sand kicking up from his angry footsteps alerts me that he’s closer than I’d thought.

      “Stop it!” I yell, seeing him now entering into the water, most likely to take me back home. “Leave me alone!” I hear nothing from his side, yet he’s getting closer and closer to me. “I said stop!”

      Alex finally stands still only inches from me, but in a quick move, he grasps my wrist, leaving me even more angry at him. I do my best to release myself from him, walking backwards while trying to pull my arm away.

      “What a child you can be sometimes!” he chides, his hand still firmly holding me. “Can’t we just talk?”

      “Leave me alone!” With rage consuming me, I clench my other hand and pummel his chest as hard as I can multiple times. “I hate you! Leave me alone!”

      “Hey, hey, hey…” His tone is hurried but softer, his hand releases my wrist, but only for him to bring me into his arms. “I know you’re mad…” His soothing whisper doesn’t work, and I push him away.

      “I’m fucking tired of your secrets!” I manage to spit out from the depths of my lungs. “Do you know how it feels to be excluded? Fuck! You don’t! You don’t!” I point at him in disgust.

      “Petra, enough!”

      Eyes on eyes, I don’t vacillate, I don’t tremble, I’m just too tired of his bullshit. “I’m not marrying someone who will keep secrets from me.”

      “Oh, stop it…” he brushes it off like I don’t mean it, but I do. His grip loosens ever so slightly, but he doesn’t let me go.

      “I’m not joking.” Alex sighs in annoyance and most likely also in disbelief. I roll my eyes in response, thankful that it’s too dark for him to tell. “I don’t want to be kept in the dark. I fucking do not.”

      “Petra…”

      I’m too furious at him to listen. “I left everything behind for you! Without questioning a thing! I love you to a point that is ridiculous,” I chuckle at my own stupidity. “And you know it.” Angry tears brim my eyes, but I push them back. “You know I love you to a point beyond rational, and you play with it! You like to push and push and push to see how far you can go.”

      “You’re exaggerating.”

      “I’m not.” I sniffle, tired of so many fights. “Your mom told me you are an expert in manipulating women to make them do what you want,” I fess out, tears gathering in my eyes. “And I thought it was only sexually, you know, like with the plugs and so on. But now…” I let my words trail off, before taking a breath in exhaustion. “Now I get it—you just wanted to keep them away from knowing your true self.”

      Alex exhales loudly in return once again, but he doesn’t refute my statement. Instead he just says, “Why is it so damn difficult for you to trust me on this?”

      “I could ask you the same,” I snap, glaring at him.

      Nothing but heartbeats and loud breaths can be heard.

      “I do trust you.” Alex glances around, uneasiness setting in. “I just…”

      I wait a few more seconds for him to say something, and when he doesn’t, I mutter, “Just what?”

      “What happened in the past is totally irrelevant. I did things I’m not proud of. That’s it.”

      I frown in confusion. If it’s irrelevant then why isn’t he sharing it with me? Unless he’s scared I won’t react well. “Are you afraid I’ll judge you for it?” And before he can answer, I add, “Because I won’t.”

      Alex lets out a sigh, tired at my insistence. “You aren’t gonna stop, are you?”

      “I can’t…” I tell him, my tone just above a whisper. “It hurts like hell being excluded while everyone else knows.” As my words sink into him, Alex remains quiet, considering me. “If you are serious about us, then I can’t be kept in the dark. I know you’re upset about the pill thing, but you know I wouldn’t keep something from you like you’re doing to me. I just want to feel like you care.”

      He rubs his eyelids tiredly before staring away toward the dark mystery that is the ocean. And as we stand here in total silence among the shadows, our bodies half dipping in the warm waters of the Caribbean Sea, I hope this time he’s taken me seriously enough to assess my request. I never thought I’d have gone as far as putting forth an ultimatum, but I can’t be excluded any longer. Not from him.

      “Can we at least go somewhere dry?” His voice sounds defeated, but his anger has seemed to have faded all together.

      My brows raise up at his question, giving me a glimmer of hope. “Oh, um, okay.”

      As we walk back to the shores, Alex takes my hand, and the gesture feels so good and familiar that it warms my heart, comforting me. To my surprise, it now feels chilly outside, and I shiver as a quick breeze passes through us, leaving my wet skin with goosebumps. We go to the cabana where we had been earlier in the day, and I find two dry towels sitting inside. While I take one for myself, Alex puts the other one on my shoulders, rubbing my back to warm me up.

      “Warm enough?”

      “Thanks,” I mumble. The small gesture makes my stomach quiver out of excitement.

      Then Alex sits on the mattress, and I do the same. I keep myself positioned so that my feet are touching the sand, while he props his entire body atop of it. While my feet start tracing a line in the sand, Alex seems to be taking in the surroundings. “It’s a beautiful night…” he fumbles out.

      I follow his gaze and look at the moon and stars spread amongst the dark sky and admire how peaceful the beach is. Now that I’m drier, it’s actually pretty enjoyable outside, and the quiet of the night actually helps me relax. “It is.”

      “If I tell you what happened,” he begins, sounding still on the fence. “Do you promise me to never ever talk about it with anyone? Not even Emma?”

      “Of course.”

      “And that you will never use it against me, no matter how angry you are at me?” His tone is deeply serious, and I start wondering how bad it can be.

      “Yes, I promise,” I answer.

      He looks me in the eyes, his lips in a straight line. “Petra, I’ll be extremely disappointed if you talk to anyone about this.”

      I swallow thickly at the seriousness in his tone. “I know.”

      He breaks eye contact, glancing around as he thinks something through. I begin rubbing my thumb and pointer finger together to soothe the quietness of the moment, anticipating what his next words may be. “Okay, well…” Then, he takes a deep breath, exhaling louder than usual. “It was twenty years ago, and I was, um, kinda of drunk and fucked up, and…” He runs a hand through his hair, while another gush of air rolls off his lips, but he doesn’t finish his sentence. Yet I keep my eyes pinned on his face as I see him struggling to tell me the rest. “And I killed someone.” My eyes widen, but I keep my mouth shut waiting for him to dig in. “It was an accident. But um…” Wow. I’ve never seen Alex struggling so much to open up before. “Your dad was with me, and he tried to check on her, but it was too late… she was dead.” He turns, looking at me, but his expression remains just as serious as his voice. “She was the daughter of someone very close to my family.” He looks down at his lap, breaking his eye contact almost as quickly as he’d initiated it. "So we decided to bury the body and keep it to ourselves.”

      “An accident?” I ask again. “Like in a car accident?”

      “Yes, a car accident.” He smiles briefly at me, before proceeding. “Your mom knows who the girl was, and if she says the truth to her family…” he lets his words trail off, thinking something through. “That family has always been a strong ally and client of ours, Petra. We can’t create friction with them.”

      “Who are they?” I ask him.

      “Do you really—”

      “Yes,” I cut him off. “I need to know. Who are they?”

      “The De Vries.” He looks pensively to the sky, before lowering his gaze back at me. “She was Jan’s daughter.”

      “Who’s Jan?” I ask, even more confused.

      “He’s like a brother to me,” Alex explains. “Sebastian, Jan and I were very close when we were younger. Jan is the oldest, followed by Sebastian, and I’m the youngest out of our bunch. Our families have always had a very strong bond. And by strong I mean, centuries of alliances and loyalty.” So he buried the body of his friend’s daughter? Wow. It’s incredible how far he would go to protect such alliances. “He’s going through a very nasty divorce at the moment, but you’ll meet him and his family at the wedding.”

      “So you killed the daughter of a close friend of yours and buried her body?” I repeat to make sure I heard him properly and it’s not me making this whole thing up. Alex nods, and my jaw drops, not knowing what to say. I let out a quiet, “Oh, wow…” That’s all I can manage while I continue processing everything he just told me. “Well, now I kinda understand why you don’t want Mom to put it out there.” My leg bounces up and down in the sand as I come to terms with what he has just told me. Yet, wondering how that would actually turn out, I ask, “What if Jan learns the truth, though? What can he do to you?”

      “I don’t even want to think about it.”

      “But what if he does?” I ask again, forcing him to face the potential realities of the situation. “Won’t Jan forgive you? After all, you said it was an accident.”

      He shakes his head, staring away. “He won’t forgive me, no,” he answers just as fast. “That I’m certain of.”

      “Even after all these years?” I keep asking.

      “It doesn’t matter. Blood over friends.”

      I frown in confusion. “What?”

      “Blood over friends,” he repeats, this time looking at me. “It’s one of the principles you grow up with. Family is always above friendship. And Jan is a firm believer of that.”

      “That sounds ridiculous,” I snap. “I would rather chose you over my family any day for the rest of our lives.”

      “I’m not saying it makes sense. But that’s how we grew up.”

      I might not know much about Jan, but I can’t imagine a grown-up man seeking revenge for an accident that happened twenty years ago. It sounds a bit far-fetched to me. “I’m sure if he’s a close friend of yours, he’ll forgive you. It has been so many years now.”

      “Not everything is forgivable, Petra,” he replies, keeping his tone grave. While I do understand not everything is forgivable, I doubt his friend will seek out deadly revenge. It’s not like he did it on purpose.

      “We buried her body and lied to him when he asked us if we had seen her.” I can see the uneasiness in his gaze by the way he keeps looking around to see if someone is listening and feel the shame his words carry. “They searched for her for years… If Jan found out we lied to him and his family about his daughter, I don’t want to imagine what he’d do to us.”

      “What is he capable of?”

      Alex chuckles at my insatiable curiosity. “Anything.”

      He says that word with so much conviction that my skin prickles with the shiver I fought off. I don’t know Jan, but he does. And now that I understand what my mom has against him, all I can say is, “Thank you for trusting me with this.” I lean into him, my head resting on his shoulder. “You have no idea how much it means to me.”

      Alex doesn’t reply, instead he puts an arm around me and presses his lips to my forehead. As we remain silent, reveling in each other’s company amid an empty beach and a blanket of stars, I know perfectly well it took everything in him to share such a dark part of his life with me. And I know he did it only and solely because he cares about us more than anything else.
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        Bermuda, October 24, 2020

        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      I’d never told that secret to any woman before. Actually, I hadn’t told it to anyone on my own terms, except for my attorney. Telling Petra what happened twenty years ago was either the most stupid decision of my life or the most courageous one. Probably a bit of both. Either way, my relationship with her depended on it. The threats she threw out at me when I refused to tell her anything about my past were not something I could easily dismiss. As I come to think of it, she’s by far the most stubborn person I have ever met. Heck, she gets so aggressive and violent when she doesn’t get her way. It is actually quite disturbing the more that I think about it. That’s a side of her I didn’t expect. Or maybe I should have, given the fact she already showed me this side of her at my estate in the Netherlands. Jeez, Ms. Van Gatt can be such a mystery sometimes.

      “Is everything alright?” Petra asks as she looks up at me from the other side of the table, her big blue eyes peering up at me. “You have been so quiet the whole lunch…”

      It’s fascinating how behind her cute, little face and her angelic smile, there’s someone who can become so hot-tempered so quickly. Since there’s no one on the terrace but us, I put down my iPad, take a sip on my coffee, and say, “I was just thinking about yesterday…”

      Her gaze instantly glows with curiosity, and she leans forward, whispering, “You mean, about what we did in the cabana?”

      Her question makes me laugh, bringing some good memories to mind. I start tingling at the thought alone. That was the best part of our evening, definitely. Yet that’s not what I had been thinking about.

      I ponder for a moment whether to tell her the truth or not. Since she’s in a good mood, it should be the best time to do so… right? “Actually, I was thinking how aggressive you get when I don’t do what you want.” Her lips part in astonishment, but I proceed. “You hit my chest several times yesterday out of frustration.”

      “Well, you grabbed my wrist when I told you not to,” she replies casually, taking a small bite of her ice cream.

      “So, if I don’t do what I’m told, you hit me?” I ask for the sake of taunting her.

      Petra draws out a breath, the question irritating her. I try my best not to smile at her annoyance, but getting a reaction from her is too delightful. “You wanted to bring me back home when I told you no.”

      “Because it was dark and you could have hurt yourself.”

      “I’m not a child, Alex,” she snaps. “You worry way too much about me.”

      Her answer leaves me totally speechless, and I’m not sure if I should laugh or frown. “Because you give me plenty of reasons to,” I end up saying.

      Before she can reply, though, the butler comes in, interrupting our face-to-face. “Mr. Van Dieren?” As my eyes alight on him, he proceeds, “Your attorney would like to talk to you.”

      “Of course, please let him in,” I instruct, curious to know the outcome of his meeting with the court evaluator, which is handling the guardianship case that Tess brought up.

      A few instants later, I see Ryan coming in with some files tucked under his arm. At least today he ditched the suit and is now blending in more by wearing a linen shirt and a pair of Bermuda shorts.

      After greeting him, he sits beside me, takes a deep breath, and says, “It’s official; the court scheduled a prelim hearing based on the charges Eric filed against you.” That’s definitely not the kind of news I thought he’d start with. Despite my fiancée looking at Ryan with shock in her eyes, I knew sooner or later a judge would side with Eric in order to force us to come back to New York. Damn, between the guardianship case to the kidnapping one, Tess and Roy never cease to amaze me. “I obviously already told the court you pledge not guilty.” He pauses for a beat, and before I can bombard him with questions, he turns to Petra and proceeds, “Regarding your case, you’ll have to do an interview with a psychologist and a physician, both appointed by the court.”

      Petra instantly frowns at Ryan with outrage. “What for?”

      “It’s not a bad thing,” Ryan replies instead, aiming to calm her down. “Dr. Nel left a pretty bad report on your mental health, including your self-destructive behavior and hunger-strikes. She and her team of physicians tried to portray you as an incapacitated adult so that the court could appoint Tess as your guardian. Fortunately, the judge appointed two outsiders to do another evaluation.”

      Of course Dr. Nel would support whatever Tess tells her. And given her credentials in neurology and post-traumatic behavior, I’m glad the judge remained somewhat skeptical of her affiliation with Petra’s parents. “Are those appointed by the judge truly impartial though?” I ask.

      “I reviewed them, and they seem so,” Ryan answers. “Don’t worry, I will review the report myself too.”

      “Can I do it via Zoom?” Petra urges.

      “Yes, you can. After we have a report from them, you’ll have a hearing with the court evaluator which will also be online. I spent an hour talking to him and explaining what kind of mother she is and what she is trying to do to you. Even if the case is as weak as a kitten, the evaluator needs to talk to you before the judge can reject your mom’s petition.”

      Despite the good news regarding Petra’s situation, I sense there’s something else troubling him by the way he’s white-knuckling his briefcase, which lies on his lap. Ryan then turns to me and says, “But the judge wants you physically present at the hearing for the kidnapping charges.”

      “Fuck…” Now I understand why Ryan didn’t seem to be in a good mood. They really want us back in New York at any cost. “Can we appeal his decision?”

      “We can…” Yet something tells me Ryan isn’t inclined to do so. “But that’s not gonna work in our favor.”

      “So what do you suggest?” I ask, although I think I already know what he has in mind.

      “I think you should both return to New York and go to that hearing.” I try not to mock his unappealing suggestion, so I just flex my jaw and keep quiet, observing him. “If you fail to show up, the judge can issue a warrant and get you arrested. I don’t think we want to go down that road.”

      Petra can’t hide her disappointment, knowing we’ll have to return. A slight pout washes across her face. God she’s adorable even when she’s upset.

      I draw out a breath, not liking the idea either. “Do we know when the hearing is?”

      “Yes, it’s at nine o’clock in the morning, on November 9th.” Ryan pauses for a beat, looking out around the terrace, before saying, “Look, I know this is just a way for them to get you back to New York, but let’s not make it worse. We don’t want the judge to issue an international search warrant and grant Eric more power for when he goes against you.” As he says those words, his dark brown eyes hold nothing but sincerity.

      “Thank you, Ryan. I really appreciate it.” I give him a pat on the shoulder for all the hard work he has been putting in since he arrived here.

      “If you want me to do an appeal, I can, but again I don’t recommend it,” he points out, before getting up from his seat. “Have a thought about it and let me know what you want me to do.”

      Ryan then grabs his briefcase and leaves the terrace, giving me room to discuss with Petra his suggestion. Yet instead, my iPhone interrupts us as it starts ringing non-stop. I turn the phone face up to check who’s calling and, to my greatest surprise, it’s Mike—the COO at Gatt-Dieren.

      Curiosity taking the best of me, I decide to pick up the call, motioning to Petra that it will only be a moment. “Hi, Mike,” I greet. “What’s up?”

      “Hey, thanks for answering.” Mike can’t hide the nervousness in his tone, which is understandable given the call with the board yesterday. “Um, I’m doing great. Look, um, I don’t know if you already saw my email or not, but I’m hosting a birthday party at home on the first Saturday of November, and I’d love for you and Petra to join.”

      Jeez, that’s why he is calling me for? To attend a freaking party? “I appreciate the invite, but you live in Park Avenue.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not inviting Roy given your…situation,” he replies immediately. “Look, all of our biggest clients will be there. And Joshua wants to see you…”

      Oh, now Joshua wants to see me? That’s interesting. Joshua is our biggest institutional investor, a close friend of Roy, one of the non-exec of the board, and not surprisingly, the only one I didn’t manage to talk to yesterday. “I see…” I mumble, not really convinced.

      “Alex, I think it’d be a great opportunity for you to speak to him, and especially for everyone to meet your fiancée.” Why on earth do they want to meet her? “Staying away from New York won’t solve your problems. It will only feed the media and destroy your image.”

      Yet as I look at Petra, as she gazes off into the distance, she reminds me of everything we ran away from. “You have no idea what happened, Mike.”

      “True, I don’t know what happened between the two of you and what led to this bloody war, but what I do know is that you aren’t gonna keep your allies for much longer if you stay away from them.” I can’t deny it, Mike has got a point. I rub at my chin while he continues, “Roy’s having brunches and dinners with clients and stakeholders every single day, while you are God knows where.”

      “Is everything alright?” Petra asks as she remains sitting in front of me while listening only to my side of the conversation.

      I turn the phone away and explain to her briefly, “Mike is hosting a party for his birthday next week, and he’s inviting us.” Then, as I see her raise her eyebrows in understanding, I bring the iPhone again to my ear and ask, “Do you think Roy is still trying to vote me out?”

      While I can’t see his face or body language, I feel him hesitant in giving me a straight answer. “I do, yeah, which is why I think you should come back.” His voice carries a seriousness I wasn’t expecting.

      Afterward, some beats of silence ensue as I consider him. “Thank you, Mike. I’ll let you know if I do.”

      Once I hang up, my eyes scan Petra’s face and, knowing exactly why we left Manhattan in the first place, I say, “If you don’t want to return, I understand.”

      She has that glitter in her eye, and I wonder why. “Remember what I told you before we left the port?” she asks, her voice unusually warm. “As soon as I’m with you, I can be anywhere.” She then leaves her chair and goes to sit on my lap. Her jasmine scent immediately hits my nose as she wraps her arms around me, her lips at inches from mine. “It doesn’t matter if we are here in Bermuda, or New York, or Singapore… Home is where you are.”

      My heart flutters at her words, and I lean into her, claiming her lips. I might have kissed her a million times already, but it will never be enough to tell her how much she means to me. “You won’t have to see your parents or Dr. Nel,” I tell her. “I’ll make sure Ryan takes care of your safety. You can stay in our condo and study from there.”

      Despite doing my best to reassure her, Petra seems distant, lost in her own thoughts. “Can I ask you something?” And her question confirms just that. “Since we are staying here only until next week, can we go and visit the island?”

      Wow. That’s the last thing I thought she was concerned about. Feeling playful at her question, I can’t help but ask, “Will Ms. Van Gatt hit me again with her little fists if I say no?”

      “Oh, c’mon,” she chuckles in amusement, before doing exactly that. “It doesn’t even hurt.”

      “How can you be so sure?” I ask, teasing her. “I might have internal bruises.”

      She huffs, shaking her head, and my enjoyment only keeps growing. “You love making fun of me, don’t you?” Her soft arms have already brushed back up against my neck, making me stiffen slightly.

      I want to taunt her even more, but she shuts me up by pressing her lips on mine in a kiss filled with untamed passion. I forget everything I had in mind as she wastes no time delving her tongue into my mouth to stroke mine. I groan at the connection, my arousal intensifying. I fucking love it when she shows me how much she wants me. My body electrifies, and while her tongue keeps caressing mine so sensually, it takes everything in me not to unfasten my shorts and sit her on my boner. I’m still on my dad’s terrace after all, and the last thing I need is for him or Mona to come in and see this. So I break our kiss, and while her mouth goes down to my neck where she leaves a wet trail, I manage to say, “I can show you a few places, but you're gonna have to give me something first.”

      Petra goes up again, and her eyes meet mine with a mix of desire and curiosity. “What’s that?” she coos.

      The corners of my mouth lifts at her cute little voice, and after leaning in, I whisper, “You.”
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        Manhattan, October 24, 2020

        Matthew Bradford

      

      

      “Pops, she’s here!” I shout as I watch Tess leaving her Uber from the window of our living room. Then I hear footsteps approaching, and looking over my shoulder, I find Pops checking himself in the mirror of the entryway. A quick smile plays on my lips as I observe the whole thing, and I can’t help but ask, “Are you wearing that new cologne I got you?”

      He raises a brow at me, cocking his head to the side, his lips in a straight line. “Matt, this is not a date. It’s purely professional.”

      Yeah, right… “Well, you have my blessing if you ever consider dating her.” His eyes widen in surprise, which is understandable since out of all the women he dated, I’d never liked any of them. “Honestly, you’d make a great couple.”

      “She’s a Dutch politician,” Dad snaps, desperate to find an excuse.

      “And you are an American one,” I reply, my eyes still on him. “That can only be good for both countries.”

      His attention goes back to the mirror, and he adjusts his collar and sleeves. “I’m just helping a mother get her daughter back while putting a predator behind bars. That’s all.” Pops might play it down, but I saw how they looked at each other at the last meeting. The smiles they exchanged wouldn’t even fool a blind man. Seriously, Roy was such a dumbass to let her go. She’s so beautiful, poised, and super smart. I’ve got no idea why Pops insisted on having me as a third wheel though. Anyway, I guess it’s just to cover up that this is in fact a date. As I come to think of it, I take my iPhone and discreetly check if Petra has replied to my last message, in which I asked her if she was okay and when we could meet again to finish our presentation for philosophy.

      No, of course she didn’t. She is most likely mad at me for siding with her parents against her godfather while she keeps romanticizing her toxic relationship with him. I shake my head, hoping one day she will see through it. Yeah, I’m a fool to keep hopes up, but she’s just eighteen, and in my book, that’s an age where we make a lot of mistakes; including being in love with the wrong person. That’s part of life though. We need those bad experiences to grow. Her mother is a perfect example of it; maybe if she had never been married to Roy, she wouldn’t be the Tess Hagen that she is today.

      The sound of the doorbell echoes around the apartment, so I run a hand on my hair to compose it a bit, and hurry up to open the door. “Hey,” I greet warmly as Tess walks in. “Thank you for coming.” We exchange a handshake, but Tess leans forward and to my surprise gives me a cheek kiss. She then goes and greets my dad, letting the smell of her perfume permeate the air of the hallway. I notice how Dad tries his best to remain stoic and unmoved by the kiss she gives him on the cheek. I swear, Pops looks like a teenager as he cuts eye contact, a bit troubled, and invites her to the living room.

      “May I offer you a drink?” he asks, already running to the bar, most likely to conceal his flushed face. I chuckle inwardly seeing the uneasiness in his posture. “Um, I have gin, Sauvignon Blanc, whiskey, beer…”

      “A glass of Sauvignon is fine,” she says with a voice more polite and sweeter than usual.

      “And you, Matt?”

      Oh, Dad is asking for me too? Wow. That’s unusual. “Same,” I say.

      Meanwhile Tess and I sit on the sofa and wait for Pops to bring our glasses.

      “Did she reply to your text?” Tess asks me, breaking our silence.

      My heart tightens at the question, knowing it’s a negative answer. “Unfortunately, no.” I let out a sigh, wondering if Petra will ever bother to reply to it. “I don’t think she will forgive me for what I did.”

      “Matt, you are a true friend,” Tess says, reassuring me. “My daughter is in a toxic relationship, and you have always warned her, even though you knew she’d stop talking to you in the process.” She pauses, her lips twisting in a smile. “One day or another, I’m sure she will see you for what you are.”

      I return the smile, but I’m not that optimistic.

      “Here is the wine.” Pops walks in, gives Tess a glass, and then goes and gives me one too. Afterward, he leaves the living room again to get his drink, which to my surprise, is also a glass of wine. Once he gets back inside, he stands in front of us and says, “Well, cheers, to our newfound friendship.”

      “Oh,” Tess utters, sounding astonished. “So I can consider you a friend?”

      “Of course,” Dad answers back. “You can count on me for whatever you need.”

      With a smile on her lips, Tess stands up, and I do the same.

      “Then to friendship,” she replies, raising her glass, and we all clink them together.

      After we quietly give a first sip, Tess turns to my dad, thinking something through. “I’ve got something to give you.” I raise my brows as I watch her put her glass on the low table and take something from her purse. She then hands a big envelope to my dad, and I can’t help but wonder what’s in it. “This is the access code and a notary authorization to access my vault in case I die.”

      We both frown at her statement.

      “In case you die?” I ask.

      “A vault?” Pops interposes.

      “Yes, I have a vault here in New York; you have all the instructions in this envelope to access it upon my death.”

      Despite her explanation, Dad and I remain totally perplexed, and we exchange a confused glance.

      “But, um, why are you giving me this?” Dad asks.

      “Because in there is all of the evidences you need to arrest Van Dieren and put him in jail for a long, long time.”

      Wow! Now that’s a surprise!

      Dad frowns in confusion. “But for which crime exactly?”

      “Murder.”

      What? He killed someone? “Who did he kill?” The question rolls off my lips.

      Tess turns to me and with a contemplative smile on her lips, she says, “Me.”
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        Manhattan, November 6, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      When Alex and I left New York three weeks ago, I never thought a judge would be ordering us to come back for a hearing against my parents––especially not so soon. The hate I have for their controlling behavior is beyond imagination. Despite the county court rejecting my mom’s petition to grant her guardianship, Eric didn’t even bother to drop the charges filed against Alex. What a horrible bunch! As Ryan said, they are just doing it to bring us back to New York. And it’s working, since here we are, in a plane, heading back to the States. I remain quiet, looking out of my window, while Alex and his legal team are finalizing their defense strategy for the hearing that will happen in a few days. I can’t think of anything more humiliating than having to go to a court and prove to a bunch of people that I wasn’t kidnapped and that I’m not insane or crazy for loving him. Him—the man I have known for as long as I can recall and who loves and cares for me more than those so-called parents of mine. Yes, it might seem odd for the outside world that we are together, but that shouldn’t be their business in the first place. It’s our love, meaning it’s between us and only us. My attention goes to my fiancé, and as I look at him, there’s a small smile sprawling across my lips. Despite his flaws, despite his past, despite everything we are going through, I wouldn’t have chosen anyone else but him.

      “I only see death and misery, Miss.”

      Death and misery… I might have left Bermuda, yet Louise’s voice and her prediction are still here, haunting my every thought. I close my eyes, trying to chase those words away. But as I try to do so, my mind replays that evening with crisp imagery, and I remember the way she left the sofa and walked away, her expression so grave and sinister.

      “Petra?”

      I blink twice, my eyes alighting on Alex and Ryan who are both looking at me. I rub my eyes, not realizing how long I had been in my head.

      “Ryan suggested to have another testimony that is not mine or yours. Do you think Emma would be available?”

      As I ponder his suggestion, Ryan takes over. “Roy and Tess will testify and will most likely paint a very misguided opinion of Alex to the judge. We need an outsider that can do the opposite.”

      “Well, Emma should be perfect,” I tell them.

      Since I’m not sure if she’s still in New York or not, I take my iPhone, turn it on, and go to the messages app to text her. Inside the app though, I find Matthew’s newest unread messages popping up. What a pity he sided with my parents instead of me. We were supposed to be friends, or so I thought. Now that we are no longer in Bermuda, I feel tempted to read them. After all, we have a presentation to finish for philosophy and there’s no more reason to keep myself disconnected from the world since we are landing in a few minutes.

      I decide to read what he has to say, with zero intent to respond: You haven’t been present for the past two classes, and I must say, it feels odd not having you here. Now I don’t have anyone to rant about Ayn Rand to since they all agree with me and it’s so boring! Anyway, I hope you are safe and happy wherever you are. P.S: This was a big text just to say I miss you.

      Wow. That’s not the kind of message that I expected from him, especially after leaving his house in the middle of the night right before his birthday. He sounds rather sincere and nice. I keep scrolling and read another one: I know you must be furious at me for supporting your parents with their guardianship request, but I want you to know I did it because I genuinely care about you and your health. If you ever feel like talking, let me know. P.S: we need to finish our presentation ASAP. Prof Reich decided to change the delivery date, and it’s now due on Nov. 15.

      Shit. The fifteenth? Oh crap… While I don’t intend to keep a close friendship with him, we do have a study to finish, so I decide to text him and say, Hi, Matt, thanks for the texts. We do need to finish it, yeah. Is the library open? We can meet there tomorrow.

      Then I text Emma, asking her if she’s in town along with a brief explanation of what’s happening. Not even a minute later, Matt’s reply pops up.

      Hey!! All good? Welcome back to New York! I was actually planning on spending the day there tomorrow. Feel free to join!

      I’ve missed that library quite a bit, in fact; the environment there is so quiet and serious that I always managed to focus more there than anywhere else. Since Emma hasn’t yet answered, I text Matthew back: Alright, deal, see you tomorrow.
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        * * *

      

      I thought I wouldn’t miss Manhattan or the cold weather that shivers my bones and makes me feel like I’m in the midst of a snowstorm without any snow, but as we reach the condo, there’s that nostalgic feeling in me that pinches my heart. I wouldn’t hesitate moving to Singapore or anywhere else, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t miss here. Feeling a little buzz in my pocket, I take my iPhone and check the new text message.

      Babe, so glad you’re back! When can we meet? Btw, no prob for the hearing. Tell Ryan to contact me whenever he can. X.

      Smiling at the screen, I knew Emma would accept it without hesitation. I ask, Are you at home?

      Yep. Wanna come? she replies in a few seconds.

      I check my watch and notice it’s barely noon.

      Okay, let’s have lunch together.

      Since Alex and his legal team are now in the dining room, still discussing that court hearing, I knock on the door for the sake of politeness, and after stepping in, I say to Ryan, “Um, Emma is okay to do a testimony if needed. You can call her whenever you want to arrange the details.”

      “Oh, that’s fantastic,” he praises. “Well done.”

      Then I look at my fiancé and say, “I’m gonna have lunch at her place.”

      As I’m about to step outside, I hear his voice echoing across the room suddenly. “Wait. I’ll call your driver.”

      My eyes widen in surprise, and I turn, looking at him as he’s already making a phone call. “My driver?” I repeat, just to confirm that’s what I heard.

      Alex doesn’t reply as he finishes to instruct a so-called Zach over the phone to come in.

      Oh dear, don’t tell me I’ll have someone following me wherever I go.

      The doorbell startles me, and I frown, wondering if Zach was the man I saw standing in the corridor outside the penthouse. I thought he was someone from his security.

      His. Not mine.

      Alex stands up from his seat and leaves the dining room, gesturing me to do the same.

      As we set foot in the entryway, we find Maria opening the door and welcoming the very same man that I saw standing outside.

      “Petra, this is Zach, your new chauffeur. He will drive you wherever you need to go.”

      Yet, Zach is not alone, and there are two men right behind him. “And who are these two men standing behind him?” I ask Alex, his expression deepening.

      “Your new security,” he says without an ounce of bother.

      I chuckle immediately; it must be a prank or something. “I don’t need security to follow me wherever I go.”

      Alex steps closer to me, and as we face each other, he lowers his voice, trying to be more discreet. “Your parents tried to inject you with a microchip,” he reminds me. “Who knows what they are capable of?”

      “They won’t kidnap me,” I snap. “Otherwise they will lose the case immediately.” But Alex keeps staring at me, unconvinced. “That would be such a poor move from their side.”

      Despite my arguments, his expression remains just as serious. “Poor move or not, I don’t want to take any risks.”

      “Alex, I’m just going to see Emma. That’s it.” My patience is running low with his overbearing attitude. “It’s a very protected estate,” I insist. “I don’t want a security team to follow my every move.” I keep looking him straight in the eyes, hoping he’ll reconsider.

      Alex draws out a breath, thinking something through. “They will stay here, but Zach takes you there and brings you back once you are done.”

      I heave a sigh, annoyed at his attitude. There’s nothing wrong with booking an Uber, and I’m pretty sure Alex knew I wouldn’t like to have someone he appointed to drive me around, which might explain why he brought those two extra security agents. Accepting my request to not bring them with me would look like he’s conceding. Shaking my head in displeasure, I head toward the front door and leave the house without saying anything further.

      Reaching outside the building, the cold wind freezes my bones on the spot, and I shiver instantly. Jeez, I’m still not used to the cold after spending my last two weeks under the Caribbean sun. Zach opens the door for me to get into the backseat, and I’m glad to see the car is not some extravagant Rolls Royce, but a normal black Mercedes-S. As I get in, I notice there are two Evian water bottles placed in the cup holder of the middle seat—a small gesture but truly appreciated given the fact it’s a fifty-minute ride.

      Despite Zach being a very polite and courteous driver, I can’t bring myself to forget what Alex did. Why does he need to be so controlling like Dad was?

      “Is the temperature okay, Miss?” Zach asks, looking at me from the rear-view mirror.

      “It’s perfect, thanks.”

      “If you need anything, just let me know,” he says.

      “Thanks.” I put in my AirPods and start listening to my favorite playlist.

      

      Fifty minutes later, Zach drops me off right in front of the entrance to Emma’s house, where the sky is just as grey as in the city. When I left the country three weeks ago, I never thought I would be able to see her so soon. My eyes alight on the one and only Emma Hasenfratz, who’s standing on the front porch waiting for me, with her black, short hair which is always so perfectly styled, along with a pair of shorts that she’s sporting so effortlessly that it chills me by just looking at it. Boy, how can she cope with the cold like that?

      I leave the car and shut the door without giving Zach a second thought. Walking toward her, I ask, “You stayed in New York the whole time?” My tone is as excited as the big smile on her face.

      “Nah, I came back yesterday from Tulum,” she explains, before opening her arms wide to give me a hug. “Gosh, it’s so good to see you.” Emma embraces me tightly in her arms, and we stay hugging each other for a few more seconds than usual before she releases me and starts checking me out. “Wow, Ms. Van Gatt has got a tan. You look great.”

      Dropping my gaze at her compliment, I smile shyly. “Thanks.”

      She then takes me by the hand, bringing me into her house, and we head to the living room.

      “Did Yara or Julia already call you for our trip to the Netherlands?” she asks.

      My eyes widen in surprise at her question. While Margaret did invite me to stay at her estate for a fews days before the wedding, I didn’t know Emma had also been invited. “Um, yes. Margaret invited me. You’re also joining?”

      “Yep. It’s gonna be so fun! Yara told me I can stay at her mom’s house.”

      “Oh, I see you and Yara are getting along well.”

      “Yeah, she’s pretty dope.” We then take a seat on the sofa and Emma asks, “Have you stayed at Margaret’s place before?”

      “Yeah, I spent last Christmas there. It’s a pretty big estate, you’ll like it.”

      “Alright, cool.” Emma seems to have another question in mind as she looks at me pensively. “Um, what about your dad? Is he gonna attend the ceremony?”

      “After everything he’s trying to do?” I ask, although mostly to myself. “I don’t think so, no.” Which honestly sucks, but she doesn’t need to know that.

      “That’s so fucked up. What about Matt?”

      My brows crease immediately. “Matt? What about him?”

      “Yeah, I mean, are you still talking to him?”

      Why on earth is she asking me about him? The question is on the tip of my tongue, yet I decide to answer hers first, keeping it as short as possible. “Um, just for the sake of a study we are doing together.”

      “You know he came here with your parents and his dad. And, like, his dad is just as fucked up as yours, but I appreciate him.”

      “You do?” Now I’m even more surprised by what I’m hearing. “How come?”

      “Yeah, he was worried about you, and he told me when Alex left, you weren’t eating shit, and he had to do livestreams and watch you eat.” Oh, I do remember that perfectly well. Yeah, Matt is a nice person no matter what. “He seems to care a lot about you. You shouldn’t ignore him.”

      “He’s against my relationship though,” I tell her. It feels weird to talk about Matthew with Emma. I mean, there’s literally nothing to talk about when it comes to him. “He will do anything to tear us apart.”

      “Nah, I don’t think he’d go that far. I think that’s mostly your mom pulling the strings.” Her comment leaves me totally perplexed. Did Matt persuade Emma to give me a word about him?

      “Um, well, I have to meet him to finish a project we are working on for philosophy, but that’s it,” I explain, aiming to close the subject once and for all.

      “Alright, you do you.” And while I smile at her answer, thinking we’d moved on, Emma manages to piss me off as she says, “Just don’t be too tough on him.”

      “Did he ask you to give me a word or what?” I ask bluntly.

      “More or less,” she confesses, before reaching for her pack of cigarettes that is lying on a low table, not too far from her crystal ashtray. “We just spoke a bit while he was here with his dad.” Well, at least she’s honest about it. A few seconds of silence ensues while Emma lights up her cigarette and exhales the smoke. “How is the preparation for the hearing coming along?”

      Ah! Finally the subject of discussion I came here for. “It’s going well. We have to be there at eight-thirty, so don’t be late,” I tell her.

      “No worries, I’ll be on time,” she says, before taking another puff on her cigarette.

      “Ryan will make up a few questions about me and Alex, and mostly stuff related to his behavior toward me and so on. But he’ll talk to you on Tuesday so that you can be ready.” And before she can say something, I lay my hand on hers. Lowering my voice, I add, “Thank you for doing this. You have no idea how much it means to me.”

      “I know, girl.” She gives me a quick pat on the arm, and the gesture feels so familiar that it warms my heart. “And, um, are you confident he’s gonna win?”

      “I hope so. Ryan said it’s just a formality before we celebrate victory.”

      “That’s great,” she answers back. “So if he wins, your parents will let you live in peace? Or do you think they’ll come up with something else?”

      “Gosh, I hope not.” And I actually shiver at the idea they could have another twisted plan in mind that we know nothing about. “I wish Dad could set himself free from Mom though.”

      “Yeah, she seems to be even worse than him. I never thought she could be so overbearing.”

      “Oh yeah, she is the worst. Alex now wants me to have a private chauffeur and security because of what she tried to do,” I disclose.

      “You mean, the injection?”

      The simple thought of it sends chills up my spine, and I try my best not to remember that day. “Yeah…” I close my eyes to calm myself down, but my mind starts replaying the moment when Dr. Nel took that syringe and glass vial out of her briefcase while my parents didn’t bat an eye. While I knew Mom wouldn’t care less, I felt so betrayed by my dad’s compliance. This is not something I’ll easily forget.

      Emma keeps observing me attentively as she seems to be thinking something through. “Do you want me to take care of her?”

      I blink twice, totally baffled. “What?” I utter, unsure if I heard her question properly or not. But given her facial expression, it looks like she isn’t joking. “Of course not,” I tell her immediately, seeing how serious she seems to be about it. “Mom is just freaking out because of my relationship. Once she understands there is nothing she can do, she will leave us alone.”

      “And what if she doesn’t?” she pushes further.

      I try to hide my outrage, but my jaw already dropped. How can she ask me that? How? “I’m not into killing anyone, Emma,” I say, this time my tone more insistent. Jeez! It’s crazy how she can think it’s okay to kill someone. “Especially the woman who gave me life.”

      “Alright…” While I’m still pretty shocked at what she had in mind, Emma just blows out the smoke and taps the cigarette against the ashtray, letting the ashes fall into it. She then casually smiles at me and says, “As you wish.”
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        Manhattan, November 7, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      “I’ll be spending all day at the library, so you don’t have to wait for me there,” I instruct Zach as he drops me off on Columbia’s campus. “I’ll text you later to pick me up.”

      As I head toward the main building, my heart speeds up in anticipation at seeing Matt again. I’m not sure how we’re gonna manage to ignore everything we went through though. Should I apologize again for leaving his house in the middle of the night right before his birthday? I mean, Ryan already left a message on my behalf. Plus, it’s not like I had much of a choice after what my parents did to me. Yet, Matthew sided with them and happily supported my mom in her guardianship request. Despite Emma’s advice, I can’t bring myself to forgive him for his lack of loyalty.

      Stepping into the library, I inhale deeply into its woody scent—it smells like old books, wooden tables, and a mix of female fragrances from vanilla to peppermint. I scan around the tables spread through the room, trying to find him.

      Instinctively though, and against my better judgment, my lips twist into a big smile upon seeing Matt. He looks cute with his grey hoody and black Bose headphones around his neck. I can see that he’s engrossed in a book at an empty table right in front of me.

      I walk quietly in his direction and, with a playful tone, ask, “The rest of the group didn’t come?” In fact, I’m a bit surprised he didn’t invite them since this is a meet-up for our study.

      His eyes drift up to meet mine, and his lips curve up, mirroring mine. “Hey,” Matt says, just above a whisper. He sounds genuinely excited to see me, which makes me feel just the same. Then he puts down his book and stands up from his chair. “Um, they were taking the weekend off.” I feel like it’s a lie, but I suppose he just didn’t bother to call them.

      “Alright, then.” As we stand in front of each other, I don’t really know how to greet him. I stare away, wondering if I should just shake his hand, or give him a hug like I used to. “How are you?” I ask, my tone coming off a bit awkward.

      His eyes remain pinned on me and his face just as bright. Well, he seems way more comfortable than me. “I’m good—studying hard for the exams. And you?”

      “Yeah, me too,” I find myself saying for lack of a better answer.

      “You look great, by the way. The tan suits you.”

      I drop my gaze at his compliment, it’s so weird when he says something nice to me like that. I never know how to react, so I just tuck some hair behind my ear, smiling at him. “Oh, thanks.”

      “Well, um, I’ve got the study here with me.” Matt is already on his way back to the table to show me the stack of sheets of our study printed out. “So, I think we just need to draft a conclusion, and then we can review everything.” As I look at it, I notice the text is already filled with notes in red.

      “You are already revising the study?” I ask him.

      “Well, yeah…” He seems a bit uncomfortable as he says so.

      And as I read the text he’s been revising, I can’t help but feel my nerves boiling. “You have been editing the whole part I wrote?” My tone comes off way more outraged than I wanted.

      “Um, yeah, there were some mistakes, and I wanted to improve it.” What on earth? Last time we worked on the study, he had said my part was great ,and it was good to go.

      “Alright,” I snap. “Give me yours.”

      “Um, what do you mean?” he asks, confused.

      “Give me your part of the study. I’ll start reviewing it now,” I tell him, already taking his red pen and siting down.

      “Oh…” There’s a faint of a smirk playing on his lips as he pulls a chair and sits beside me. “You’re mad at me because I edited your lovely defense on Ayn Rand?” I couldn’t care less about Ayn Rand, but knowing him as I do, he edited it because he was the one personally mad at me.

      “The text was fine. You told me that yourself the last time we met.” I hear the librarian uttering a ssshhh at me for speaking too loud. So, lowering my voice, I add, “Why did you change it so much?”

      Matt shrugs, his lips in a straight line. “Because it wasn’t that fine.”

      “So, why did you say it was?” I ask, annoyance thick in my tone.

      He seems rather uncomfortable as I keep my eyes on him. “Because I wanted to be nice.” His words hit my ego hard, crashing it in two. But I would be lying if I say my heart didn’t also take a reel. Matt averts eye contact, and his attitude leaves me totally speechless. “I read it again during my birthday,” he finally confesses, a bit shyly. “I was mad at you for running away in the middle of the night. I felt betrayed, okay?” My mouth parts in awe at his revelation, and I blink twice. “So, yeah, I read your text not like a friend, but as someone who needs to get a good grade on the project.” Matt draws out a breath, running a hand through his hair, before pressing his lips together. “You have nothing to say?”

      “Um, I’m sorry…” The words are merely audible as I’m still processing everything he just said. Well, that’s exactly what I thought; he revised it while being mad at me. I try not to squirm in my seat. “I, um, I know you were looking forward for me to be present at your birthday.”

      “Well, I was present at yours, wasn’t I?”

      The question feels like a reality-check, and I know perfectly well that Matt has always been a better friend than I had been to him. “You were, yeah…” I lower my gaze in embarrassment for the way I treated him. I should’ve known he’d still be mad at me for what I did. But somehow, I thought naïvely it was all forgotten. “Can we leave what happened behind us?”

      His eyes widen in surprise at my question. “Why would I? You made it clear you don’t care about me.”

      “Matt, don’t exaggerate…”

      “Let’s just finish the study, alright?”

      While Matt is already trying to read and review the rest of the study, I’ve got more to say. “You are supporting my mother. And she is trying to hurt me.”

      He looks at me in the eye and ripostes just as fast. “She isn’t trying to hurt you, she’s trying to prevent you from ruining your life.”

      “It’s my life,” I tell him. “I do what I want with it.”

      “Fine,” he hisses. “Now, can we finish to review the study? I promise afterward you won’t have to see me ever again.”

      “Don’t say that,” I find myself asking him.

      “Why not? After all, you see me like your enemy, no?” I’ve never heard Matt speaking with so much annoyance in his tone. As we look at each other, I can see how hurt he is at the poor state of our relationship. And, just like me, I know he doesn’t have many friends to turn to. We used to get along so well, working at the library non-stop, talking about all sorts of subjects, but now… Now, I’ve got no idea what we‘ve become. I won’t go as far as calling him an enemy though, maybe just someone who has sided with the wrong people.

      “You’re not my enemy. I don’t see you like that.”

      “So, how do you see me, then?” His tone is just above a whisper, laced with genuine curiosity and for once, I can’t find any aggressiveness in it.

      His question tightens my heart, so I look introspectively, trying to find the truth. “As someone who wants the best for me, despite being very naïve about my mom.”

      I see a hint of a smile playing at the corners of his mouth, and I do exactly the same. I relax myself a bit, as I can tell we’re easing into things a bit more. “At least we agree on the first part.”

      With a smile hanging on my lips, I add, “Maybe one day we will agree on the latter, too.”
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        * * *

      

      Putting aside our disagreements, we have been working for the past three hours to finish the study and, I must say, Matt and I managed to do a pretty good job. When we don’t talk about my mom or my relationship with Alex, we get along just fine. As I discreetly look at him, focused on his laptop and finishing to type in the conclusion of our study, I can’t help but say in a whisper, “It feels good to talk to you again.”

      All of a sudden, though, he stops typing, his face lighting up with a smile. “I feel the same.” The warmth in his voice unexpectedly makes my face grow red, and his lips form a slow sexy twist while his eyes sparkle when they meet mine again. We know it’s getting awkward, so we both cut eye contact right away. “So,” Matt says, breaking our uncomfortable silence. “Is there anything else you want me to include in the study, or are we good?”

      “I think we did a pretty good job,” I tell him.

      “I agree, especially when we pointed out the flaws of objectivism.” I’m pretty sure he’s just saying that to piss me off. “That’s the part Prof. Reich will love the most.”

      “You mean the part you wrote entirely on your own?” I ask, teasing.

      “Of course,” he answers with a smirk, before leaning back on his chair to stretch himself.

      “Thanks for being here.” The compliment comes out of my mouth almost instinctively, but it also comes from the bottom of my heart. And while I’m not the best at opening up, I hope he knows that, despite our differences, his friendship means a lot to me.

      Matt leans forward, and a bit unexpectedly, strokes my cheek with the back of his fingers. Heat surges through me from his gentle touch, and I’m not really sure what I’m supposed to make out of it. With a contemplative look on his face, he says, “You mean a lot to me, you know that, right?” It feels like he has just read my mind. My lips part at his question, but I can’t bring myself to answer it, so instead, I just nod. He then leans in and gives me a quick kiss on the cheek, which makes me smile at how innocent the gesture is. It’s as chaste as a brother giving a kiss to his sister. As I come to think of it, maybe that’s how he finally sees me: like a sister, which would be great, given the fact he used to have a crush on me.

      All of a sudden, though, I hear a female voice behind me saying my name. “Um, Petra is it?” I turn to look at her and find the librarian, holding a white paper in her hands. “There’s someone waiting for you outside, and he asked me to give you this.” She hands me the note, and as I open it, my jaw drops in utter shock as I see who wrote it.

      

      I know you are getting married to my ex.

      

      There are a few things you should know about him.

      

      If you fancy to talk, Paul will take you to my office.

      

      All the best,

      

      The Witch

      

      My heart skips a beat at her message. Oh my gosh! Amanda! I can’t believe she is here in New York. It was obvious that her mom, Mona, would tell her the news. I feel tempted to disregard the letter and throw it away, but I can’t help wondering how she found me and what could she possibly want to talk about. Is she gonna tell me more about Alex’s past? Does she know something I don’t? Well, she was with him for ten years, it’s obvious she knows more about him than me. If that’s the case, then I have to accept the invitation.

      “I’m sorry, Matt. Um, I’ve got to go.” I stand up, grab my books, and shove them hurriedly inside my backpack, my anxiety already consuming me.

      “Is everything alright?” he asks, looking at my sudden switch of mood.

      “Yes, um, I have to meet with someone.” I shoulder my backpack and lean down to press my lips to his cheek. “Thanks for everything. See you later.”

      As I leave the library, I find a man dressed like a private chauffeur standing against the wall and waiting for someone. Yet I’m not sure if it’s who I need to be meeting.

      “Ms. Van Gatt?” he asks as I’m about to pass by him.

      I stop upon hearing my name and walk back to him. “Yes?”

      “I’m Paul, Ms. Parker’s private chauffeur. May I take you to her office?” the driver asks.

      “And where is her office?”

      “It’s in Madison Square, about a ten-minute ride,” he explains.

      “How did you find me?” I ask, keeping my expression and tone just as serious.

      “It’s part of my job to know.” He pauses, gauging for my reaction, before politely smiling at me. “Shall we?” It’s pretty obvious he isn’t gonna tell me the truth. There aren’t a thousand ways for him to know I was at the library, though—either he followed me or he asked Zach.

      “Alright.” We walk across the campus and head to his car, my heart thundering inside my chest while I try my best to conceal my growing nervousness. All I hope for is that he doesn’t kidnap me or something. I mean, Amanda clearly said she wanted to talk to me. Yet, I share my live location with Matt just in case. “I’m going to Madison Square to meet someone. I'll text you back once I’m done.”

      A few seconds later, his reply pops up: Alright, be careful. X.

      

      After twenty minutes, Paul stops at the curb and opens the door for me. He then escorts me inside the building and into the elevator that will take us to Amanda’s floor.  As we step off the elevator, my eyes reach an open floor filled with cubicle offices, mostly empty since it’s Saturday, and a reception right in front of us with the words “Parker & Co., PR Agency,” glued on the wall. Wow. I had no idea Amanda had her own agency and worked as a PR agent. The chauffeur informs the receptionist about me, and she picks the desk phone up, most likely to let Amanda know I’m here.

      Then she leaves her desk and gestures for me to follow her. I take a deep breath, trying to tame my nerves before doing so. Crossing the open floor, I can feel my heart hammering against my chest in apprehension for the upcoming face-to-face. My fingers have begun to mimic the pulse of my heart in their shaking, but I try to contain myself before facing Amanda. The receptionist stops right in front of a closed door and knocks a few times before we hear an approval from the other side. As she cracks the door open and invites me in, I swallow the lump in my throat and glance over at the woman who’s wearing a big, bright smile, her perfect white teeth on full display, standing behind her clean-lined glass desk.

      “Petra Van Gatt,” Amanda greets as I walk into her ultra-modern office. The sound of the door shutting behind me keeps me just as tense, and before I can even say her name in return, she adds, “Well, look at you, what a grown up you are now.” I sense some sort of sarcasm, especially as she checks me out from top to bottom, making me feel quite self-conscious of our contrasting appearances—Amanda has got her makeup and wavy black hair on point, sports a Gucci white suit, and looks like a supermodel turned executive, while I’m here with a messy bun, a pair of old jeans, a comfy white sweater, and a backpack hanging on the shoulder. There is a smirk playing on her lips, and I’m pretty sure it’s due to my style. “Interesting look,” she comments, her eyes traveling all the way down to my feet. “I remember how Alex used to hate women wearing jeans and All Stars.” I can see her posture straightening more as her confidence grows.

      Really? I can’t hide the astonishment on my face at her revelation. After all, Alex never made any remarks about my outfits. “Well, I guess that belongs to the past…” Just like you. But I refrain from saying the last part. “Why did you invite me here?”

      “Please have a seat,” she says instead of giving me a straight answer. I pull back one of the chairs in front of her desk, while she goes to her bar tray resting on one of her lateral file cabinet against the wall. And as I look at her, I notice that just above her head, there’s a framed diploma from Columbia University. “Do you want something to drink? I’ve got water, Macallan, gin…”

      Even though I feel like drinking some water, I don’t think it’s appropriate to accept anything coming from her. She is not here to be kind or nice, no. My instinct tells me she’s got something in mind that I should be very careful of. “No, thank you,” I answer politely.

      Amanda pours some Macallan in a glass before sitting on the chair beside mine. I wonder if she truly enjoys the whiskey or if she does so because it reminds her of him. Some silence ensues as she crosses one leg over the other, observing me attentively. “That’s a beautiful ring.” My attention instantly goes to my finger, and a small smile emerges at the sight of it. But I remind myself I’m not talking to a friend but to Amanda—his ex, the woman I called a witch when I was seven, and above all, the woman who wanted to get married to him.

      “Thanks,” I say, waiting for her to answer my question once and for all.

      Amanda gives a sip on her glass, keeping her posture just as straight and confident, while I start quietly glancing around her office, my patience vanishing almost instantly. “I’m not the enemy, Petra.” My attention goes back to her face, and I frown, a bit perplexed by her statement. “So you don’t need to be on your guard with me.” Wow. That’s not what I expected to hear from her. “Since you’re the fiancée of the man I was with for ten years, I just wanted to tell you…” She takes a deep breath before leaning forward and muttering, “You should run before it’s too late.”

      My jaw drops at her warning, and I blink twice, barely believing what she told me. “Excuse me?”

      “I know Alex is a very charming man. But he’s also very manipulative and a professional liar. Believe me, you don’t know him.”

      I do a mental effort not to roll my eyes. After all, from my mom to Margaret, everyone has told me the same. “I’m sorry if he was like that with you, but with me he is different.”

      To my surprise, Amanda chuckles at my reply, shaking her head while looking at me with some pity in her gaze. “You are so young…” She pauses, letting her words sink into me. “I spent ten years with him, Petra. And even me, after everything we went through, I didn’t know him.”

      My jaw flexes, and I’m not sure what to tell her in return. Fortunately, Amanda stands up and goes to her desk where she opens a drawer and picks something from there. Then, she returns and hands me a few photographs printed in full resolution.

      Oh my gosh! As I look at the first one, I can’t prevent the gasp that rolls off my mouth. The photo features Amanda lying naked on the bed, focusing on her back that is totally covered with scars and bleeding cuts from a session of flogging. This is so disturbing to look at that I have to turn my face away.

      “Don’t look away,” she snaps. “Look at what he did to me.”

      I don’t want to, but since she keeps insisting, I glance once more at the photo, before looking at the next one, which is just another angle with more visible cuts on her lower back and butt. “Those scars…” I swallow at the word, being too disgusted to even talk about them. “Are they gonna stay on your skin forever?” I look her in the eye, my heart racing as I wait for an answer.

      “Yes.”

      I inhale deeply before exhaling from my nose, trying to relax as much as possible, but this is so disturbing that my stomach quivers, leaving a sour taste in my mouth.

      “I know it looks barbaric to you, which is why I’m telling you…” she lets her words trail off, gauging my expression, “you don’t know him.”

      “Alex already told me he used to flog women in the past.” I put the stack of photos on her desk and try to chase these violent imageries from my head. “But he has never done it to me, and he will never do it.”

      “I know he won’t.” There’s a hint of a smile playing on her lips, like she is genuinely glad he won’t do the same to me as he did to her. “You need so much more than a simple relationship to get to this level of trust, commitment, and intimacy.”

      Interesting that she left the word submission aside, because to me, those pictures portrayed only one thing: total submission to him and a will to please him to a point I can’t even comprehend. It was one thing to play with sex toys or get a spanking, but getting marked for life? Hell, no! No matter how much I love him, this will always be beyond my boundaries.

      “Getting flogged has nothing to do with trust or intimacy,” I snap back in defense. “It’s a sadist practice I have no interest in.”

      “Of course it does,” Amanda ripostes. “Alex wanted me to have those scars for life as a reminder of him—of the Alex only I know.” She pauses for a beat, nostalgia laced in her gaze. “This is something only I have from him.” Her eyes alight on the photographs, and she looks at them with affection. “This is a gift that bonds us forever.”

      I want to puke at her answer. I don’t think I have ever heard something so depraved in my entire life. He wanted to mark her for life, and she is proud of that? How can she be so blind, so stupid? And him? How can he be so cruel? A flux of mixed emotions runs through me, and tears start resting on my eyelids, but I push them back, not wanting to show any weakness in front of her. I feel disgusted. I feel angry at him for being such a despicable human and for manipulating her like that. And I feel something else I shouldn’t… envy. Why did he want to mark her for life in the first place? Why? Was it really a form of love as she said? Or was it just a sadist and selfish act devoid of any meaning? Despite my curiosity though, I will never ask her. After all, Alex is the only one who knows the truth.

      “It’s not love, Amanda,” I tell her. “I might be young, but no man needs to mark a woman to show his love and commitment to her. How did you even accept it in the first place?” In fact, I’m shocked how such a beautiful and intelligent woman like her let a man do that to her.

      “You don’t understand. Do you?”

      “No, I don’t,” I admit without any shame. “I don’t understand at all.”

      “This is who he is,” she says. “And I accepted him entirely.”

      A loud chuckle escapes me at her words. “I’m sorry that you believed you were forever. I know you must feel terrible for what he did.”

      “Don’t tell me how I feel,” she snaps, glaring at me with a menacing look. “You are not me.” Her voice is so cold that I shiver. “I spent ten years with him. How long have you been with him?”

      Tired of so many unpleasant questions, I raise up from my seat, ready to leave. “I don’t owe you a reply.” But Amanda grabs my shoulder, and in a fraction of a second, pushes me back on my seat. Everything happens so fast that I barely have time to process what she does. “I want to leave,” I snap.

      “How far would you go for him, Petra?”

      One more question I don’t want to answer, but for the sake of finishing this discussion once and for all, I say, “I won’t go as far as getting marked for life, if that’s what you want to know.”

      “Would you break up with him if that could save him from jail?”

      “What?” I utter immediately, unable to prevent the shock in my tone. That’s a question I didn’t see coming. “What are you talking about?

      “You know, with the permanent scars I have on my back, my attorney told me it’s a felony offense. He can get up to ten years in jail for that.”

      Holy shit! She is threatening to report him to the police? “You wouldn’t do that, would you?” My heart is pounding so damn hard in my chest at her threats that it takes everything in me to keep my composure.

      “Well, either he made those scars because he loved me or because he hated me.” The way she says it makes my heart aches for her. “Given the fact he broke up with me and is now engaged to you, I will bet on the latter.”

      And here it is. The reason why she brought me here. Amanda still loves him and truly believes Alex loved her too given the fact he marked her for life. How betrayed she must feel at his lies is beyond anything I can imagine. “Amanda, I…” How can I ask her to forgive the man she spent ten years with, lied to her, and then left her? I can’t, I simply can’t. “I’m sorry…” I’m even ashamed to say those words, because I know they won’t mean anything to her. “But I won’t break up with him.” Despite not wanting to tell her the rest, she has to hear it. “Alex moved on with his life, and you have to do the same now.”

      “I can’t,” she hisses, her expression now filled with anger and regret. “I have those marks for life.” She looks away and shuts her eyes tight like she is preventing tears from agony falling. “We weren’t meant to move on. There’s no reason for him to have done that if we were.”

      With the view being too intense to watch, I drop my gaze to my lap and ask, “What did he tell you when he left?”

      Amanda doesn’t reply immediately, but I hear her breathing slowly in and out as she seems to be considering my question. “That he wasn’t into marriage or kids and that he was actually doing me a favor for breaking up with me.”

      It’s exactly what Alex told me when I asked him. And yet, I can’t imagine the pain she must have felt in that moment. After ten years, after receiving those marks… My eyes drift up again, and as I observe the distress laced on her gaze, I realize how bad of an idea it was to have accepted her invitation and meet her. I shouldn’t have come here. Her story makes me hate my fiancé although he didn’t do anything to me. But I feel so much pain for this woman that I understand why she wants to revenge herself and report the man who deceived her and lied to her. I can’t blame her for that.

      I get up again, but this time, she doesn’t get physical. And as I stand in front of her, I say, “If you want to go ahead and report him to the police for what he did to you, it’s your decision.” Then I shoulder my backpack, and before leaving her office, I add, “I wish you nothing but the best, Amanda.” And I close the door behind me.
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        * * *

      

      As I reach the entryway, Maria walks in and reminds me about the dinner with Alex followed by Mike’s party at nine this evening—two things that I had totally forgotten. I glance quickly at my watch and realize I’m twenty minutes late for our dinner that was scheduled for six-thirty. Shit. I drop my backpack, put on my most innocent smile, remove my bun for the sake of looking presentable, and rush into the dining room where I find Alex already sitting and eating his starter.

      "Good evening,” I greet with a sweet tone, while wondering if he’s mad at me or not.

      His blue eyes quickly travel up to meet mine, but his expression reveals nothing. “Good evening,” he says, before putting down his cutlery and leaning back on his chair. And right after I sit in front him, I hear him asking, “May I know why you didn’t call the driver back after your session in the library? I was extremely worried.”

      I press my lips together, pondering from where I should start. “First, I don’t like to have Zach constantly driving me around,” I point out. “I enjoy booking a cab on my own. And second… Amanda wanted to meet me,” I tell him.

      “Amanda?” He repeats, his brows raising up in surprise. “You met with Amanda?”

      “Yep.”

      He frowns in confusion. “Why?”

      Well, there aren’t a thousand ways to say it, so I take a deep breath, look him in the eye, and tell him the truth. “She wants to press charges for felony assault if I don’t break up with you.”

      While Alex keeps steadily staring at me, his jaw drops slightly. “She’s fucking crazy,” he blurts out. “What the fuck is wrong with her?”

      “She's got some strong evidence though…” I pause, observing his curiosity growing. “I saw the pictures.”

      Alex chuckles, looking away for a moment. “Whatever you saw, it was all consensual, and it’ll be easily dismantled in court.”

      “Her back had scars, and it was bleeding,” I point out.

      Alex finishes to eat a bite of his food, before answering. “And?”

      Now I’m the one shocked at his nonchalant expression. “And you think whipping a woman until her back gets scars and starts bleeding is okay?”

      He drinks some water before taking the white napkin to wipe his mouth. “If that’s her thing,” he says, his tone just as casual as before. “I know many women that are into that.” I can’t help but shake my head in denial at his comment. He truly thinks that’s okay? How can he believe that? “Just because you aren’t into it, doesn’t mean others aren’t.”

      “She’ll have those scars for life.” My tone comes out louder and more irritated than I expected though. “That’s sick.”

      “Not for her,” he replies back, keeping his tone pretty chilled as he continues to cut his food and eat. “She’s proud of those scars.”

      The more he speaks, the more astonished and nauseous I am. “How can you say something like that without an ounce of remorse?”

      “Because I know her,” he snaps, his voice steady. “Look, I understand that, for most people, seeing pictures of a woman with her back filled with whipping scars is revolting, but Amanda craves that.” Alex lets out a sigh, pausing for an instant. “And she is not the only one, believe me.”

      “You marked more women like that?” I ask, my nerves boiling.

      Alex frowns, looking confused. “Like what?”

      “Like Amanda? With scars that will remain on their skin forever?”

      “No,” he says, and I can only hope it’s true. “Amanda was the only one I accepted to do permanent marking on.”

      The only one he accepted? So there were more women asking him that? I look down for a moment, barely believing what I’m hearing. “She’s the one who asked you?”

      “Yes. This is something she wanted, and I agreed to it.”

      Despite hating what he has done to her, I remember how Amanda looked at those photographs, with affection and nostalgia, which means Alex is most likely stating the truth, and that’s why it’s even more disturbing. How a successful publicist like Amanda can let her partner whip her until she gets scars for life is beyond my understanding. And being proud of that? Well, while I thought I was mentally ill to love a man with so few morals, Amanda definitely takes the cake. “I’ll never let you do that on me. Mark my words,” I remind him, just in case.

      “And I respect that.”

      After such a talk, my stomach is in knots, and despite Maria placing my starter in front of me, I don’t find the will to eat. “You’ll need a good defense because those pictures were really revolting.”

      After telling him that, I get up from my seat, and as I’m about to leave the table and walk out of the dining room, Alex asks, “Where are you going?”

      I contain the will to snap something at him, and instead just say, “Getting ready for the party, don’t we have to be at Mike’s place at nine or so?”

      “Wait.” Alex also stands up and walks in my direction. Then, stopping right in front me, he starts observing my face attentively. “Are you mad at me or something?”

      “I’m not mad,” I tell him, a bit disoriented by his piercing blue eyes trying to read through me. “It’s just… It’s just hard to accept how violent you were with those women. Even if it was consensual, even if they enjoyed it, even if they are proud of their scars. It’s pretty disturbing for me to have seen what you used to do to them.”

      He nods in agreement, and there’s something in his expression that switches, becoming more empathetic. “I’m sorry you saw those images,” he says quietly, the back of his fingers softly grazing my cheek. “I’ll never do that to you. I gave you my word last Christmas, remember?” How could I forget that night? It was also during that night he admitted he used to flog women. I just never realized how violent that was.

      I smile at him, closing my eyes to revel in his touch. Then, I feel him pulling me closer to him so that he can take me in his embrace. The warmth of his body soothes me instantly, and his gentleness is such a big contrast with the violence I saw on those pictures. A few moments of silence goes by as I treasure his hug as much as I can. Despite not being in the best mood, I will never get tired of being in his arms.

      “You don’t want to eat something before going to Mike’s party?” As he releases me, I can see the worry in his gaze for me wanting to skip dinner.

      “I’m not hungry; that talk left me without appetite.”

      “Petra, we have an agreement; you have to eat something every evening.”

      “Can’t we do an exception today?” I ask with begging eyes. “I promise, tomorrow I will eat.”

      “I hope so,” he replies after considering me. As I’m about to leave, he adds, “By the way, I got you a dress for this evening. It should be in your closet.”

      Oh, why am I not surprised by this? The fact he thinks about all of the littlest details makes my heart jump up to the ceiling. I feel quite tempted to go and thank him with a kiss, but I refrain myself from doing so. I know I shouldn’t be holding a grudge against him for what he did to those women. But the images of Amanda’s scars are still fresh in my mind, leaving me sad and disappointed. After all, from the accident that killed his friend’s sister to the way he flogged Amanda, it’s far from the caring and protective Alex I know. “Thanks,” I say instead.

      Alex smirks in return, and I wonder why. “May I have a kiss before you go?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      “Don’t talk to her,” Ryan repeats once more, despite my wanting to dial Amanda and dissuade her from moving forward with her false accusation. What a fucking bitch she is. But I’m not in the best mood right now, so instead of calling her, I decided to call my attorney. “She is waiting for you to do something that you might regret afterward. Ignore her.”

      “Maybe we can reach an agreement with her,” I tell him.

      “Look, she hasn’t done anything so far. Maybe she just wanted to create some conflict between you and Petra.” Unfortunately, I know Amanda well, and I’m pretty sure she’ll go forward with those accusations for the sake of revenge. “Her goal is to damage your reputation, but don’t worry, we’ll have a great defense and bring forth a counter-case for defamation if she goes ahead with it.”

      “Yeah, that’s exactly her goal.” I run a hand through my hair, barely believing what she is up to. I’m not surprised that Mona or anyone from her family told her I was engaged. It was just a matter of time until she would find out anyway.

      “Send me all the evidence that you have supporting that you were both mutually into these types of…activities.” I suppress a laugh at his reply. “You had a contract with her, right?”

      “Of course, I did.”

      “Great, then relax. Enjoy your evening with your fiancée, and we see each other tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, Ryan. Where would I be without you?” I ask, already anticipating his answer.

      “Probably in jail.”

      A chuckle escapes me, as I knew he’d say that. “Bingo.” Then I glance quickly at my watch and… Jeez! We’re getting late! It’s nearly nine o’clock. “Alright, I’m gonna have to go. See you tomorrow.” After hanging up, I finish adjusting the cuff of my left sleeve and then shout, “Petra, are you ready?” As I don’t hear anything in return, I leave our bedroom and go to her bathroom, where I knock twice. “Petra?”

      I hear nothing but a mere, “Mm?”

      “Are you ready?”

      Since she doesn’t answer, I twist the handle and open the door enough to have a full view. My eyes land on Ms. Van Gatt standing in front of the mirror spraying some perfume on her neck. As I observe her reflection through the mirror, a trace of a smile settles on my lips while my gaze slowly drifts from her face down to the sapphire satin dress that fits her like a glove. I had to get her a dress which matched her engagement ring; after all, it’s our first official event here in New York.

      She turns to face me, and my smile keeps growing. “How do I look?”

      “Disappointing,” I tease. “I expected better when I got you this dress.”

      “What?” she gasps instantly in outrage, before turning back to the mirror and observing herself again. And I can’t help but chuckle at it. “You’re kidding, right?” Her eyes are now squinting at me angrily. It’s supposed to look like she’s mad, but she just looks even cuter as she does so.

      I give a few steps in her direction and, standing right behind her, I bend just enough to inhale her jasmine perfume. Pressing my lips on her right shoulder, I close my eyes and revel in her divine taste. My arms then go around her waist, pulling her closer against me, and my fingers start running through the fabric of the dress that molds her body so perfectly.

      “You are absolutely stunning,” I whisper, while my lips linger on her skin. I feel tempted to undress her and kiss her whole body, but I get a grip on myself, and taking a step back, I say, “Alright, let’s go; we are already almost late.”
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        * * *

      

      I check my watch once more, and I can’t help but despise the feeling of arriving anywhere late. While I’m pretty sure Petra doesn’t mind, I was raised to be punctual, and I came to hate tardiness, especially when I give my word to someone that I will be on time. It’s a great habit for meetings and formal dinners, but a terrible one for parties and casual events. Not only we are late, but that means everyone will already be inside and check on us making our entrance.

      “Are you nervous?” I hear an ounce of amusement in her question.

      Since I’m trapped in this goddamn car with her, I’ve got no option but to answer. “Well, there’s a bunch of clients in there and people I work with…”

      “And?”

      “And seeing a forty-something year old walking in accompanied by his eighteen-year-old fiancée isn’t gonna go unnoticed.”

      While I look terrified, Petra just keeps smiling at me. “There are plenty of men who have younger girlfriends.”

      “They aren’t eighteen, believe me,” I snap nearly instantly. “And they are definitely not the daughters of their business partners either.”

      “Relax…” she takes my hand, entwining her fingers with mine. “You know how much I hate to be the center of attention, but tonight we are making a statement that nothing can tear us apart.”

      “Except if I don’t satisfy your curiosity…” I’m sure I struck a nerve now, but I couldn’t resist. “Then, Ms. Van Gatt gives me an ultimatum.”

      “That’s not the point,” she chides back, releasing her hand from mine and turning her face to the window.

      “Of course.” I can’t help the sarcasm in my tone as I observe her, now totally bothered. There’s just something extremely satisfying and amusing in pissing her off. It brings back good, old memories. “You never changed, it’s unbelievable.”

      At least I managed to pique her curiosity enough to bring her attention back to me. “What do you mean?” she quips.

      “Nothing, I’m just testing a theory…” I let my words trail off, taunting her even more.

      “Which theory?”

      And my enjoyment keeps growing. “The theory you’re just as curious as when you were six.” I pause, gauging her expression for a moment. Since she remains looking at me with her lips in a flat line, I push a bit further. “When you were little, each time I wouldn’t give you a satisfying answer, you’d get mad. You needed to know absolutely everything in every situation. And now you still do exactly the same.”

      “Well, you should know me by now.”

      “Oh, that I do.” I take her hand and slowly pull her closer to me. As her body is now pinned against mine, I notice how the double-slit of her dress has left her legs bare, so I start caressing her right one, slowly tracing a line from her knee to her inner thigh and up. I love to see how she shivers under my touch as she tries to fight the growing heat filling the air between us. Then I bring my mouth close to her ear and whisper, “And I also know exactly what turns you on.”
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        * * *

      

      From the corner of my eye, I already see Mike from afar looking at me as we get in. He’s not hard to miss: taller and skinnier than everyone else in the room, sporting a fit three-piece suit, and his signature bright blue, round frames.

      “Petra! Alex!” he shouts from the other side of the entryway where he’s standing surrounded by a few other guests. His call breaks through the classical music that is playing in the background and nearly startles me. “What a great surprise!” Mike leaves his guests behind just as fast, rushing in our direction. Fortunately, as everyone looks at us, I only see pleasant smiles and faces. Once Mike reaches us, he welcomes me with a warm handshake and a friendly hug. “I’m really glad you managed to come back,” he says just above a whisper.

      “Thanks,” I tell him, my tone casual. "Happy birthday, by the way.”

      His attention then goes to Petra, and his face instantly lights up with a big grin. “Wow, what a vision, Ms. Van Gatt.” He then gives her a two cheek kiss, which is not usual for him, and I see Petra blush slightly. Mike either gives a handshake or a hug, not a kiss. But I guess he’s got his exceptions like everyone else.

      “Good to see you again, Mike.” I notice how Petra pulls, from time to time, a truly sweet, little voice. It’s more innocent and charming than her usual one. A pity I hear it so rarely.

      Mike, on the other hand, looks totally smitten as he remains staring at her in awe.

      “How is Jenny doing?” I ask, reminding him he’s got a girlfriend.

      He finally blinks twice, his attention switching to me. “She’s doing great, um, I think she’s on the terrace.” He then lowers his voice and asks, “Can I have a quick meeting with you two?”

      Well, at least he doesn’t waste time. “Sure,” I mumble, already wondering what is he up to.

      Mike gestures for us to follow him, and we go and take the stairs, leaving all the guests and the classical music behind.

      After reaching the first floor, we keep going through the minimalist corridor until Mike finally invites us into his favorite place of the house: the observatory room, as he calls it.

      Truthfully, it’s just a sitting room with glass walls and a terrace where he can pull his vintage telescope out and pretend he’s got a passion for star gazing.

      “Oh, this is such a beautiful room.” Petra is the first to enter as she starts checking every corner of the room attentively. There is nearly nothing inside to check though; the place is so modern and minimalist that there’s only a carpet with a low table on it, a white sofa and two armchairs on each side. Oh, and a bar cart on the corner. But I know she’s just doing it to chill the atmosphere.

      “Glad you like it,” Mike tells her before closing the door behind us. “It’s my favorite place in the house. And there is even a telescope so that I can do some star gazing in my leisure.”

      I can’t help rolling my eyes. He says that to every single person who dares to compliment his room. And according to him, it’s here that Jenny fell in love with him. And before her, Natasha, and before Natasha, some other model who got easily lured into his pretentiousness and bougie tastes. I look at Mike with a hint of amusement as he goes and checks his gold telescope mounted on a beautiful mahogany wood tripod. I’ve known him for fifteen years, and while his girlfriends come and go, I think this telescope will remain his true love and devotion.

      “Do you think we can see some stars today?” Petra asks as they both look at the telescope like it’s some sort of masterpiece. Oh, the one question she could’ve asked. We’re gonna spend the whole evening up here.

      “Probably…” Mike is already removing the lens cap and adjusting the magnification. “I saw Jupiter and its four moons last night.”

      “Oh, wow.” I’m honestly not sure if Petra is genuinely impressed or not. It’s hard to tell. She seems to be doing a good job faking it, if she is, as her eyes bulge with curiosity. “Can I try?”

      Mike, however, is floating on cloud nine as he steps aside so that she can have a look through the eyepiece. “Sure.”

      I remain quietly standing behind them observing the whole thing. As it seems like we’re gonna stay here for a while, I head over to the bar cart and pour myself some whiskey. Then I wonder if they also want to drink something, so I look back at them, but they are totally engrossed with the telescope. With my glass in hand, I give a first sip, engrossed not on the telescope but on the woman who’s behind it. This dress is really something on her. My eyes linger to her chignon, which leaves her neck and shoulders totally bare, and I slightly regret not having left a few hickeys there while we were in the car.

      “Do you want to give it a try?”

      I blink twice at Petra’s voice; she has got that little, cute tone again.

      “Can we see anything in there?” I ask her, already walking toward them.

      She gives me a big smile before saying, “Yes, we can see Jupiter and its moons. It’s pretty fascinating.”

      As she steps aside, I give a look through the eyepiece; everything is dark except for one bright dot which seems to be Jupiter and four smaller ones not too far from it. It’s an interesting hobby, I’ve got to admit. “Yep, I can see them.”

      “Petra, would you like to drink something?” I hear Mike asking as he goes to the bar cart.

      “Um, just water, if you have some.”

      I try to rotate the lens a bit to remove the magnification so that I can see other planets or stars, but alas, I don’t manage to see anything but a dark sky.

      “Please have a seat, guys.” My attention goes back to Mike, who gestures for us to sit on the sofa while he goes to prepare the drinks.

      I leave the telescope behind and sit beside Petra. And just like in the car, my eyes hover again on her bare legs, which makes me smile as she tries to cover them with some of the fabric of her dress. Then I bend just enough to reach her neck.

      “Alex,” she snaps in a whisper. “Not here.” But my mouth is already on her flesh, tugging and sucking it like I haven’t tasted her for ages. “Ah,” she gives a quick gasp, her eyes closing for an instant at the pressure. As I release her skin from between my teeth, I can’t help but smile with pleasure and guilt at the wonderful red mark beaming at me.

      She presses her hand instantly where the hickey is, before giving me a censoring look. “Are you crazy? Why did you do that?” She rebukes in a low voice filled with embarrassment.

      “I have nothing to hide.” Which is true. “And since everyone knows we are together, I don’t see what the problem is.”

      Petra is about to protest once more, but as we hear Mike’s footsteps approaching, she just shakes her head in displeasure instead.

      “Here’s your water.” Mike hands her glass before he goes and sits in his armchair beside us.

      “Thanks.” Petra gives a first sip, and as she does so, a quiet silence settles between us three. We patiently wait for Mike to tell us why he brought us here in the first place, but he doesn’t seem to be in a hurry and gives another sip of his own drink.

      “Are you coming to the hearing?” I ask, my patience already running low.

      “Oh, I’ve got a few meetings to go to,” he says. “But my PA will be there to keep me updated in live.” I nod, waiting for him to open up. And after a few more beats of silence, he finally does so. “Look, um, as you guys know, your relationship came as a shock to everyone, including the board.” Despite his tone being calm and polite, I can sense the worry in it. “It’s none of our business, let’s make it very clear. No one has anything to do with your private life,” he adds, looking especially at me. “But when the daughter of a well-known chairman makes headlines for being abducted by his business partner, who happens to be the CEO of our company…” A long tired sigh escapes him before he can finish his sentence. “Well, whether we want it or not, it became our business.”

      “We’ll fix it soon,” I reassure him once more. "Ryan has been taking care of it.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not gonna be your last issue.”

      “What are you talking about?” I snap, my eyes squinting at him.

      “All I am saying,” Mike takes over. “Is that you need to be careful.”

      “Mike…” I keep staring at him straight in the eye, knowing all too well there’s something else he’s holding back from me.

      “You can trust us,” Petra adds as she leans forward to get closer to us. “My dad has been totally manipulated by my mom, since she knows about our relationship.” She takes a long drink from her glass. That’s quite a private info to share with Mike, but I refrain myself from calling her on that.

      After a few more seconds, Mike finally fesses up. “Well, that’s exactly the problem. Um, Roy had a meeting with the firm lawyers yesterday, and his ex-wife was there too.”

      “What?” Petra and I say at the same time.

      “What were our lawyers doing with Tess?” I ask him.

      “So, Mom went to the headquarters?”

      Our questions hang in the air as Mike gives a quick sip of his drink before telling us the rest. “By what I’ve heard, they are trying to find a loophole to remove you even without the board majority.”

      I feel a strong chill coursing down my spine, like a million knives stabbing me in the back. A gush of air rolls off my lips, and I bring some more whiskey into my mouth, finishing my drink. “Roy is nothing but a puppet at this point.” I place my glass down on the table.

      Mike’s eyes widen in surprise at my statement, but he remains silent, looking at me. “After everything he’s doing to you, that’s all you’ve got say?” And now I’m the one perplexed by his question. “He’s literally trying to screw you over. Aren’t you mad at him?”

      As I ponder his last question for an instant, I realize that I feel nothing toward Roy himself. His actions, sure. But not him. I feel no anger or hate, just pity. “No.” And the only thing I want to remember from the man who used to be my best friend is that, thanks to him, I met the woman of my dreams. “He’s chosen his side, and I’ve chosen mine.”

      “So, your friendship is really over, isn’t it?” Mike asks.

      “I do believe so, yes.”

      “Fuck…” Mike doesn’t hide his distress anymore, his eyes are now staring at nothing as he keeps ruminating. All of a sudden, he stands up and starts pacing toward the glass wall, standing behind his armchair. “But Gatt-Dieren is a brand,” he says hurriedly, turning his head in our direction. “It’s a union, a partnership, it’s the selling point to our investors.” He shakes his head, thinking something through. “If one of you leave, there is no more Gatt-Dieren, you know that, right? You can’t just toss that into the trash like it’s nothing.”

      “Relax,” I tell him, wondering why he’s getting so anxious in the first place. And playing a bit with his nervousness, I add, “I’m marrying a Van Gatt, so brand-wise, we are still good.”

      Petra and I share a laugh, but Mike remains just as serious. “You might take that as a joke, but I don’t. The IR managers spent the whole week reassuring investors that you just went on vacation with your fiancée, and that Roy didn’t appreciate it because said fiancée turned out to be his daughter.”

      “Which is true,” Petra replies.

      Mike comes back, but this time, he sits just on the edge of his armchair. He leans in a moment before continuing his flow. “Look, I’m on your side, guys, alright?” He pauses for a beat, his hands intertwined as he gathers his thoughts. “I liked Roy, but now he’s lost. Gone. Finito. I’m sorry for the vulgarity, Petra, but a puppet is like a whore. We might use their services, but that doesn’t mean we respect them.” He takes a deep breath before proceeding, “Rumors have been spreading that his ex-wife has him by the balls, and that doesn’t reassure anyone to keep investing.” Ah, that’s an issue I didn’t see coming. “I mean, he’s about to testify against you. Do you realize how bad this is for the company?”

      “Do you think the board should vote him out?” Petra asks. “After all, he’s the one who went to the media with our story.” I can tell by the slight change in her tone that she is being serious.

      Regardless, I tell her, “Your dad would be devastated,” before Mike can jump in and give his opinion. “He’s dedicated his whole life to our hedge fund.”

      “Petra’s right, though.” Why am I not surprised by his answer? “Look, if his ex-wife keeps using him to attack you and tarnish your reputation, we’ve got to let him go before it’s too late.”

      “I agree,” Petra says, squaring her shoulders. “And it’ll teach him a good lesson.”

      “Even if you and I vote him out, the rest of the board won’t,” I remind them. As if voting the chairman out was an easy task. “You know how much they hate conflicts.”

      “Then they should vote him out to avoid new ones,” Petra insists. She seems to be just as determined as Mike to get rid of him. Despite it being the rational thing to do, for some reason, I still have some hopes I can bring Roy to our side before causing such irreversible damage to his image. After all, being kicked out of his own company will make him a disgraced hedge fund manager for the rest of his life. And for someone who cares so much about his reputation, there’s nothing worse than that. Petra lays her hand on top of mine as we look at each other. “I know how loyal you are toward your friends, but he’s no longer one. Dad is the enemy now.” Her voice is lower but more caring and heavier.

      “It will be either you or him,” Mike says before I can add my two cents to Petra’s comment. “What if the lawyers find that loophole?”

      “They won’t.”

      Despite my firm answer, Mike doesn’t seem convinced. “How can you be so sure?”

      “Because it’s Ryan who did the contract,” I tell him, just before raising up from the sofa, ready to leave. “So there is no way in hell those two lads will find anything in there.”

      Mike and Petra also stand up, and I give Mike a warm handshake.

      “Alright, good to know,” Mike says, putting an arm to my shoulder before adding, “Have a thought about it, though, and, um, this little talk stays between us right?”

      “Of course.” As I release my hand from his, I give him a quick smile and a returned pat in appreciation. “Thanks for the talk. I really am grateful for it.”

      With nothing left to say, Mike escorts us back to the party. And while I’m dying to leave this place, there are some formalities I can’t escape from, such as greeting our clients that are in attendance and, most likely, having to answer all their questions about the headlines they read a few days ago.

      

      Once we reach the living room where most of the guests are gathering, Mike brings us to the middle of a group. “Ladies and gents, I managed to bring him back!” It’s impressive how Mike can switch from serious and worried to festive and tipsy in the split of a second; there is even somehow a slight slur to his tone now.

      “Now, that’s an unexpected surprise,” Joshua is the first to speak. It’s funny to see how friendly he is now that we stand in front of him in the flesh. Yet, while I was in Bermuda, he wouldn’t bother to answer my calls, despite being a non-exec with voting rights. “Congrats on the engagement, you two.”

      “Thank you, I really appreciate that,” Petra says in return, her bright red lips and crystal white smile pulling the attention of onlookers.

      I then introduce her to the rest of the group, although she already knows most of them from the luncheon I hosted for her high school graduation. Jeez, and this was already over a year ago. It’s insane how time flies so fast.

      “I never expected you’d settle down, honestly,” another client in his mid-fifties teases. “I might stand a chance after all.”

      Everyone gives a quick laugh at his joke out of politeness, and Mike finally decides to lead the conversation to another subject. Joshua, on the other hand, takes this opportunity to discreetly call me aside. I squeeze Petra’s hand after silently agreeing to it, and we leave the group, walking a bit farther away to a quieter corner of the room. Once we are finally alone, Joshua leans over and asks in a low voice, “How are things with Roy?” And I’m not surprised by his question. “Is he still mad at you?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “I mean, it’s not the end of the world. He should be more reasonable.” He pauses, letting out a sigh. “Look, um, I think my phone is tapped, which is why I didn’t pick up your calls.” Given his position in finance and his shady deals, that doesn’t surprise me the least. “His ex-wife is the one behind this PR mess, right? I also heard she’s a good friend of the State Attorney General, is it true?” It seems like Mike couldn’t shut up about the whole ordeal.

      “Yes, it is.”

      Joshua nods pensively before looking me in the eye and asking, “They have got some shit on Roy, huh?”

      There’s no point in denying it, Joshua is too smart for that. “I suppose.”

      “And what about you?”

      “I’m here, no?” I meet his inquiring eyes, not blinking once at them. “If they have something against me, they can go ahead and put it on the table.”

      I keep looking him straight in the eyes, until Joshua finally blinks, drops his gaze and gives me a smile filled with appreciation. “What Roy did to you left a bad taste in everyone’s mouth.” Joshua’s words are heavy, and I can sense his board is expecting me to do something about Roy.

      “I know…”

      “I thought Roy had more integrity than throwing you under the bus.” After exhaling a rush of air, he steals a quick sip of his champagne. “I understand if you want to let him go.” Translation: Joshua and his board want me to vote Roy out. Maybe that’s why Mike tried to persuade me.

      “We have the hearing next Monday,” I tell him. “We’ll see how he behaves.” I crack my knuckles quietly while he assesses my answer.

      “He’s owned by his ex-wife. He’s no longer working for the interests of the firm, but for his own.”

      “I’m gonna talk to him,” I insist, trying to appease him. “The one who truly has to go is Tess. Not him.”

      But Joshua doesn’t seem pleased that I’m not bowing to his demand. “Alright, let’s see how the hearing goes. But if he steps out of line…” He then leans closer to me before adding, “He’s out.” And he leaves his words sinking into me as he walks away.
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        * * *

      

      Despite Petra and I sharing the same car, the drive back home has been quite silent. In the back seat, I remain staring out of my window, the evening replaying in my mind, especially the conversation I had with Joshua—our biggest client. I remember how close he and Roy used to be. After all, Joshua was always present at every social gathering: from Roy’s birthdays to Petra’s luncheon and even to Paulo’s wedding. They were so freaking close that it’s hard to accept the idea that Joshua wants him out. This battle has got to stop once and for all. It’s not good for either of us to try to vote the other out. In a last attempt to change Roy’s mind, I grab my iPhone and decide to call him. He might not even pay the call any mind, but I have to give it one last shot nevertheless. As I hear the first ringtone, my heart gives a little squeeze. There comes another one, and another one…

      “Hi, Alex…” My stomach drops at the sound of his voice. He sounds more tired than usual, though. “How was your evening?”

      “Hi, Roy,” I greet as I ponder for an instant the best way to start this conversation. I notice Petra staring at me in confusion for greeting her dad, but she doesn’t say a word about it. “I just came from Mike’s party and—”

      “I know.”

      He knows? I ignore his comment and finish what I was about to say. “And it seems like your reputation got a bigger blow than mine.”

      “And you believe them?”

      As I’m not really understanding his question, I decide to tell him everything. “Mike and Joshua want you out. And I’m pretty sure they’re not the only ones.”

      I hear a quick laugh from the other side like he’s just mocking me. “You’re so damn naïve it hurts.” His comment comes as a surprise, but I wait for him to explain it further. “Mike and Joshua are just placing their bets and trying to figure out who’ll stay and who’ll leave. They had the same talk with me just yesterday.” I close my eyes, doing my best not to chuckle at my own stupidity. Of course they did. Why did I believe for a second they had chosen a side? They never do, they always bet on both so they can win no matter what. “By now, you should know how they operate.”

      “I should, yeah…” I let my words trail off, still barely believing what Mike and Joshua are up to. “And by now, I should also stop caring about you, but alas, here I am calling you and trying to persuade you once more to drop Tess and move forward.”

      “I’ve got another call right now,” he snaps back, and I wonder if it’s true or just a way to avoid talking to me any further. “See you at the hearing.” And just like that, he hangs up on me.

      Shaking my head at his childish behavior, I put my iPhone back inside my blazer. Before I can return to looking out the window, I feel Petra’s body sliding toward mine and taking my arm to wrap it around her shoulders as she nestles herself against me.

      “I know you don’t want to vote Dad out,” she begins, her voice quite gentle and low. “But Mike—”

      “Mike had the same talk with your dad,” I interpose.

      She gazes up at me, her face laced with confusion as she asks, “Was it Dad who told you that?”

      “Yes. Mike is just making his bets and seeing who will get destroyed first and leave.”

      Her lips part in shock, and she creases her brows. “But what does he have to gain with it?”

      “A new position; either as the CEO or as the chairman,” I explain. “Depending on who leaves.”

      Her mouth still gaping, she remains silent, pondering my words. “So all this talk about voting my dad out was just for Mike to replace him?”

      “Everyone has got an agenda. And Mike is no exception.” Silly me for believing something else.

      “So there is no one loyal to you at the board?” she asks, her tone either worried or disappointed. “Someone you can rely on?”

      “Your dad used to be the trustworthy one, which is why the firm grew so fast.” And I can’t help but to dwell on the past as I say, “We trusted each other and never wasted time with useless games like we are now.”

      “Why don’t I just become a member of the board, then?” Petra asks very seriously. “At least my vote could protect you.”

      A smile pulls at my lips, and I press them against her head before saying, “You shouldn’t be worrying about these types of things…”

      “I’m serious,” she insists, staring up at me. “It might be a good decision.”

      “Your vote is based on the membership interest you own,” I tell her. “If you don’t own a percentage of the company, you don’t have a vote.”

      “So, how did Mike manage to get a seat at the table?”

      “Well, Mike has been with us since the beginning, so we gave him a small percentage of the company when we started. Then when the former CEO left, he thought he’d be the new one, except he wasn’t and remained in the operations,” I explain. “Even when we gave him a raise, I knew deep down he was looking to upgrade his business card.”

      “I see…” She nods pensively, her eyes now staring down at nothing before meeting mine again. “Do you think one of you will have to go like Mike said?”

      Letting out a sigh, her question highlights a reality I’d rather not face. “We’ll see how Roy behaves Monday.”

      Petra presses her lips together in a flat line, before asking, “Why is it so hard for you to see my dad for what he truly is? Our enemy?”

      As I think of an answer, I find myself a bit lost in the infinite blue of her eyes. Despite having looked at them a thousand times, they always have the same impact on me. “I guess because your dad was the most loyal and reliable person I’ve ever had in my life.” My tone carries a heaviness I wasn’t ready for, but I proceed nevertheless. “It’s hard to believe he no longer is.”

      “But you have me now.”

      My smile keeps growing at her words, and with my heart full, I lean down to claim her lips. I haven’t kissed them since we left the car to head to Mike’s, and it feels so damn good to taste them again. “Yes, I do.”
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        Manhattan, November 9, 2020

        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      I haven’t been able to sleep properly the whole weekend. Despite sleeping beside the woman I love and cherish the most, I’ve got the feeling it won’t last much longer. After all, I might have sailed far away, but New York always manages to steal me back.

      I look at the clock on the nightstand and draw out a breath in frustration realizing it’s just six a.m. The last sleep therapist I spoke to told me I should get eight to nine hours of sleep per night. Yeah… Easier said than done. I decide to get up and leave the bedroom quietly enough not to wake Petra up. I move her grip from around me and slowly slip off the side of the bed.

      Reaching the living room, I feel tempted to go to the bar cart where a pack of cigarettes lies so I can smoke one while watching the sunrise. Smoking is something I haven’t done for a long time—since the day I had to break up with her and go to Singapore. A smile settles on my lips at how things have changed since then. Roy and I might not be friends anymore, but living with Petra is a dream come true.

      As I stand in front of the bar cart, my eyes land on the pack of Marlboros, which is tempting me hard, I mean, it’s not like I smoke every day. One cigarette is not gonna make a difference, right? Instantly though, I hear Petra’s voice playing in my mind and rebuking at me like the day she found out I was about to hunt. Smoking? Really? You never smoke. Why are you doing that to yourself?

      Oh, for fuck’s sake, Petra! I can’t hunt, I can’t eat meat when you are around, and now I can’t smoke? What’s next? I picture myself saying.

      Yeah… bullshit… I don’t think I’d say that. Instead, I just take a bottle of Voss, give it a quick sip, and walk outside to check the sunrise on the horizon. Reaching the terrace, the freezing wind chills my bones instantly––likely due to the fact that I neglected to put pants over my boxers. Jeez, I should install glass walls all around for winter time. I stay there for a while inhaling the fresh air before going back inside to shower, ready to face my fiancée’s parents in court.
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        * * *

      

      Despite being in the dining room with Petra as we take our breakfast, the sound of the doorbell echoes around us, and as I glance at my watch, I know it’s Ryan coming in, since he'd insisted on us meeting before going to the court session.

      After Maria invites him in, we greet him, and he sits beside us. We exchange a few pleasantries and some small talk before we get to the more serious stuff. “So, just to recap, there’ll be five witnesses in total before the judge can deliberate around four o’clock,” Ryan tells us. Then he looks particularly at me and adds, “Roy’s testimony will most likely be the most important since it can impact your reputation amid your stakeholders.”

      “Why didn’t the judge dismiss the case since I won against my mom?” Petra asks him. “This is beyond ridiculous.”

      “He’s most likely just doing it as a favor for Eric,” Ryan admits. “But don’t worry. With the defense we have, it’s gonna be over soon.”

      “That’s so fucking stupid,” she rebukes in frustration. “If we go to trial and lose, we can appeal, right?” I see her drumming her fingertips on her crossed arms, entirely over the day before it has even begun.

      “Of course,” Ryan tells her. “But Alex won’t even go to trial. This is a prelim hearing to either schedule a trial or dismiss the charges.” He then gets up from his seat, and we do the same, knowing it’s time to go.
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        * * *

      

      As our car approaches the entrance to the court, I narrow my eyes at the horde of journalists and cameramen barring the way to the stairs. What the heck are they doing here? I never thought our case would draw the attention of the media so much. Why is this so important to them?

      “Don’t forget,” I whisper near Petra’s earlobe as she continues observing them through the window. “They are the vultures, and we are their prey. Make them starve by giving them nothing. Not even a word.”

      The security car stops in front of us, followed by Ryan’s. Once the agents exit the car, they start pushing the crowd away, helping the two police officers, who are clearly not enough, to make some space for us to head to the entrance.

      I go out first, but the noise emanating from the crowd is deafening as they try to grab my attention to answer their stupid questions. I extend a hand to help Petra get out, and once her feet touch the ground, I hold her hand firmly, and we head into the building as quickly as possible.

      As we reach the hallway, my eyes alight on Roy standing there alone, and I can’t help but wonder what happened to Eric and Tess.

      “Roy,” I greet stoically, before adding, “You came here on your own?” Since he ignores me and my question, I feel like teasing him. So after glancing around, I ask, “Where is your owner? Did you escape her? I don’t see your leash…”

      “Alex,” Petra snaps in a whisper. “Stop it.”

      Why on earth is she worried about my manners? If her dad is my enemy like she said, I don’t get what her issue is.

      Ryan, on the other hand, looks at Roy like he's his new bestie. “Roy, thanks for coming early.” They shake their hands and exchange a nod in acknowledgement, and the sight of it leaves me totally perplexed; so it’s Ryan who invited Roy to come here so soon? “May Petra and I have a word with you?”

      “Sure,” he mumbles, without even looking at me.

      My brows raise up in shock, and I stare at Ryan, totally baffled. Lowering my voice, I say close to his ear, “I don’t think it’s prudent.”

      “Don’t worry,” he answers with the same tone, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Trust me on this.”

      Petra and Ryan leave along with Roy, and they enter into a meeting room that Ryan seems to have pre-arranged. I narrow my eyes as I see Ryan closing the door behind him. Why am I being excluded? What are they up to?

      As I give a quick glance around the court hallway, my eyes land on Tess who is with Eric and Matthew as they step in. Oh gosh, here they are. What a pathetic bunch. A chuckle escapes me as I see the young boy wearing a suit. What a contrast from his usual pair of jeans, hoodies, and sneakers. I feel tempted to say a word about it, but instead, my attention goes to the woman who I’d gladly see disappear from my life once and for all. Tess twists her lips into a scornful smile as she stares at me standing there observing; she truly is a devil in her own nature.

      Despite staring at each other, she just walks into the court room without saying a word, carrying the same pretentiousness and nauseous air of moral superiority. Eric and Matthew follow closely behind, mimicking her expression and ignoring everyone but themselves. What a bunch of morons… I give a quick glance at the door where the noise and the sound of flashes are coming from, and I wonder why the journalists are still screaming. The security at the door steps aside, letting another woman enter. This time, though, she’s wearing big black sunglasses, red lips, Prada black leather boots, black shorts, and a long black jacket which is wide open.

      “May I remind you this is winter?” I let escape my lips. Of all the people I thought I would come to despise, Emma is actually someone I came to appreciate in time.

      Her big black frames aim in my direction, and her lips grin at me as she marches to where I’m standing. “Look who’s here!” she shouts, walking in. For a split of a second I had forgotten how loud she could be. “That was a quick trip. Hard to escape New York, huh?”

      “Not that I didn’t try,” I tell her as she stands beside me.

      “Don’t worry, I’m here.”

      A laugh escapes me at her statement. “I’m not worried.”

      “Where’s Petra?” she asks, removing her big frames from her face.

      Feeling playful, I say, “I sold her for a really good price.”

      Emma chuckles instantly. “Fuck, you could’ve contacted me first.” She plunges a hand into her purse, taking out a pack of cigarettes. “I’d have paid the double.”

      Then she puts one up to her lips, and just before she can light it up, the security guard steps in and says, “Miss, you can’t smoke in here.”

      She rolls her eyes before drawing out a loud breath in annoyance. “Shit.”

      “I think there is an access to a back alley or something,” I tell her, pointing in the direction of the corridor going on the right.

      “Oh, great. Let’s go, then.”

      Since my attorney and Petra are still in that room with Roy, I go with Emma, looking for a spot without journalists and noise around.

      

      We find the door that gives access to a private road, barred from access with gates on one side. The road is empty, and the fresh air of winter chills my bones instantly. Fuck, how can Emma wear shorts in this freezing weather?

      “That’s perfect,” she says as we step outside. She takes her cigarette, her silver finish lighter, and lights it up. My gaze narrows at the lighter though. It’s easy to recognize it. After all, there is only one in the world like that one since it’s custom-made. And it belongs to my sister, Yara. Why on earth does Emma have Yara’s lighter?

      “May I have one?” I ask her.

      Her eyes widen in surprise. “You smoke?”

      “Occasionally.”

      She blinks twice, still looking at me. “And is Petra okay with that?”

      I let out a chuckle at the absurdity of her question. “Does it matter?”

      “Alright, it’s none of my business anyway.” She opens her pack, and I take a cigarette from there. Then, without thinking twice, Emma gives me her lighter, which I observe attentively. Damn, it really belongs to Yara. I’m sure of that.

      “That’s a beautiful lighter,” I point out. “Is it custom-made?”

      “Yeah, your sister gave it to me.”

      “My sister?” I ask, pretending I know nothing. “Which one?”

      “Yara,” she says without bother. “She gave me a polo lesson once and gave it to me as a souvenir.”

      “Oh, she must like you a lot then,” I venture. “Given the fact it was a gift from her husband.”

      Understanding I was being sarcastic, Emma lets out a breath, before blurting out, “Okay, fine, I stole it from her.” Her tone doesn’t even contain an ounce of shame or remorse, just annoyance for being called out. “I collect lighters, and this one is pretty cool.”

      I’m not sure what to think of her answer. It’s like she isn’t even bothered to have stolen something. Lighting up my cigarette, I take a first intake of smoke before slowly blowing it out. “I hope you’ll have the decency to give it back to her at the wedding.”

      “If there even is a wedding,” she says, correcting me as I give her the lighter.

      “There is no if, Emma.” My tone comes off more serious than I intended, which creates an uncomfortable tension between us.

      A short silence ensues while she digs the lighter and her pack into her purse. “Honestly, I hope so.” She pauses for a beat, thinking something through. “All I care about is Petra’s happiness. And she’ll be heartbroken if that wedding doesn’t happen.”

      The concern in her tone makes me smile. “That’s what I like about you.”

      She tilts her head to the side. “What?”

      “Your loyalty toward her,” I explain, stopping to take a puff from the cigarette. “You remind me of Roy and I… back when we used to be friends.”

      “I’m not Roy,” she snaps. “I’d have never let anyone blackmail me. He’s a fucking weak asshole.”

      “I didn’t compare you to him.” And I wonder why on earth she got that impression in the first place. “But yeah, he is, and it’s deplorable.”

      “My dad told me he might be kicked out of Gatt-Dieren soon. Is it true?”

      I see rumors spread fast, but there’s no point in denying them. “Well, no one likes weak assholes as you said, so, yeah… Most people want to see him gone.”

      “And you?” she asks with a slight head tilt.

      I don’t answer back. First, I give another intake of smoke and ponder her question. After exhaling, I say, “I want Tess gone. Not Roy.” By the look on her face, she wasn’t expecting me to say that. “I know most people want me to do whatever it takes to get rid of him, but his value to the firm is indispensable.”

      “No one is indispensable,” Emma snaps. “Everyone can be replaced.”

      “That’s easier said than done. His talent to foster new relationships, to turn them into long lasting ones, to make people feel special and appreciated, to be so self-driven by his long-term vision… that is unmatched.”

      “So why don’t we just take care of Tess?” she asks as she blows out the smoke out of her lungs. “It’d solve most of your problems.”

      “And is Petra okay with that?” I repeat her question, making my best to mimic her voice.

      She chuckles in return, knowing all too well Petra isn't on board with killing her own mother. No matter how much she hates her. “She doesn’t need to know, though…”

      I shake my head in amusement at her suggestion. And after giving one last intake of smoke, I say, “And once she learns the truth?”

      “What if she doesn’t?” she asks, her eyes narrowing on me. “After all, tragic accidents happen…”

      “Emma, I appreciate the length you will go for us, but—”

      “I’m not doing it for you,” she cuts me off. “I’m doing it for her.”

      “Petra didn’t ask you to do that,” I tell her. “I’m sure we can solve this without having to go that far.”

      Emma seems disappointed and simply says, “Alright.” Then silence ensues as we both finish to smoke our cigarettes, looking at anything but the other.

      A few instants later, a notification pops up on my iPhone—it’s a new message from Ryan. “We should go back inside,” I say after reading it. “The hearing is about to start.”

      

      As we reach the courtroom, Emma and I notice a bunch of reporters sitting in the back, already taking notes, and I wonder why on earth the officers let them in. Maybe they were bribed. Figures.

      In the front row on our right, there’s Eric, Matthew, Tess, and Roy. On the other side, Petra and Ryan. “Do you want to sit with us?” I ask her since Matthew is sitting beside Tess, which doesn’t make sense since he’s not part of the case.

      “Alright,” she whispers back.

      Reaching our table, Petra’s face lights up with a big grin upon seeing us. Or should I say upon seeing her best friend? Well, I’d like to think it’s for seeing us both.

      “All rise,” the bailiff asks as the judge comes in. Once the judge goes to the bench and takes his seat, he then orders everyone to do the same. Emma sits on Petra’s left and I on her right, beside Ryan.

      “This court is now in session,” the bailiff announces.

      “Very well,” the judge begins, looking at the sheet he holds between his hands. He reads something in there, before his gaze lands on me. “Mr. Van Dieren, you are here today because of the charges pressed against you for the alleged kidnapping of Petra Van Gatt, to which you’ve pledged not guilty,” he explains. And I see Petra shaking her head in annoyance as she hears the judge saying those words. “This is a preliminary hearing to evaluate whether or not there is grounds to schedule a trial,” he adds, his tone remaining formal and steady. “The prosecution may start with its opening statement.”

      Eric then stands up, takes a few notes with him, and starts his atrocious speech.
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        * * *

      

      After lunch, Emma gives a big hug to Petra and tells her goodbye. Since she already testified earlier in the morning, she won’t be attending the rest of the hearing. I wish I could just go home like her. Once we are all back inside the courtroom, Roy is now the last witness to be called, and I can only hope he won’t do any further damage to my reputation.

      From my side, I wonder how I managed to keep my temper after listening to Tess and her disgusting testimony against me. Ryan was right—she truly outdid herself in trying to paint me as a monster. But I’m glad Tess went first, followed by Petra, then Matt, Emma, and finally me. It gave time for the judge to see how twisted and pathetic she really is, creating dystopian realities where I supposedly drugged her daughter to take her away by boat. The fact that she said I drugged her daughter left a pretty bad impression on the judge. One, because there’s no evidence that I drugged Petra, and two, because Petra’s testimony proved that her mom is just a compulsive liar who will do anything to keep her daughter under control.

      It’s clear to Ryan and I that the judge will dismiss the charges; he’ll just hear the last witness out of politeness before ending this charade once and for all.

      I watch the clerk escorting Roy to the witness’s stand, and as I do so, I can’t for the life of me believe he’s about to testify against me. Jeez, after twenty years of loyal friendship between us, it’s a hard pill to swallow. I look down at the table for a moment, trying not to show too much outward emotion.

      Once Roy stands behind the bench, the clerk asks him to raise his right hand. “Do you affirm that the testimony you are about to give will be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”

      “I do,” he answers before sitting. Well, hopefully this time it’s the real truth, not the twisted one that Tess gave us in her testimony.

      My attorney stands up and is the first to go and  ask him. “Mr. Van Gatt, did you consider Alexander Van Dieren, at some point in your life, a best friend?”

      “Yes, I did,” he replies calmly.

      “For how long did you consider him a best friend?”

      Roy keeps looking at Ryan as he says, “For around twenty years, give or take.”

      Ryan nods. “Given this long-lasting relationship with him, did Mr. Van Dieren tell you about his relationship with your daughter?”

      “Um, yes, he did.”

      Wow. I’m shocked at how private those questions are. Naturally, Eric doesn’t seem to mind them. “And did you oppose it?” Ryan asks quickly.

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Why?”

      What the fuck? This is so personal that I start tensing at how uncomfortable this is becoming.

      Roy takes a deep breath as he ponders Ryan’s question. “I, um, I spoke to Petra the next day, and she confirmed their feelings for each other were sincere and there was a genuine commitment between the two, so I didn’t want to step in,” he says, stopping to take a breath before adding, “I wanted her to make her own choices, and above all, I wanted her to be happy.”

      That’s a decent answer, and I’m positively surprised at how sincere he is.

      “So, based on your accepting behavior, did you genuinely believe your daughter was in danger when your best friend sent you a voice message telling you they had left the country?”

      My lips twist into a smile at his genius question.

      Roy doesn’t say a word, and the courtroom falls in total silence. After a few more seconds, the judge steps in. “Mr. Van Gatt?”

      Since Roy remains speechless, Ryan repeats the question. “Did you genuinely believe your daughter was in danger with Mr. Van Dieren when they left the country to Bermuda?”

      Roy knows he’s facing a wall, and there are only two ways to go now; either he lies to defend his ex-wife and Eric, or he states the truth, which will give us a big win.

      His gaze travels briefly to where Petra and I are sitting, but his expression reveals nothing, then he looks back to my attorney and says, “No, I didn’t…and I still don’t.”

      Noise erupts from the horde of journalists behind us, but I remain perplexed, wondering why he is being so honest. The judge slams down the gavel to silence them.

      “Did your ex-wife, Ms. Hagen, who is present here today, who is clearly against the relationship, blackmail you in some way to turn your back on your best friend and tarnish his reputation?”

      “Objection, your honor,” Eric asks, his voice louder. “This is a leading question.”

      “Overruled,” the judge answers straight away. “Mr. Van Gatt, answer the question, please.”

      Roy becomes livid, and his posture tenses, which is quite unusual for him. “I…” He lets his word trails off, his mouth slightly gaping as he looks down to his lap. “Um…” Will he say the truth, or will his ego take over? His gaze goes to where Tess is sitting, then to us, and it seems like he’s looking at me. “Yes, she is blackmailing me.”

      There is a wave of whispers filling the room, and the judge does his best to calm everyone down by striking his gavel on the wooden block once again. As the court gets quieter, the judge looks back to Roy. “Thank you for your statement, Mr. Van Gatt. I have heard enough.”

      Roy is escorted back to his seat, and as I look at Tess, I can already feel the hate coming from her as she averts her eyes from him. “Attorney General, despite your best intentions, there’s no evidence to establish probable cause that the defendant kidnapped his fiancée, who is here and in good health. Therefore, this case is dismissed with prejudice.”

      I want to hug Petra tightly in my arms upon hearing the verdict, but since we are in a courtroom, I just take her hand and give it a tight squeeze followed by a kiss as we both remain exhilarated by the good news. “Court is adjourned.” And the judge bangs his gavel, announcing officially the end of the hearing.

      “What does it mean to dismiss with prejudice?” Petra asks Ryan as he gathers his files and tugs them into his briefcase.

      “It means the case is over and done with, once and for all, and can't be brought back to court.”

      His reply is melody to my ears. “Well, it seems like the judge wasn’t such a great friend of Eric, after all,” I point out.

      “This case should’ve never happened in the first place,” Ryan tells us with some annoyance in his tone. “It was absolutely frivolous, and the judge only accepted it because of the headlines.” Ryan is right; there’s no way a judge or a grand jury wouldn’t have dismissed the charges straight away if there hadn’t already been a story in the media about it.

      

      Stepping out of the courtroom, I see Matt, Eric and Tess gathered together in the hallway and talking in a very discreet manner.

      As we wait for our cars to arrive, I walk closer to them and ask in a tone loud enough for them to hear, “Already conspiring something else?”

      Without saying a word, their attention shifts to me. And as they keep observing me, it seems like I’ve rendered them speechless. Eric finally leaves the group and paces in my direction, before stopping inches from me.

      “Don’t think it’s over,” Eric mutters, his eyes glaring at me. And I wonder where all this hate for me is coming from. After all, I never did anything directly to him or his son. Is it because Matt is in love with my fiancée? Or is because of how manipulative Tess can be? “Consider this just the beginning.”

      “Oh, it’s not me who’ll need a good lawyer for the next case,” I say, my eyes on Tess. “Right, Ryan?”

      Ryan steps in and, looking at Tess, he says, “Indeed, blackmailing is a very serious offense in this state.” Tess uncrosses her arms, and there’s something in her expression that switches, becoming more nervous and tense at the realization that Roy might truly report her for coercion. “There’s another way we can avoid this, though…” Ryan lets his words trail off, trying to gauge her reaction. Despite Tess remaining silent, Ryan proceeds, “You may return to the Netherlands and leave my client and his fiancée alone.”

      All of a sudden, her eyes drift to Petra, and she moves a few steps forward trying to grab Petra’s wrist before Ryan can bar her way. “Petra, can we talk?”

      “No,” Petra snaps, hiding herself behind me. “Don’t ever approach me again, are we clear? Or should I ask for a restraining order?”

      “C’mon Tess, let’s go.” Eric gently puts his hand on her back, instructing her to walk away.

      Once they finally leave the building, I heave a sigh of relief. My thoughts then go to Roy, and I wonder if he will go all the way and report Tess for the blackmailing he has been subject to.

      “Shall we go?” Ryan asks. “The drivers are outside.”

      I’m about to give an affirmative answer when my eyes catch Roy, who is returning from the bathroom. I thought he was already gone, so I decide to go over and talk to him. “Give me a sec.”

      As I hasten my pace before he can avoid me, I stand in front of him and say, “I never thought you’d be so honest during your testimony.” My words halt him instantly, and I can see the shock in his eyes at my unexpected comment. “What made you change your mind?” I ask him, trying to find the answer in his gaze. But Roy doesn’t seem to give anything away. “Was it Ryan?”

      Despite my questions, Roy remains just as secretive, and instead, he runs a hand inside his blazer and takes from there a small envelope that he gives me.

      “Have a nice evening.” He pats me on the back while I’m left looking at the envelope and wondering who gave him this.

      As he passes me, I open the envelope and see a card with the following quote written:

      

      “You can ignore reality, but you cannot ignore the consequences of ignoring reality.” - Ayn Rand

      

      Then I turn the card to the other side and read:

      

      I know you can make it right, I trust you.

      Your daughter, Petra

      

      There is a hint of a smile curling on my lips at the realization that if we won today, it is not only thanks to Ryan’s brilliant strategy but also thanks to this little note–thanks to Petra, which is also most likely why she attended the meeting between my attorney and her dad. My smile turns into a quick chuckle, and I shake my head at how stupid I was for believing she could become like her mother. I turn, my gaze landing on her. She’s talking to Ryan as they wait for me to come over so that we can leave the court. God, she looks so stunning. I go to where they are standing and, without saying a word, I lean over just enough to reach her lips and press them hard against mine. I shut my eyes as my thumbs goes up to caress her cheeks. Not surprisingly, I can hear the sound of flashes and people firing off stupid questions.

      As our lips part and we look at each other, there are so many things I want to tell her. How much I love her, how much I’m proud of her, but all I manage to say in that moment is, “Thank you.” And by seeing her growing smile, it seems like it was enough.
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        Manhattan, November 13, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      “I only see death and misery,” Louise’s voice whispers to me. “This relationship… It won’t end well.” Her premonition keeps playing in my head, never leaving me, so I switch positions in bed and try to shut them down. Despite my many attempts, though, I recall that evening like it was yesterday. From the moment Louise left the living room abruptly, to the moment she said those six words, “I only see death and misery.” I shake my head against the pillow, chasing those memories away. But it’s only getting worse—now I see Mom sitting in front of me as we are having dinner on Christmas Eve, her eyes down. She looks up at me and says, “This relationship is going to destroy you, my dear…”

      “Mom!” I shout, before waking up in a jump. My heart is racing, so I focus on breathing slowly in and out to calm myself down. I’m so tired of sleepless nights filled with negative thoughts. Nothing will happen, I tell myself. This is just my fears haunting me and playing games. Looking beside me, I notice the bed is empty. What time is it? It can’t be that late. I immediately reach for my iPhone and suck in a breath when I realize it’s ten past nine in the morning. How come it’s already so late, though? Maria said she’d wake me up at eight.

      Pulling the sheets down, I leave the comfy bed, put a robe on, and as soon as I open the door, I come face to face with Maria herself.

      “Oh! Good morning,” she says, a bit surprised I’m already awake. “Mr. Van Dieren is requesting your presence on the terrace.” Her tone is hurried, and after checking me out, she adds, “Kindly get dressed. He’s not alone.” I think twice about questioning her further, but Maria walks past me and starts making the bed, so I just leave her at her task and rush to the bathroom in order to get ready.

      

      As I reach the outdoor terrace, there’s no wind blowing, and I notice Alex has installed glass walls to keep the terrace at a warmer temperature. My eyes land on the table, which is completely full of food, drinks, laptops, and the looming presence of the meeting in general. “What’s going on?” I ask Maria, my tone just above a whisper. As I look more attentively, it seems like I recognize most of the persons present in there: Ryan, Alex’s attorney; Joshua, one of the non-execs on the board; Mike, the COO; and Celia, head of Investor Relations. “What is everyone doing here?” I thought I was discreet enough, but alas, everyone turns their heads in my direction, remaining speechless.

      Without saying a word, Mike stands up and walks toward me with an iPad in his hands. As he gives it to me, my eyes drift down to the screen, and all I can see are the two headshots of Amanda and Alex next to each other of and then the most horrifying picture of her scars in between. Amanda’s revenge… Not even a week has passed since we won the case, and yet here we are having to go through another one. My heart starts racing, but I find some strength to read the headline and the article itself, which I regret just as fast. Having seen enough, I return the iPad to Mike as we make our way to the table. Then he gestures for me to sit where he was sitting before, which is beside my fiancé. As I sit, I remain staring at Alex, not knowing what to say or do. His expression doesn’t give anything away, and I can’t tell if he’s about to explode, kill someone, or both.

      Fortunately, his gaze meets mine, and his stern face switches to a more relaxed one. He presses his lips on my forehead to say good morning, but all I can feel is the anxiety and rage consuming him.

      Heaving a sigh laced with frustration, I look at Ryan, who’s sitting in front of me, and ask, “Do we have a date for the hearing?”

      “Eric doesn’t waste time.” Ryan hands me two envelopes: one from the office of the Attorney General and another from the court.

      As I read the first one, I can’t help but feel my blood pressure rising. What a fucking asshole! It’s a notification that the Attorney General pressed charges against Alex based on the police report that Amanda filed, and they are requesting a pre-arraignment conference. I’m not an expert in criminal law, but I’ve got the feeling this meeting is gonna be utter bullshit. Yet, how come Eric knows about Amanda? How do they even know each other? This feels very sketchy…

      “There was no arrest?” I ask, surprised.

      “Fortunately not,” Ryan answers. “There’s a reason why I always recommend my clients to do donations to the police department.” He gives a quick glance at my fiancé before adding, “There’s nothing more important than gaining their trust and having them on our side.”

      Then I open the court letter, which is a request for Alex to present himself before a judge for yet another case. An exasperated breath escapes me, as we’ll have to go through this all over again.

      “Does he have to go?” I ask Ryan.

      “I already requested to waive the arraignment. I will plead not guilty on his behalf,” he explains, although I was talking about the meeting with Eric and Amanda. “I already filled a motion to dismiss the case, but given the fact his charges include sexual assault, it might be hard to have it dismissed without a prelim.” The words “sexual assault” make my heart freeze on the spot. I just can’t believe this nightmare. Turning to my fiancé, I lower my tone and say, “Did my dad call you yet?”

      “Your dad?” He chuckles at my question, shaking his head in total disbelief. “He might even be behind all of this and cheering with Eric and Amanda in his office. Who knows?”

      “He didn’t even try to inform you?” For some stupid reason, I had thought after my letter and his testimony that Dad would’ve turned the page and be on our side. But, alas, maybe I got it wrong. I rub my temples, preparing myself to deal with yet another legal case.

      “Alex is right,” Joshua takes over. “Now that everyone knows Roy was just being coerced by his ex-wife, this is the perfect case to push Alex out of the company while Roy can keep a perfect image.”

      But why would Dad still want to remove Alex if he’s no longer being coerced? Unless Mom is still pushing the strings… I’ve got a zillion questions about this case, but for now, I need to have a face-to-face with my dad. And Alex needs protection on the board, if Mike or Joshua decide to side with my dad and vote him out, I have to be able to do something.

      Wearily getting up from my seat, I excuse myself and go to the bedroom. There, I close and lock the door behind me before I take my iPhone and start calling my Dad. With the phone against my ear, my heart seems to beat faster with every beep passing.

      C’mon, pick up the damn phone…

      “Petra? Is it you?” Given the fact I’ve never called him in the past few months, I understand his astonishment.

      “Hi, Dad,” I say, my voice not too loud so as not to be heard outside. “Um, are you at the office right now?”

      “Is everything alright?” he asks, seeming worried.

      “I need to talk to you. It’s very urgent,” I tell him.

      “Okay, well, then swing by.” There is a small pause before he adds, “I’ve got a meeting at ten-thirty though.” Oh gosh, it’s nearly ten! Who knows how long I need to get there!

      “Deal, I’m on my way now.” And I hang up.
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        * * *

      

      A strange nostalgia shivers me as I enter into the building where I used to work as an intern. Even weirder is how much things have changed since then. Obviously, when I used to cross these revolving doors back in September last year, I never thought I’d get engaged so soon. Nor did I think Dad would become my enemy… or that Alex would be accused of… well, anyway, I try to brush those thoughts away as I greet the receptionist. “Good morning,” I say politely. “I’ve got an appointment with Roy Van Gatt.”

      “And you are?” he asks with a sleepy look on his face.

      “His daughter.”

      From someone who seemed to be pretty asleep, the receptionist straightens his posture immediately, and after clearing his throat, he asks, “May I have an ID please?”

      The fact that he doesn’t believe me is understandable since I had given him a fake ID last year, so I just mumble a mere, “Sure,” and I hand him my real one.

      He squints his eyes, reading it attentively. “Okay, um, one moment please.” Then he reaches for the desk phone and calls someone. “Good morning, I have here a woman named Petra Van Gatt,” he says, my card still in his hands. “Okay, perfect. Thanks.” Finally, he hangs up, gives me the ID back, and gestures me to follow him. “This way, please.” After reaching the lifts, he presses the button to call them, and as one of them becomes available, he extends a hand, inviting me to step inside. We both try to press the button to floor fifty-seven at the same time, which makes me laugh, as last time he just told me which floor and that was it.

      As I get into Gatt-Dieren’s entrance, everything seems to be exactly the same—same interior design, same aromas, and the same perfectly groomed secretary welcoming me and leading me to my dad’s office. We take the stairs to the management floor, and after crossing Alex’s office, we stop in front of another door where she knocks three times before hearing an approval to come in.

      As I walk in, I see Dad sitting at his desk chair, his reading glasses on. I put on a polite tone and greet him. “Hi, Dad.”

      “Ah, Petra…” Dad stands up from his seat, leaving his glasses on the desk. “What a great surprise seeing you here.” With a smile hanging on his lips, he walks in my direction, most likely to give me a hug or something. As he stands in front of me and opens his arms, I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do. Embrace him? Tell him no? Since I need his help more than ever, I simply do the same and accept the gesture despite how much I hate to do this.

      After our hug, awkwardness fills the space between us as I try to find my next words. My gaze drifts to the glass wall behind him, and since I’ve never been here before, I simply say, “Nice view.” Dad just keeps smiling in return, before waiting for me to get to the point. “Where’s Mom?” I ask, slowly pacing around his office to get some distance from him.

      “She had a meeting with Ryan yesterday and agreed to return to the Netherlands and stop blackmailing me.”

      A wave of happiness surges through me at his statement, and I blink twice to make sure I’m well awake. “Oh, so she is really leaving?”

      “Yes.” He gives a quick glance at his watch, before adding, “In fact, she should be on a plane as we speak.”

      “Wow,” I utter, my jaw still gaping at the news. “Well, that’s really amazing,” I tell him. “Um, have you heard about the new charges Eric pressed against Alex?

      “Yes, I know,” Dad mutters, annoyance settling on his face.

      But I continue nevertheless. “And have you spoken to Alex about it?”

      The question seems to bother him as he walks back to his desk chair. “No, and I don’t intend to.”

      From joy to frustration, my stomach drops, and I look at him, totally baffled by his coldness. “Why not?” Since he doesn’t say anything further, I add, “You guys used to be best friends…”

      “Petra, with everything that's happened—”

      “He’s still so loyal to you,” I say, cutting him off. “Trust me, despite everything you’ve done to him, he still cares a lot about you.”

      Dad puts his glasses back on, takes a few sheets in front of him, and focuses on them, totally unimpressed by what I just said. “I’ll have a thought about it,” he answers, brushing off the subject entirely.

      “Um, he’s really down,” I press on, despite Dad being glued to his papers. “Eric pressed charges for sexual assault against him; it’s about Amanda…”

      “I know; it’s all over the news.”

      “Eric is your friend,” I point out, my tone polite but slightly insistent. “Maybe if you call him…”

      “I can’t interfere,” he snaps back, his eyes on me. “This is really none of my business. This is between the Attorney General and Alex.”

      “You really have no heart, do you?” Dad lets out a breath in annoyance, but I proceed, “Your best friend is having his reputation totally smashed down, and you’re sitting here like you couldn’t care less.”

      “I told you, there is nothing I can do.” His nonchalant and unhelpful tone is making my blood boil.

      “Why not?” I fire back, pushing him to his wits’ end.

      “Because!”

      And as we glare at each other, the truth hits me. And I chuckle at my own stupidity and naïvety because it was obvious since the beginning. “You knew Eric would press charges against him, didn’t you?” Despite Dad not saying a word, I can read the answer in his eyes. “Oh my…” And as I start ruminating about all his moves, I ask, “This is why Mom accepted to leave, isn’t it? She knew there will always be a plan B.”

      “It was the only way,” Dad blurts out. “Your mom was always behind my back, and my reputation was getting a blow. Now that she’s gone, investors know I was the victim of blackmailing.”

      I’m so furious at him that tears start brimming on my eyelids. “So this was your plan since the beginning, huh? Throwing Alex under the fucking bus to save your pathetic image?”

      “Petra…”

      But I remain staring furiously at him and ask again, “Was it your idea?”

      “I have work to do.” I roll my eyes immediately in response.

      Too bad, I will repeat the question as many times as needed. “Was it you who asked Amanda to report my fiancé to the police?”

      Dad draws out a breath, his attention returning to his papers. “There’s always a trade-off in life.”

      “You are the worst!” I’m so angry at him that I’m torn between punching him or taking those papers away from him, but instead, I begin to rant. “You could've pressed charges against Mom for coercion. Ryan told you so! But instead you’re nothing but a fucking coward who decided to keep being loyal to her!”

      “Enough!” Dad snaps, slamming his hand down on the desk. An unpleasant silence ensues as we both try to calm down. After a few more moments, he says, “Alex will go through this just fine.” I look at him, shaking my head. I’m angry. I’m furious. But above all, I’m hurt. He stands up and walks back toward me. “He’s got the best lawyer in town; you have nothing to worry about. The judge will dismiss the case just as fast as the first one.”

      A long sigh escapes me as I shake my head at his failed attempt to reassure me. Standing in front of me, his hands go to hold my shoulders, and he stares right through me. “If I could help, I would.”

      Eye on eye, I refute his comment, “You can help. You just choose not to. You’ve made that obvious.”

      “Calling Eric is not an option.”

      If Eric is not an option, then I’m sure putting me on the board is one.

      “So, if it has nothing to do with Eric or the case, you can help me?”

      Dad seems hesitant. “Most likely.”

      I don’t believe Dad will concede easily, but I give it a try anyway. “Then I want a seat at the table.”

      “Uh…” He squints his eyes in confusion. “What do you mean?”

      “It means I want to be a non-exec and have a vote.”

      “We have an agreement,” he reminds me. “You have to finish Columbia first.”

      “I’m not asking you to give me everything; just fifteen percent.”

      Dad chuckles, shaking his head in disapproval. “You’re totally delusional, my dear.”

      “After everything I went though because of you, it’s the least you should do,” I argue. “Or should I blackmail you like Mom does?”

      “I’m sorry, but we have an agreement.” His cold, stern answer makes my heart sink. Dad reaches for his desk, and after opening a drawer, he searches for something in there, until he finally takes a document out, showing it to me. “There are a few requirements before you can inherit what I own. Do you want me to read those out for you?”

      I don’t think I’ve hated him as much as I do now, and he deserves to know it. “I hate you,” I mutter, crossing my arms.

      “Petra,” he snaps. As if barking my name would change what I feel for him.

      Pointing my finger at him, I say, “Don’t you dare come to my wedding!” My eyes instinctively go to the contract in his hand. Jeez! I regret so much to have accepted his request to see him once a week while living in the state of New York. Why did I agree to that? Why? Fortunately, I should be able to legally change my residence to the Netherlands, so I won’t have to see him ever again. Unless he travels there, which might not even happen since he rarely does so. Dad remains mute, his face devoid of any expression, so I ask, “Are you so self-absorbed that you can’t even understand you won’t attend the wedding of your only child?” I pause, gauging his reaction, and despite my heart reeling, I try to be just as stoic as him. “Doesn’t it matter to you?”

      He closes his eyes to rub his eyelids for a moment, before exhaling loudly. “Is Alex gonna give you fifteen percent too?” His question brings a spark of hope. If it’s just because he doesn’t want to have less ownership than Alex, then this is easily fixable.

      “Um, yes, if you give me fifteen percent, he will too.” I haven’t asked Alex yet, but I don’t see why he wouldn’t.

      Dad exhales slowly as he thinks something through. “Is there any other option?”

      “No,” I answer. “If I don’t have a seat at the board, you don’t have a seat at my wedding. Simple as that.”
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        Manhattan, November 13, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      After spending the afternoon studying in the library, I crack the door open and step into the condo. Maria welcomes me with a stern look, which is quite unusual for her. She helps me to take my coat off, but before she goes to hang it, she leans in and whispers, “You are late for dinner… again.” And she insists on the last word. I glance at my watch, and I can’t help rolling my eyes because dinner started only ten minutes ago. It’s just a private casual dinner between my fiancé and I, for fuck’s sake! Dad never had any fixed hour to have dinner, but with Alex, jeez, he’s obsessed with punctuality and schedules.

      “Alright. Thanks, Maria.” I give her a small smile before stepping into the dining room and find Alex there, who is not so pleased by my tardiness.

      “Not only do you hate punctuality, but you also seem to hate having a private chauffeur who wants to ensure you arrive on time,” he points out, most likely because I used Ubers the whole day and ignored Zach, who was trying to know where I was.

      “I told you I didn’t want one.” I reach for my chair, pulling it away to sit. “If you want to know where I went this morning, I went to talk to my dad.”

      “And you left without saying a word,” he says, sounding rather annoyed. “You could’ve at least texted me.” He pauses for a beat, and since I don’t display any remorse, he adds, “I was worried about you.”

      I notice Maria walking into the dining room, carrying two plates, which she places in front of each of us.

      “Okay, um, I was in a hurry.” Leaving his stupid remarks behind, I change the subject and say, “I’ve got something to tell you…” Alex squints slightly, his eyes in curiosity, but he takes his cutlery and starts cutting his food anyway. “Dad agreed to give me fifteen percent of the company, which will allow me to have a seat at the board and prevent you from being voted out in the future.”

      All of a sudden, though, he freezes, staring at me, his lips slightly parting in surprise. “He did?”

      “Yep,” I tell him, carrying a victorious smile. “There’s just a small request from his side though…”

      He, on the other hand, remains just as serious. “Which is?”

      “You have to do the same,” I tell him, slightly anxious for his reaction.

      Alex blinks twice, confused. “You mean both of us have to give you fifteen percent?” He sounds rather bothered, which is definitely not what I had anticipated.

      “Um, that’s the idea, yes…” And since Alex doesn’t seem convinced, I add, “I’ll be able to prevent anyone from voting you out, just like that.”

      “I see…” He nods pensively, taking his cutlery again to start eating. “Can I have a thought about it?”

      I frown my brows, a bit hurt by his question. “What do you need to think about?” As he’s chewing, I add, “With the new charges pressed against you, there’s a strong chance that Joshua and Mike side with my dad and stab you in the back. But if I have a vote, I can prevent it. Seems quite an easy decision to me.”

      He drinks some water, wipes his mouth, and once his eyes meet mine again, he says, “Unless you decide otherwise…”

      My heart skips a beat instantly at his comment, leaving me barely able to articulate. “What?” And as I look at the uneasiness laced on his face, I ask, “So you don’t trust me?”

      “Of course I do,” he replies instantly. But his uneasiness to give me fifteen percent tells me otherwise. “It’s just…” He looks away, searching for the best words. “What if one day you hate me and want me out? Or what if your dad somehow turns you against me?”

      “My dad won’t manage to turn me against you. Never.” I pause, seeing something new in his expression. “And I promise I won’t vote you out, even if I’m mad at you.”

      Alex draws out a breath as he thinks something through. I see his chest rise and fall once more before he continues, “I really appreciate that you’re trying to help me out. It’s really nice of you. Just give me some time to think about it, alright?” His tone is polite and calculated, which means he’s already made up his mind and he’s just lying for the sake of politeness and to have a pleasant dinner.

      My jaw drops at his answer, and my heart does the same. “Sure…” I mumble before looking away, tears building in my eyes. The fact he doesn’t trust me as I thought he did hurts much more than I’d like to admit. I’m doing this for us! Yet, here he is excluding me… again. I’ve got no words to express how deeply disappointed I am in his decision. Or lack of. The dining room plunges into a freezing silence matching the glass table and the interior design. Nothing but the cutlery touching the plates and cutting the food can be heard. It’s unpleasant, it’s uncomfortable, and it’s awkward. While Alex seems to be pretty relaxed as he keeps eating, I’ve got a knot in my stomach at the realization that Dad might have granted this request because he knew Alex wouldn’t agree to it. My appetite is gone, and I feel drained. Emotionally drained. I keep ruminating why on earth Alex wouldn’t agree to it. We’re getting married after all. Doesn’t it mean anything to him? I feel tempted to leave the dining room and let him eat alone, but it’d be a childish move and won’t solve anything. I can’t keep storming out. After a few more moments in total silence, without either one of us speaking, I look up at him and ask, “Have you thought about it yet?”

      Alex lets out a quick chuckle but doesn’t say a word. Then after a few more beats of silence, his eyes alight on me, and he says, “I met with Amanda today.”

      “What!” I freeze on the spot, barely believing the words that came out of his mouth. Immediately, all I want is to throw up and my hands become shaky. “Why?” The question is louder and angrier than I expected. Fortunately, he doesn’t seem to mind my straightforwardness and usual curiosity.

      “To persuade her to drop the case.”

      “You met with her alone?” I sound worried and irritated, but I truly don’t care.

      “Yes.” He, on the other hand, answers the question without any remorse.

      Wow. Despite his honesty, the fact that they met alone doesn’t appease me. “She accused you of sexual assault, and yet you thought it was okay to meet her alone?”

      “I know it was risky—”

      “Risky?” I repeat, louder. “No, it was reckless and stupid!” And before he can say something else, I ask, “Where did you meet her?”

      He seems to hesitate, which makes my heart pulsing even harder. “At her place.”

      A gasp rolls off my lips, and his words paralyze me. Holding my breath for a moment, I’m unable to move, unable to think, unable to speak. I just look at him, disappointment setting in. Could he have cheated on me to silence her?

      “We just spoke about the case,” he adds, trying to comfort me. “But at least I’ve got a recorded confession of hers that it’s all for revenge.”

      I frown my brows in confusion. “How did you get her to confess something like that?”

      He shrugs. “I know how to make her speak.”

      No matter the reason he went there, the fact he met with his ex at her place doesn’t sit well with me at all. “So you were mad at me because I didn’t tell you I went to see my dad, but you can go and see your ex and that’s totally fine?”

      “I wasn’t mad,” he points out. “Just worried.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me beforehand?” I ask, my tone rising.

      “I’m telling you now. Just like you did.”

      I rub my eyelids tiredly; my body is entirely numb. This dinner must be the worst we have ever had. My heart is bouncing so hard inside my chest that it hurts. “Did you do anything with her?”

      “What?” he snaps back.

      “Did you do anything with her?” I repeat, louder, my eyes squinted like they could throw bullets at him.

      “Of course not,” he answers in outrage. “I just went there to talk and be able to record it.”

      I lean back on my chair and, crossing my arms over my chest, I say, “Then I want to listen to the whole thing.”

      His attention goes back to his plate, and before he brings one more bite into his mouth, he says, “I sent it to Ryan. I don’t have it with me.”

      “I want a copy,” I tell him straight away.

      “Petra…”

      “I want a copy by tomorrow evening,” I repeat, insisting. I get up from my seat and simply say, “I’m gonna get some rest. Night.” And leave the dining room with a stomp in my step.
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        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      “Is Ms. Van Gatt done with her meal?” Maria’s question pulls me back to earth, and I nod without feeling like saying anything.

      Fuck! Petra is such a fucking stubborn woman. I might have found it cute when she was a child, but not now that she’s my fiancée and almost my wife. As Maria leaves the dining room, I take my iPhone and make a phone call.

      “Don’t tell me you have been arrested?” Ryan starts as he picks the call.

      I give a quick chuckle before saying, “That would’ve been easier.”

      “What happened?”

      “We need to talk…” I tell him, my voice just above a whisper. “Can I pass over?”

      Ryan draws out a breath. “Now?” he asks, annoyance thick in his tone. “I promised the kids I’d read them a story. Can’t it wait until tomorrow?”

      “Well, I’m sure you’ll have time enough before I get there.”

      I hear nothing but silence on the other side. “I hope it’s really urgent.”

      “It is. I will be there in half an hour.”

      And before I can hang up, he says, “Half an hour? Your home is like ten blocks away.”

      “I’m gonna finish my meal first, so that you can have some time with your kids.”

      “Alright, I appreciate that.”

      “See you later.” And I hang up just in time when Maria enters the room with the main dish. A smile pulls up my lips at the steam curling up from the plate. But my smile disappears just as fast when I look in front me to the empty chair. This was not the evening I had anticipated, and I hope it won’t be a recurring thing. “Thank you, Maria,” I say as she leaves the room, bowing her head slightly.

      Just a year ago, eating alone in this dining room wouldn’t bother me at all. Heck, I would even welcome the silence and solitude. Yet now, for some odd reason, it feels empty and uncomfortable. So I eat my meal, pretty self-conscious of the silence surrounding me, and knowing perfectly well I’d have preferred Petra to be here. I feel tempted to go and call her, but since she’s the one who decided to leave, I refrain from doing so.

      After dinner, I leave the dining room and find Maria in the entryway. “I’m gonna go out, kindly make sure Ms. Van Gatt has eaten something before I’m back,” I instruct as I put on my coat. “If she doesn’t eat, please let me know.”

      “Sure.”

      

      Once I stand in front of Ryan’s entrance door, I call him instead of pressing the doorbell, so as not to make too much noise. A few seconds later, the door opens wide, and I find Ryan in casual attire instead of his usual suit. “Thanks for doing this,” I tell him as he gestures for me to get in.

      “Let’s go to my office…”

      I haven’t been here in ages, but aside from the updated pictures in the frames, nothing has really changed. Quietly enough, we go upstairs to his office, and Ryan opens the door, inviting me in. His office is modern but cozy, with more family pictures hanging on the walls, which is something I’d never seen in my parents’ house. Old paintings of our ancestors yes, but photos of my sisters and I? Can’t think of any. I stand in front of the perfect family picture of Ryan, his wife, and his two kids, and I can’t help but ask him, “Are you happy?”

      “Eh…” A bit troubled by my question, he walks closer and stands beside me, looking at the same photograph. “We have our days, of course, but overall, yeah. I don’t regret it.”

      I keep observing the other framed photos hanging on the wall, and I wonder why my parents never did the same with us. “How long have you been married for?”

      “Uh, twenty years, I think…”

      “Wow,” I utter. “That’s a long time.”

      “I married at thirty-eight,” he tells me. “With a prenup, obviously.”

      “Obviously,” I repeat.

      “Can I offer you something to drink?” Ryan goes to the bar cart on the other side of the room. “Water, Macallan, a Diet Coke? I don’t have normal…”

      “I’m good, thank you.” I sit in the armchair as I wait for him to come back.

      “So,” he begins, before clearing his throat and drinking some water. “What happened to you?”

      Once he’s well seated on the sofa beside me, I say, “Petra wants a copy of the entire talk I had with Amanda.”

      “Shit.” I’ve never heard Ryan curse before, which doesn’t reassure me. “Well, I don’t like to say that to a client but… you are screwed.”

      “I wouldn’t be here if I thought otherwise.”

      He lets out a breath, looking away as he thinks something through. “Why did you even tell her about that?”

      “Because I didn’t want anyone else to do it,” I point out. “It’d have been a matter of time until Amanda or Eric told her, which would be so much worse. I just didn’t expect she’d request a copy of the whole thing…” Ryan remains quietly listening, carrying some worry in his gaze. “I’m sure there is a way we can cut some parts that are… well…”

      “Too personal?”

      “Exactly.”

      He considers me for an instant. “Alright, I’m sure we can edit it.” He goes to his desk to take his laptop with him and sits back. “But I can’t give an edited audio to the judge. We can play just the part of the confession in the courtroom, but I can’t edit evidence.”

      “That should be fine.”

      I leave the armchair and sit beside him as he opens his laptop. Then he checks the file I sent him and says, “You have two hours worth of audio; this is gonna take time.”

      “Play it,” I instruct.

      Despite knowing Ryan would rather go to sleep, he presses play, and we wait for the first interaction.

      “My lawyer told me I was a fool to meet you alone,” I hear Amanda saying as she opens the door of her apartment.

      "Mine too.” My tone matches with her playfulness, and Ryan gives me the look. “I know it’s your favorite.” That’s when I showed her the bottle of wine I was holding.

      “You still remember my favorite wine?”

      “Of course. After ten years, it’s kinda hard to forget.”

      Ryan keeps looking at me, most likely wondering if we should cut that part or not.

      I nod at him in return, and he opens FinalCut Pro to start editing the audio.

      “You are so in trouble…” he mutters, his eyes glued to his screen. “If the whole thing is you and Amanda giggling and flirting, you are done for.”

      “I’m sure there are plenty of moments where we have a more serious tone.”

      “Pray for them to be enough.”

      After cutting that part, the next minutes are nothing special—Amanda just invites me in, and we get into the house, some small talk here and there, until she opens the bottle and we clink our glasses, celebrating her revenge.

      “You can’t help it, can you?” Ryan says as he pauses the audio again.

      But I remain confused, and narrow my eyes at him. “What?”

      “Your tone, your teasing, your sarcasm for her to laugh,” he explains.

      “The goal was for her to speak. I didn’t expect Petra to request a copy of it.”

      He shakes his head without saying anything further, but presses play again.

      The great thing about Ryan is that he knows when and where to cut, as if he were in my shoes.

      After one hour of listening and editing Amanda and I drinking, laughing, and talking about our past, she starts getting really personal, too much actually…

      “Are you taking Petra to the annual Venetian ceremony?” The question itself nearly shivers me.

      “No, that is something that will remain between us.”

      “Really?” She sounds surprised. “So you won’t take her next year even if she’s your wife?”

      “Correct,” I hear myself saying. “I don’t intend to go there ever again.”

      Ryan pauses right there. “I imagine this whole Venetian thing is to be cut?”

      “You know me well.”

      After a few more minutes, we finally get to the confession part.

      “Those accusations of sexual assault were such a low blow, though,” I sound extremely tipsy by now, and we almost laugh at the end. “Why on earth did you accuse me of that?”

      I can hear Amanda drinking some more wine, and I know at that moment she is sitting on my lap and gazing at me non-stop, pure lust in her eyes. “Because you broke my heart… And now I have to break yours…”

      Silence ensues as I know she was fixating on my lips to kiss me.

      “Alright, I should probably go.” I remember exactly how I felt. If I didn’t put an end to it, Amanda would’ve kissed me, and I’m not sure how I’d have reacted. One thing I do know: I’d have hated it once I’d have been fully sober again. “I don’t want to be accused of sexual assault again.”

      “Stay a bit more…”

      “Amanda…”

      Ryan presses pause again. “This is absolutely perfect. If the judge accept this audio as evidence, she’s roasted.” He then resumes the audio, and I can hear when I finally manage to pull Amanda away and stand up. Then we just say goodbye to each other; there is the sound of a kiss, but it’s one on the cheek, so there isn’t any reason to cut it out; I’m sure Petra knows the difference. “If you have a change of heart before the big day, let me know,” Amanda whispers near my ear before I leave her apartment. And I can’t help but laugh at Ryan’s expression as he cuts this last part.

      “Well, with everything we edited, I think you might stand a chance.”

      “Thank you for this, Ryan.” I put a hand on his shoulder, smiling at him with gratitude for what he has just done. “I really appreciate it.”

      Ryan returns the smile, and I feel like a huge weight has finally been lifted off my shoulders. “Alright, let me just save this as a new copy and send it to you.”

      As I look quietly at him, his gaze pinned on the screen, I say, “Um, I know it’s late, but…” I let my words trail off as I think how to approach the subject. “Petra spoke to her dad today, and he agreed to give her fifteen percent of the company…if I give her the same. It’d give her voting rights, and that would prevent him from getting rid of me in the future.”

      “So what are you scared of then?” His gaze doesn’t even leave the screen as he finishes sending me the copy.

      “That’s how my dad got kicked out of his firm. He needed one more vote to go, and it came from my mom.”

      “Mm, I see…” He closes his laptop and remains ruminating for a while before looking at me. “And you are afraid Petra will do the same?”

      A gush of air leaves my lips at the reality check. “Maybe not now, but who knows what things will be like in ten years… It’s a lifetime seat.”

      “So is marriage,” he says sincerely. “Look, Roy is no longer someone you can trust to have your back, but your future wife should be. Maybe a partnership agreement with voting clauses should be enough.” There’s a small pause, before he adds, “Unless you intend to divorce her afterward…”

      “I don’t, but what about her?” My elbows are on my knees and my hands entwined as I tell him my biggest fear. “What if she wakes up one day and realizes she married an old man? Or what if she cheats with a younger lad…”

      “Something tells me that won’t happen,” Ryan answers back. “I’ve met many couples in my life, and very few women looked at their partners the way Petra looks at you. That woman loves you. Even a blind man can see that.”

      My lips curve up at his comforting words. “Thanks.”

      “However, I don’t think doing a prenup is a bad idea.” I let out a quick chuckle; Ryan is now back in attorney mode. “Have you thought about doing one?”

      “We won’t get married here,” I tell him. “Dutch laws are different. Whatever is mine remains mine, and vice-versa. I don’t need a prenup.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you get married in the Netherlands or in Japan. It’s where you reside that matters. And you are both gonna stay living here, no?”

      I draw out a breath before nodding at him.

      “Look, I love my wife, and I never doubted she loved me back. Doing a prenup is just a formal agreement if things go south. How the assets will be split up, the alimony, child support…all that baloney.”

      “After our heated argument tonight…” I let my words trail off, uneasiness setting in. “I’m not even sure how I am gonna bring this up.”

      “Tell her a prenup is beneficial for both of you. It’s something people who bring businesses, real estate, and inheritances into a relationship need to have.” Ryan makes it seems like it’s no big deal. “Which is also her case, right?”

      “Yeah, she has a fund and Roy’s inheritance,” I answer. “But I doubt Petra is worried about me wanting to take it away from her.”

      “And what about Tess? Doesn’t she have something on that side too?”

      “Tess?”

      “Yes, she has a house in the Netherlands and ownership of a nonprofit, isn’t that what you told me before?” he asks.

      “Ah, yeah, I think so.”

      Despite wanting to leave this subject behind, Ryan keeps pitching me the premarital agreement. “A good prenup must be fair and protect both parties. I will draft you one, and then you tell me what you think about it.”

      “Alright, thanks for everything,” I tell him for the sake of politeness as we both raise up from our seats, ready to leave his office. “I’ll keep you updated on the prenup situation.”
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        Manhattan, November 14, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      There’s a ritual in this house that Alex insists on following no matter what and that is to have breakfast together. No matter how angry we are at each other, breakfast together seems to be somewhat unavoidable. I don’t see why, though, he wakes up at sunrise and I two hours later. Yet, Maria told me he doesn’t take breakfast until he knows I will show up. I can only come to the conclusion that he’d rather see me in a bad mood than not see me at all. Plus, now that he has installed a glass wall and roof to cover the terrace, he doesn’t seem to miss one single breakfast there.

      Reaching outside, the sunlight is already beaming on the glass wall, lightening up the entire place. Despite it being winter, today we are lucky; there’s a beautiful blue sky, and it seems like it’s gonna be warmer than usual.

      My eyes land on the man sitting at the breakfast table, who is drinking his usual espresso, glasses on, and is focusing intently on his iPad. He shouldn’t look as good when I’m mad at him, yet I can’t help but sigh looking at him. Stop it! I mentally slap myself because we have to talk about his little escapade yesterday night and especially his meet-up with Amanda. So I clear my throat, smooth some hair to look more presentable and walk in his direction with a straight face. “Good morning,” I mumble as I pull my chair in front of him.

      His gaze slowly goes up, his expression carrying no emotions whatsoever. Not even a freaking smile. Ouch. “Good morning,” he repeats with a nonchalant attitude, before his attention returns to his iPad and he keeps reading.

      Fucking asshole.

      Fortunately, Maria walks in with a beautiful smile and positive energy. “Good morning, Ms. Van Gatt,” she says with a bright tone. “Did you sleep well?”

      I slept like shit until Alex got into bed in the middle of the night. “Yes, wonderful, thank you.” I do my best to match with her tone but fail miserably.

      She lays down a plate in front of me with what seems to be an omelet accompanied by sun-dried tomatoes, spinach, and mushrooms, along with my daily green juice.

      “Vegan eggs,” she adds, before I could  ask. “Let me know if it’s good.”

      While I cut a big bite of the omelette, I see Alex narrowing his eyes at my fork. “How can eggs be vegan?” he asks, confused. “Eggs come from chickens.”

      Oh, look who’s talking to me now. Interesting how my omelet sparked his curiosity so easily. “It’s not real egg,” I explain. “It’s made of chickpea flour.” I put the bite in my mouth and say, “And it’s really good. You wanna try a bite?”

      There is a glint of humor in his gaze, and I know exactly why—I asked the same question when I was eating that warm brownie at Galli last year.

      “It’s not as good as that warm brownie though,” I tease. “But it’s good.”

      Alex lets out a quick chuckle before asking, “How did you know I was thinking about it?”

      “I know you,” I say softly. “Or, at least, I like to think I do.” As we look at each other, my heart starts fluttering like it was the very first time he laid his eyes on me. The air circulating around us intensifies, but we remain glued on each other. All of a sudden, Alex stands up and comes to sit beside me. We talk with eyes and smiles, and I cut another slice to give it to him. Once I put it in his mouth and he starts tasting it, I ask, “Is it that bad?”

      After swallowing, he says, “It’s alright, but nothing will substitute real eggs.” I shake my head with amusement at his statement; I could’ve bet a fortune he would’ve said that.

      “Maybe, but it’s cruelty-free. And this is the future.”

      “Actually, this is more like the past,” he replies casually, causing me to crease my brows in confusion. “In a few years, thanks to gene editing, we’ll have nuggets, chicken wings, and eggs made in labs,” he explains. “In Singapore, there’s already a restaurant selling that stuff.”

      “Selling what?” I ask for the sake of making him talk more. Alex is just like my dad, when they start a new fund to invest in a particular sector, it’s usually because they could spend all day long talking about it with incessant passion and enthusiasm.

      “Nuggets made in labs that taste like chicken.”

      “Have you tried it?” I keep asking, concealing my amusement as much as I can.

      “Yep,” he answers with a smile.

      “And?”

      “And it does taste like chicken,” he says, but all I can think of is how bright his blue eyes are on the morning sunlight. “Our new fund in Singapore focuses in gene editing and molecular biology.”

      “Oh…” I make it seem like I’m surprised, even though Dad told me about his BioTech fund countless times in the beginning of this year. Then thinking it through, and I ask, “So does that mean you gonna ditch the meat and go for the one made in lab?”

      “Me? Not a chance,” he replies, and I take another bite of my fake eggs. “But once the price to produce meat in labs become cheaper than in a slaughterhouse, it’ll revolutionize the food industry.” There’s a hint of a smile playing at the corner of his lips, and I lick mine instinctively like I could taste them. “Which is why everyone wants a piece of the cake.”

      While I love seeing him so excited as he talks about the company’s investments, I’ve got to face him and discuss something way more serious. “By the way, um, where were you last night?” I try to put on my most gentle tone so as not to create one more fight between us. “Maria told me you left home and came back only around midnight.” Bullshit—I simply heard the front door opening and closing when he left and when he came back, but he doesn’t need to know that.

      “I went to see Ryan,” he tells me, and he sounds rather honest. “He gave me the copy of the audio, and I spoke to him about the fifteen percent your dad intends to give you, if I do the same.”

      Oh! My eyebrows raise in surprise that he actually thought about it more seriously. “And what did he advise you to do?”

      His gaze drops for a moment as he ponders something through. Then he looks intently at me in the eye as if he’s about to start a painful revelation. “My mom voted my dad out of his own company when she found out about his bastard…” I wasn’t expecting him to be so open with me after our heated argument, but this is definitely a positive change. I perk up slightly as he continues. “And while I understand her side, this was a private matter that she decided to take public to take revenge on him.”

      I nod, considering him and then ask, “So, you are afraid I’ll vote against you to get revenge if you do something wrong?”

      “Yes,” he answers sincerely. “Which is why I went to see my attorney, and he advised us to do a partnership agreement with the conflicts of interests highlighted and voting clauses to protect me.”

      “So that means you agree on that?” I ask, the excitement in my voice overly audible.

      “If we do a partnership agreement and…” he lets his words trail off, before adding, “I have two more conditions.”

      Two more? I frown at his request. “And what are they?”

      “I want you on time for dinner and have your driver to drop you off wherever you need to go,” he demands. “He’s not your enemy, he is simply your driver.”

      A chuckle rolls of my lips in total disbelief; of all the conditions he could’ve come up with, he thought the best ones were me being on time at our face-to-face dinners and to stop taking Ubers?

      After pondering his request, I give him a big smile looking straight into his striking blue eyes. “Alright, sounds doable.”

      “Do we have a deal, Ms. Van Gatt?” he asks, offering me his right hand.

      “We have a deal.” And I shake it wholeheartedly.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Manhattan, November 16, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      As the wise Emma Hasenfratz once said, there are two things in the world I should always look after: my ass and my assets. Well, today I’m precisely looking after the latter as I get ready to go once more to the Gatt-Dieren headquarters for the partnership agreement and the transfer of ownership. With Joshua and Mike as members of the board, my dad can easily turn them against Alex in the future and vote him out. We got lucky that it didn’t happen yet, but it was close, very close, and that’s something I intend to never repeat ever again. Today I have decided to wear what I usually wore during my internship—a black blazer, a white shirt, and a pair of dark jeans. The only difference is that I switched the flats for a pair of ankle boots.

      After stepping onto the fifty-seventh floor with Emma’s attorney—who is now also mine—the receptionist invites us into a bright meeting room where we’ll deal with my dad and Alex for the transfer. To my surprise, we are the first to arrive, which is definitely not usual. While Anna takes a seat at the glass table and puts herself at ease, my attention goes to the floor-to-ceiling windows which give an ample view of the tall buildings standing in front of us. I wander a few steps closer as I take in the view, but not too much for fear of getting vertigo.

      “May I serve you something? Coffee, tea, water…” the receptionist asks us, interrupting my gawking.

      “Just water is fine,” I hear Anna answering. “Petra? Do you want to drink something?”

      “The same, please.”

      The receptionist leaves the room with a polite smile, quietly closing the door behind her.

      Amid the silence, Anna gets her files in order, while my eyes are glued on the window, watching the clouds slowly breaking for sunshine.

      All of a sudden, I hear the door crack open and footsteps walking in. “My apologies for the delay.”

      My lips twitch into a smile, and my heart pumps a little faster at the sound of that familiar, male voice. Turning around, my eyes graze upon my fiancé, sporting a fit white shirt, the fabric tighter on the arms, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and grey wool funnel pants. He looks delicious as ever. I watch as he shakes Anna’s hand, carrying his usual charming smile. Only then do I notice he’s accompanied by Ryan, my dad, and his attorney. Alex is the only one who’s ditched the tie and jacket, which I find quite amusing. Have my casual outfits inspired him to loosen it up a bit?

      While Anna is greeting everyone else, Alex walks in my direction, his lips formed in a sexy twist, and his piercing blue eyes sparkle when they finally meet mine. “Ms. Van Gatt.”

      His voice is warm but low and courteous; he also shakes my hand for the sake of politeness in front of our respective attorneys, and I do my best to contain a chuckle. I mean, it’s not like they don’t know we are together, but I guess he’ll only ditch the formalities when we’ll be wearing golden rings. So I play along and also greet him by his last name. “Mr. Van Dieren.”

      It’s quite hard to contain the urge to greet him with a peck on his lips though, but I’m well aware that’s a big no for him.

      Then I go and greet Ryan, followed by my dad and his lawyer. After some small talk to relax the ambiance, Anna invites us to have a seat while the receptionist is already placing a few bottles of Voss in front of each of us.

      “Good morning everyone,” Anna begins as she looks at my dad, who is seated on one side of the table with his lawyer, and at Alex seated beside them with Ryan. “So, we are here today to formalize the transfer of fifteen percent of Gatt-Dieren LLC from Roy Van Gatt and an additional fifteen percent from Alexander Van Dieren to Petra Van Gatt, which means after the transfer you will all own thirty percent respectively.”

      “That’s correct,” I answer on their behalf, concealing, as much as I can, my excitement.

      “One thing,” my dad suddenly says. “I want to make sure I won’t be denied entrance at the wedding, so the transfer of my fifteen percent should only become effective starting on the sixth of December.”

      Why am I not surprised by his intervention? Anna looks at me, wondering what I think of it. I turn and say, “Deal, but if you decide not to come, this clause is not valid.” I notice Anna typing into her iPad to add this clause to the partnership agreement. “From our side, you are welcome to join the wedding.”

      “So it’s only the reasonable thing to suggest both percentages will be considered legally transferred on the sixth of December, right?” Ryan asks us.

      “Correct,” I reply, knowing it won’t make much sense to apply such rule only to my dad. “But no board meetings until I have a vote,” I remind them, looking around the room at everyone.

      “We won’t have another board meeting until January,” Dad informs. “So rest assured, you won’t miss it.”

      “Alright, thanks.”

      “Also, we have to discuss the voting clause that Alex introduced in the agreement,” my dad’s attorney steps in. And I knew this won’t go unnoticed. “While we understand it’s important to point out the conflict of interest, we want to make sure she can use her vote the way she wants without any repercussions.”

      Before Anna can even open her mouth, Ryan quickly replies, “This clause isn’t here to prevent Petra to vote, it’s to make sure she isn’t voting based on private matters. Her vote must be diligently made and based on data and performance just like anyone else's.”

      “This goes both ways, Roy,” Alex tells him. “She can’t vote you out either just because she’s mad at you.”

      “We listed the valid reasons for voting someone out on page three,” Anna points out. “Did you both take a look already?” she asks to Ryan’s and my dad’s lawyer.

      They quietly give another check at the list, before finally agreeing to it.

      Once everything is said and done, Anna hands me her iPad and her digital pen. “Okay, so I need your signature here and here,” she says, pointing on the screen. After signing the contract, Anna hands it to my dad, who does the same and then to Alex, who also signs it.

      Anna checks if the signatures are on every page she needs, and smiling, she says, “Very well, I’m sending a copy to each one of you.”

      As the meeting seems to be finally over, I heave a sigh of relief for it to have gone so well and nearly as smoothly as planned.

      Dad gives me a nod in acknowledgment, and before he can stand up, I give him a quick smile out of gratitude.

      “I hope this will help you to see me differently,” he comments as he stands up from his seat.

      See you differently? After everything you did to me? Not a chance! But instead, I say, “It does help, yeah.” If there’s one person I no longer trust it’s him, which is precisely why I needed to have a vote at the board.

      Before my dad and his lawyer leave, Dad reaches over for an awkward hug. Then I shake Anna’s hand, and she also exits the room. And while Alex doesn’t seem to be in a rush, he escorts Ryan to the door, where they share a few more words, shake each other's hands longer than needed, and finally Ryan walks away.

      My heart thumps in my chest as I watch Alex close and lock the door before pacing slowly back in my direction. A million scenarios began playing in my head, and I start cursing under my breath for not bringing a dress or a skirt. What an idiot! What a freaking idiot I am! I do my best to keep my composure and appear just as relaxed as before, but knowing he just locked the door and we are only the two of us in this meeting room isn’t helping.

      “Happy?” he asks as he gets around the table to meet me.

      “Quite happy, yeah,” I answer, keeping my tone nonchalant. “But mostly with you.” I shine my eyes up at him.

      His brows raise up in surprise as he stands beside me. “Why?”

      “Well, for trusting me as you did.” And as our eyes remain glued on each other, I mumble a soft, “Thank you.”

      While I’m still seated on my chair, Alex goes and nestles himself behind me. I can feel his fingers now threading my hair, and the sensuality of his caress crackles the air with tension. Warmth spreads through me as he brings my locks of hair to the left side of my chest, leaving the back of my neck exposed. My lips part and I drag some precious air into my lungs, wondering what he is up to. His fingers start digging under my open collar and softly greasing my skin all the way down to cup my right breast. A quick gasp escapes me at my growing arousal, and I shut my eyes tight, yet I must’ve blushed a sharp shade of red at the touch of his hand fondling my tit. “I love it when you wear a shirt without a bra…”

      Oh gosh! I had totally forgotten to wear one! Jeez, I hope no one else noticed. I mean, with the blazer beneath my shirt, I doubt anyone could see anything… “How did you know I wasn’t wearing one?”

      “I didn’t until now,” he whispers, his lips hovering on my ear before he pulls my lobe into his mouth. My goodness! A rush of heat spreads through me, and my breathing deepens as I try to keep my posture straight. “You know what I was thinking during the whole meeting?” he asks, but I can’t bring myself to speak, so I just shake my head, waiting for him to proceed. His hand leaves my chest, only to go up and grab my neck, pulling it back so that he can look me in the eye. “How much I would love to fuck you here.” I can’t prevent the gap between my lips, nor the wetness coating my thong at his words. He’s filling my head with naughty thoughts, but what I truly want is him to turn them into reality. He then starts pinning warm kisses on my jawline with so much hunger and need that I moan. Oh gosh, it’s getting so warm in here… “I could push your pants down and bang you right against the table, what do you think?” His voice, husky and low, keeps taunting me even more with his damn questions, and his lips on my neck are not helping either. “Would you like that?”

      The fluids between my thighs are drenching my thong, and I swear, if he doesn’t undress me pretty soon, I’m gonna have to do it myself.

      Drowning in the intense air enveloping us, I manage to mumble a mere, “Yes,” before I can swallow the lump in my throat while my pleasure keeps rising at every word coming out of his mouth.

      “I didn’t hear you.”

      “Yes,” I breathe louder, knowing he’s only doing it to tease me.

      “Yes what?”

      I can’t believe he’s forcing me to say the rest out loud, but he knows I’m desperate, so I throw all modesty out of the window, take a deep breath, and complete my sentence. “To push my pants down and bang me on the table.” Hearing myself saying those words out loud leaves me in a deep trance, making me lose my sanity.

      “Great.” He then presses his lips on my head in quick kiss, and, to my greatest shock, starts walking away. “Don’t forget to be on time for dinner tonight. And maybe next time, I’ll do so.”

      “What?” I blurt out, watching him unlock the door and step outside the room.

      Fucking asshole! I can’t believe he’s leaving me like that! My cheeks are totally flushed, my body nearly sweating, and I’m still gasping for air! Argh…

      Well, if this was his way to punish me for my tardiness, then, I must say, it’s the cruelest punishment I can think of.
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        Manatthan, November 24, 2020

        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      With a clear confession of Amanda lying about her assault, the judge had no other option but to dismiss the case. I have never seen a courtroom filled with so many journalists desperate for me to go on trial. Well, too bad for them—Ms. Parker lied, and the headlines aren’t gonna look like they expected––once again. Unless, of course, they decide not to cover the case, which wouldn’t surprise me. While Ryan gathers his files, I look at the table beside us and see Eric is pretty demoralized to have lost, again. There are few things in this world that can bring me as much joy as seeing this asshole so sad.

      “You don’t say goodbye?” I ask him as he passes through us.

      Despite looking at me with an air of annoyance, Eric moves back to get closer to me. Amusement tickles his lips as he says, “There is no goodbye here. I’m sure we’ll see each other very soon.”

      “After losing the second case against me, you should really just give up, Eric,” I reply, containing a laugh. “Go and try to find someone else to play with.”

      Eric stands inches from me, and drawing out a breath, he looks me in the eye and says, “Keep laughing as long as you can, Van Dieren. Something tells me it’s not gonna last.” Is he threatening me? There’s genuine disdain in his voice, and I believe at this point the hate he has for me is truly personal. His ego got a blow not once but twice, and he isn’t gonna give up until he wins.

      “You will lose if you appeal,” I tell him straight away.

      “I’m not talking about this case…” While I crease my brows in confusion, his lips twist in a wicked smile. “Have a good one.” And he turns and leaves the court with Amanda and the rest of his team.

      “Alex?”

      I turn and find Ryan holding his phone. “Roy would like to talk to you.”

      Roy? Now that’s a surprise. “Yes?”

      “Congrats for the win,” he says with an enthusiastic voice, like he used to when we were best friends. “The news just came in.”

      “Thanks, I see you keep yourself updated.”

      “I knew you’d win,” he tells me. “I hope you understand why I didn’t interfere with the case…”

      “I do.” And I actually mean it. “Hopefully your little friend will leave me in peace now.”

      “I don’t see why he wouldn’t.”

      “Well, he seems to have taken those two losses pretty seriously.”

      “Don’t worry about Eric,” Roy answers. “He’s just a sore loser.”

      “Are you sure about that? It sounded more like a threat.”

      “As far as I know, he doesn’t have anything else against you,” he says. “Um, should we meet and have a drink to celebrate?”

      I have the feeling this is a way for him to ask me to turn the page. “Just one drink, then.”

      “Alright, that’s fine by me. See you in fifteen minutes.”

      After hanging up, I take my iPhone out of my pocket and text Petra the good news: We just won the case against Eric and Amanda! I’m gonna go and have a drink with your dad. But I should be back by 7 p.m. to celebrate with you.

      Just a few seconds later, my iPhone beeps with a new message: Congrats! And I look forward to the celebration…

      A big smile spreads over my face; when my fiancée ends a text message with those three dots it only means one thing.

      “Alex?”

      I turn at Ryan’s voice, ready to give him back his phone before he leaves. Yet it doesn’t seem it’s because of the phone that he said my name.

      “I don’t want to put pressure on you or anything, but did you manage to check the prenup I sent you?” Oh jeez, I had totally forgotten to talk to him about it. “I mean, you are less than two weeks from getting married, I just—”

      “Yes, I did think about it,” I say, cutting him off. And putting a hand on his shoulder, I add, “And, truthfully, I’m not interested in doing one.”

      Ryan can’t hide the shock in his face. “Look, as your attorney, I strongly recommend you having one.”

      “I appreciate the concern, but no one in my family has ever done one, and if we want to have a shot at making our marriage last, we need to start with a foundation of trust and honesty––not of pre-arranged agreements in case of divorce.” And I give him a slight shoulder pat.

      I can feel Ryan wanting to fight me tooth and nail to force me to do one, but instead he just mutters a mere, “Alright…” And he takes his briefcase, ready to leave the courtroom. “But don’t come to me in a few years, saying I didn’t warn you.”

      “I won’t.” I just hope it’s true.
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        * * *

      

      It’s odd how Roy has become friendlier with me all of a sudden. A few days ago he would barely speak to me, yet today at the lounge, he seemed to go back to the Roy I knew before Tess came back into his life. While I might enjoy his newfound agreeability and friendliness, I certainly can’t forget what he did to Petra and I, but for the sake of our upcoming wedding, I’ll just play along for now. After all, tension between us is the last thing I need.

      The moment I step back into the condo, Maria lets me know Petra is upstairs, taking a swim in the rooftop pool. I head there and find my fiancée, so beautiful and fully naked, swimming in the warm indoor pool.

      It’s one of my favorites spots in the condo, and honestly, one of the main reasons I purchased it. Not only is it stunning and allows me privacy while I take a midnight swim, but it offers a gorgeous view of Manhattan. Its open-space design allows me to look out the massive, wall-sized windows and just take in the sight: tall buildings that form the contours of the city. Before Petra decided to swim in her birthday suit, I used to think it was the most breathtaking sight I could ever enjoy from here.

      The new heater hums softly, filling the room with both warmth and its rhythmic purring. It’s relaxing and inviting, but not more so than Petra’s incredible body, stretching enticingly every time she rolls her arms up and kicks softly, pushing herself forward, managing another lap.

      With my hands inside my pockets, I take a few more steps toward the pool, watching as water leaps off her long, skinny legs with each new kick. “How is the water?”

      She stops swimming, taking a moment to sink her head deep underwater before emerging with her hair sensually tucked away from her face, drenched against her head.

      “Warm,” she replies as she swims lazily toward the edge. “Congrats on winning the case.”

      My lips curve up at her words. “Thanks.”

      “How was the meet-up with my dad? Is he easier to deal with now that you’ve won?”

      Now standing inches from the edge of the water, I squat and dip my hand in, checking the temperature. It’s definitely warm, yeah, this could work, and I start taking off my shirt, smirking down at Petra. “We had a good, long conversation.”

      “About?” she asks, arching her brow sharply. I can’t help but smile at her inquisitive yet teasing nature.

      “About our friendship, about Tess, about you, about so many things…”

      “That would explain why it took you so long to come back home,” she points out, and I notice the sweet jab in her voice. I glance at my watch, realizing I’m later than expected.

      For someone who enjoys punctuality above anything else, I feel slightly embarrassed about being called out on my tardiness. “I’ll make it up to you.”

      “You know…” She bites her lower lip as she stares up at me from the water, watching me unbuckling my belt with hunger in her eyes. “I was thinking the next time we come back to Manhattan, we’ll be married.” She tidies her hair and brushes her skin rather effortlessly––and I decide I need to feel her now.

      I remove my pants and boxers, and her gaze rests on my erection as I lower myself into the water. She swims up to me, and we lose each other in a powerful, sensual embrace.

      “And how does that make you feel?” I ask, my lips hovering over hers.

      “It’s weird but exciting…” I can hear her heart beating away inside her chest as she brings her arms around my neck.

      If I have to be honest with myself, the aching, the utter and disarming desire I feel every time she’s around, leaves me in a shameful state of despair. “I can’t believe my sisters are taking you away from me,” I say, recalling how in just two days she’s leaving to the Netherlands with Emma. “I’m gonna miss sleeping with you in my arms.”

      “It’s just for a few days,” she purrs, her lips brushing so hotly over my skin. If the water felt warm before, now I can swear it’s close to boiling.

      “Yeah, but it’s gonna feel like an eternity for me.”

      “I’m sure you can survive.” She teases me even further, as my fingertips roll up and down her back, making her gasp.

      “Barely,” I grunt, and I know she can feel my cock throbbing against her thigh. She stares into my eyes longingly, and I know what she wants before she says the words.

      “We've never fucked in the pool, you know,” Petra reminds me in a tease, and I smirk as she pulls my lower lip.

      “True,” I grunt back, determined to amend that mistake immediately. “Let’s fix that oversight, shall we?”

      As I’m about to lean in and kiss her lips, she halts me by putting a hand on my chest. “Aren't you too tired? After all, you did have a very long day…” Her question is just to provoke me, loving to make my blood boil. I smirk against her skin, kissing my way down her neck as we swim lazily together, my erection brushing against her thigh, the promise of what’s to come.

      “You let me worry about that,” I hiss right back, sinking my teeth playfully against her neck and making my beautiful fiancée gasp with a perfect mix of mild pain and intense pleasure.

      “Mmm… It feels so good,” she mumbles, and I bite her neck again with an irresistible desire, while I hold her close to me. Her breasts pressed against my chest, her nipples scraping against my skin. She caresses the sides of my legs with her skinny thighs, and I grunt, aching for more.

      I continue kissing a trail down her body and discover those perfect mounds as she arches her back sharply, giving me complete access to her boobs. I lap my tongue over them, flickering those tiny, hard nipples eagerly. I close my eyes, letting the memory of her breasts be burnt into my mind.

      “I’m going to miss you, gorgeous,” I grunt against her skin, and she moans out my name so gently, making my cock throb against her body.

      My fingers run up and down those perfect shapes, feeling her floating against me, her hands rolling up and down my skin, making me shiver with anticipation.

      “Take me now,” she demands, and she wraps her long, sensual legs around my hips.

      Though she’s already lithe and easy to lift in our everyday life, in here, underneath the water, she’s almost weightless. I drag one of my hands around her hips, squeezing her ass hard as I pin her closer to my body, my cock teasing the stream of her lips. Staring into her eyes, I adjust my hips so that all I have to do is thrust forward to slide right into her, and then, with a single push, she gasps, feeling me inside her. Petra’s so tight, so soft, like a velvet glove wrapped around my girth. I grunt hard as she engulfs me so thoroughly.

      “Oh, yes, yes,” she moans, tilting her head back. She lets me thrust into her time and time again, and I pull my hips far enough to allow only the tip to remain behind, only to plunge myself back inside.

      She bounces on me, moving in perfect tandem with my every thrust. Then she wraps her legs even tighter around my hips, helping her move with ease, gyrating her hips every time she grinds against my cock. I push inside her, grunting and moaning with pleasure.

      “I love you,” she whispers softly, placing her hands on either side of my face and staring deep into my eyes before kissing me with blinding, searing rapture. I kiss her back, our tongues dancing together as we continue to make love in the warm water.

      I love you too, I think to myself, though my tongue’s too occupied to whisper those words. As she holds me close, her tender touch resting on either side of my face, my free hand rolls up between our bodies, and I squeeze her breasts eagerly, wanting to see her quivering with desire, lost in the throes of passion as she trembles with excitement. The room is soon filled with the sound of our moans intertwining beautifully with water rolling all around us. Then I twirl her around in the pool as we continue to fuck each other’s brains out, water spilling everywhere. She giggles against my lips so sweetly, enjoying the way I tease her.

      “I love you too,” I whisper at long last, as she finally lets go of my mouth. Her lips are red and puffy, and her skin is so delightfully flushed as she keeps bouncing on my cock over and over again.

      As our pleasure grows, as her movements become more erratic and my thrusts faster, fiercer, she tilts her head back, closing her eyes and letting her long, dark-brown hair float behind her back on the clear water. She looks like a mermaid beaconing me to her embrace, and I let myself fall into her spell. How could I ever resist her?

      “Oh, yes, yes, yes… please don’t stop… I’m so close, mmm….” she moans loudly, her voice growing high-pitched and desperate for that perfect moment of bliss. She’s right there at the edge, I know it: not just because she’s screaming it out, oh no. It’s the way her pussy clenches around my cock harder and harder, almost as if she’s trying to milk me for every last drop.

      She’s pushing me toward the edge too, and I’m holding back just enough to let her cum first. I want to see that gorgeous firework display before letting go and embracing my own gratification fully.

      “Cum for me, gorgeous,” I whisper, thrusting into her over and over again, plunging myself as deep as I can go. I feel her thighs tensing around my hips, her pussy clenching so hard around my throbbing cock.

      And then it happens: the perfect, impossible-to-miss explosion. No matter how many times I watch it in motion, it never fails to enthrall me—the way her skin flushes so sensually, how her moans grow louder, more desperate, how her breasts heave hypnotically up and down. And how her pussy embraces my cock viciously, massaging every inch. She reaches her climax, screaming out my name over and over again, lost in the depth of our passion. And it’s then that I let go, that I let myself fall over the edge. My balls twitch underneath the warm water as I bury my cock as deep inside her as possible, grunting hard, pressing my lips against her neck and lavishing her with soft kisses.

      I feel the heady sensation of my pleasure wash over me like waves crashing upon the shore, and we merge into a perfect, mind-numbing orgasm that seems to last an eternity.

      When the pleasure slowly begins to recede, we float around the pool lazily, lost in each other's arms, kissing and caressing one another.

      I’m going to miss my fiancée, there’s no doubt about it.

      “You are a wild one,” I tease her gently. Catching her neck, I suck on the flesh, and she gasps at the pressure. After releasing it, my lips curve up at the reddish bruise emerging—a little reminder for when she leaves my side. “Let’s go get something to eat. I bet you’re famished.”

      “Lead the way,” she replies with a teasing little wink as we swim toward the pool’s stairs. Looking down at her naked body, I know we’ll make love again before the night is over, if I have my way on the matter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Manatthan, November 25, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      The good thing about the campus being in the middle of the city is that I can always ask Zach to drop me there, before booking a Uber and heading to the real place I intend to go. I’m perfectly aware Zach reports every place he drops me off to my fiancé. Despite Alex constantly denying it, I’m pretty convinced he keeps records of where I am for the sake of my “security” just like Dad used to do with his driver, Anthony. Too bad I can beat him at his own game. After Zach drops me off, I pretend I’m going to the library before booking an Uber to pay a visit to someone I never thought I would see again…Matt.

      When I thought I wouldn’t meet him again, before leaving for the Netherlands tomorrow, he managed to defy all odds by telling me he's got something to show me about Alex—something I should see before marrying him. Well, as curious as I am, it wasn’t hard for him to convince me. I wonder what he could possibly know that I don’t, but I will soon find out.

      As I get into his apartment, Matt greets me with a friendly hug, his expression slightly more serious than usual before inviting me to the living room where we sit on the sofa. A small smile escapes me watching him struggling to get stared.

      “Um, do you know about that audio Alex played in court yesterday?” I nod, waiting for him to proceed. “My dad and I listened to the whole thing, and um, we thought you should probably listen to it too.” He avoids meeting my gaze, and rather, looks down at the floor.

      I chuckle, the stress I had in mind vanishing; that’s what he wanted to show me? “Alex gave me a copy. I already listened to it long time ago,” I tell him straight away. And I wonder which part made him so uncomfortable for him to call me here.

      His face turns blank, and he nearly gapes at my answer. “You listened to the whole thing?” he asks, surprised.

      “Yes, I did.”

      He blinks twice in total disbelief, looking at me pretty baffled. “And you don’t mind that they were flirting the whole time? And that Venice is a special place for them and that your fiancé literally said he will never take you there?”

      I crease my brows because I don’t remember anything about Venice being mentioned in the audio, and the flirting was pretty much nonexistent. Sure, he was friendly and polite with her, but there was nothing that could be seen as a red flag. “What are you talking about?”

      “Well, it’s literally on the audio…”

      My eyes keep squinting at him, confused. “He never mentioned Venice in the audio.”

      “He did, yeah…” Matt reaches for his iPhone and taps away for a moment before his attention drifts back to me. “Look, maybe he gave you another version, I don’t know. I just thought you should know the truth.”

      Steadying myself, I say, “Alright, play the version your dad got from the court then.”

      “Are you sure?” he asks, mostly just to taunt me.

      A rush of air leaves my lungs. “Yes, Matt, go ahead.”

      He presses play, and we keep as quiet as possible to listen attentively to his version.

      “My lawyer told me I was a fool to meet you alone,” we hear Amanda saying with amusement in her voice as she opens the door of her apartment.

      “Mine too.” Alex’s tone matches with her playfulness. And I can’t help but roll my eyes at them. “I know it’s your favorite.”

      “You still remember my favorite wine?” Wine? I don’t remember this part at all. I didn’t know Alex had brought a bottle of wine. What the hell?

      “Of course. After ten years, it’s kinda hard to forget.” This whole thing wasn’t in the audio I heard. And the more I keep listening, the more convinced I am that my fiancé asked his lawyer to edit the whole thing.

      After one hour of nonstop flirting and laughing, my heart is aching in pain and my stomach is in knots. I don’t even dare to look at Matt because I’m pretty sure he’d be giving me the “I told you” look.

      “Those accusations of sexual assault were such a low blow, though,” Alex begins. And I remember perfectly well listening to her confession and knowing that would be the winning evidence that her accusation was false. “Why on earth did you accuse me of that?”

      As I listen to the liquid entering her lips, it’s clear now that Amanda is drinking the wine Alex brought. Yet, during the edited audio I thought it was just a random wine she’d grabbed from her winery since the first part was entirely cut. But how come the sound of it is louder and sharper here?

      “Because you broke my heart… And now I have to break yours…” The sound of her voice is even crisper than in my version though, which can only mean she is inches from the microphone.

      An uncomfortable silence ensues in the audio, and my heart thunders loudly in my chest as I hear Alex clearing his throat and saying, “Alright, I should probably go.”

      Oh my gosh! I put my palm over my mouth to prevent a gasp, but it’s too late. She must be sitting on his lap, and they were about to kiss! That’s why there was silence, and that’s why he became so uncomfortable. “I don’t want to be accused of sexual assault again.” Fuck! It’s obvious! Then I can hear Alex trying to move from his seat.

      “Stay a bit more…” Her voice is meek and cute, like she has been doing all along.

      “Amanda,” Alex insists, sounding rather irritated, most likely because she isn’t leaving his lap. She lets out a gush of air in annoyance, and it seems like she’s finally standing up.

      I can hear footsteps walking on the floor and a door that cracks open. Finally, he’s about to leave. There’s the sound of a peck, but it seems to be one given on the cheek, and I have the feeling that’s why they didn't cut that part on my version.

      “If you have a change of heart before the big day, let me know,” Amanda says, lower than usual, like a whisper, but it’s clear as daylight.

      “Fuck…” I pull the word off of my chest when the audio is finally over. “You must be happy to know he lied to me.”

      “I’m not happy, no.” Matt seems rather concerned as he looks at me with some pity in his gaze. “I just want you to make an informed decision before getting married to this guy.” His words carry a heaviness I wasn’t ready for. “That shows how far he’s willing to go in order to hide the truth from you.”

      I feel so humiliated to be here and listening to concrete evidence that my fiancé is a damn liar. Jeez… And I’m supposed to fly tomorrow to the Netherlands with Emma. It’s not like they kissed or something worse, but fuck, why did he lie to me? Why did he edit that audio if he had nothing to hide? I feel numb, emotionally drained, and lost, because ultimately, this is betrayal. He betrayed my trust by giving me an edited version thinking I’d swallow his lie like candy. I bury my head between my palms, the audio still playing in my mind as the anger boils down in my stomach.

      “Hey…” Matt rubs his hand on my back, trying to soothe me. “I’m sorry for his behavior, I know it hurts.” I don’t find the will to reply, so I just stay there with my head between my hands. “I hope you’re not mad at me for showing you that."

      “No, of course not,” I tell him as I remove my hands from supporting my head so that I can look at him. “I’d rather face harsh truths than living with his sweet lies.”

      Despite his seriousness, his lips curve up at my words, and he says, “That’s what I thought too.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      As I step into the dining room for our daily dinner, my eyes alight on my fiancée already at the table, waiting for me. Wow. My brows raise up, astonished by her unusual punctuality. Yet, she’s leaning against the back of her chair, her arms crossed over her chest, with thick annoyance in her gaze.

      “Is everything alright?” I ask, pulling my chair so that I can sit in front of her.

      Petra doesn’t say a word. Yet she narrows her eyes on me, staring at me like an assassin before killing his victim. “You really thought you could lie and get away with it, huh?”

      Frowning at her question, I ask, “What are you talking about?”

      She cuts eye contact with me, her fingers playing with the base of her fork as she seems to be thinking something through. “What’s the Venetian ceremony?” Her eyes meet mine, and I try my best not to appear shocked at her question. What the fuck?

      “Who gave you the unedited audio?” I can’t prevent the anger in my tone.

      “Answer my question,” she demands.

      “Answer mine first.”

      Nothing but a tense silence fills the space between us as we glare at each other.

      Her eyes travel down to her plate as she mutters, “Matt gave it to me.” Fucking asshole. It must have been Eric who gave him a copy, which might explain why he was so confident yesterday after losing the case. “Now, what’s the Venetian ceremony you took Amanda to for the past ten years?”

      “It’s just a private party,” I tell her, not wanting to touch this subject.

      But Petra won’t let this go, so she keeps asking me. “If it’s just a private party, then why did you say you’ll never take me there?”

      What a fucking inquisitor, jeez! How did she end up being so fucking curious and annoying at the same time?

      “Because I needed her to talk,” I answer right away. “And for that, I needed her to feel special. That’s Psychology 101 for you. If you want to go, I will take you, but it’s just your regular carnival party in Venice, that’s it.”

      “That’s not the point.”

      “So what’s the point, huh? Tell me.”

      She chuckles at my answer, shaking her head. “You edited the whole thing…” Her head tilts up for a moment, and she takes a deep breath, like she is trying to calm herself down. “Don’t you get it? You fucking lied to me!”

      “I did it because I knew you wouldn’t like the way I was talking to her.”

      “Oh, because you were flirting with her?” Is it a question or an assertion? It’s hard to tell.

      “No,” I snap back. “I was just making her feel at ease so she would talk. I had no intention to do absolutely anything with her. I just needed her confession,” I insist. Blowing out a breath, I try to keep my composure, but I’m already tired of this whole discussion. “Look, I understand you are young and your dad sheltered you way too much, but in the real world, people will do anything to destroy someone they hate—absolutely anything. Whatever it takes. Do you get that? The only way I could win is by proving that her accusation was nothing but a lie.” Despite my explanation, Petra keeps her hands crossed over her chest in annoyance, like she doesn’t want to get my point or hear my side of the story. “I edited it because I knew you would throw a tantrum. And I was right—I love you, but sometimes you are really childish and short-sighted.”

      Her expression instantly switches as she looks at me with astonishment. “I’m childish because I’m calling you out for editing an audio where you were flirting with your ex? Oh, wow…” she shakes her head once more, her gaze filled with disappointment and a splash of hatred.

      “You know I was just pretending, for God’s sake!” I tell her, my tone frustrated at her stubbornness. “I don’t give a fuck about Amanda.” I pause for a beat as a rush of air leaves my lungs. “You know it. Or at least, you should.” Since we are both exhausted and stressed out by this whole discussion, silence settles between us, and we remain sitting in front of each other like enemies finding no middle ground. Petra stares away, no longer wanting to look me in the eye. From my end, I don’t know what else to say, so I remain quiet for a bit longer, waiting for her to tell me what is going on in her mind, but she doesn’t. “Don’t you see what they are trying to do to us?” I ask, breaking our unbearable silence. “They are trying to create division. War. We need to be united against them.”

      She finally faces me but seems to be just as angry. “You should have told me the truth about the audio instead of cutting it to avoid this talk in the first place.” Then, she stands up from her seat, leaves the table, and stops right beside me, sitting slightly on the edge of the table, her arms still crossed over her chest. “The childish one was you for trying to fool me.” There’s so much disappointment in her tone that it smashes my heart into a thousand pieces. And if when I was with Amanda, I couldn’t care less about her opinion or disappointing her, with Petra I find myself wanting to do something I’ve never done before.

      “Fine,” I blurt out, throwing the defensive approach out of the window. “I apologize for giving you an edited audio. I shouldn’t have done that. I was just…” It’s hard to get the last word out, but if what she wants is honesty, then it’s honesty that she’ll get. “I was just scared.”

      She raises her brows in shock before blinking twice at me. “Scared?”

      “Yeah, of course. I was scared of disappointing you or, gosh, um, even losing you.”

      Petra remains standing beside me, totally speechless by my admission, but at least now there’s some hint of a smile playing on her lips. “Was it that hard to be honest with me?”

      The corner of my lips also curve up at her question. “A bit…”

      To my surprise, she sits on my lap, runs a hand under my open collar, and her beautiful blue eyes meet mine, only for her to freeze me on the spot with her warning. “I love you, Alexander, but never lie to me again like this.”

      “Or else?” I dare to ask.

      “Or else, I’m not sure if I’d be so forgiving.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Teterboro, November 26, 2020

      

      

      “If you need anything, just call me,” I tell Petra once more as I drop her off in front of the plane that will take her and Emma to the Netherlands. What an idea my sisters had to take her away from me. My condo will really feel different tonight. We remain standing outside the car while the driver and the flight attendant take care of her luggage. I cup her jawline, looking once more into her beautiful blue eyes that I won't see again for a week. As I come to think of it, I've never minded when my previous girlfriends would leave; actually, it was more like a relief, but when Petra goes away, it feels like she’s taking my heart with her––leaving me empty and nostalgic. Absolutely ridiculous how I became so attached and used to her presence to a point it feels hard to let her go.

      “Yes, I will, don’t worry.” She, on the other hand, seem to be reveling in my uneasiness and discomfort in seeing her leave. Standing on her tiptoes, she leans in and presses her lips on mine for a quick peck.

      “Be careful with my mom,” I warn her. “If she tries to be controlling or overbearing, let me know.”

      “Oh, she seems so different from you,” she says, her tone sarcastic.

      “Petra!” I hear Emma shouting as she waits for her by the airplane stairs. “Can we go now or what?”

      “Call me when you land, okay?” I give her another quick kiss on the forehead, and my heart squeezes tight at the idea that she won't sleep in our bed tonight.

      “Gosh! Alex, your princess is gonna be gone only for a few days! It’s not the end of the world!” Emma strides in our direction and then reaches for Petra’s hand to drag her onto the plane.

      But before Emma can pull her away, Petra looks behind her, waving at me. “See you soon.”

      And my chest rises and falls with a wistful smile as I watch them get on the plane.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      Despite Emma filling the plane with laugher, giggles, and her favorite songs, I can’t bring myself to match her excitement. I have so many mixed feelings about this trip that keep preventing me from celebrating with her. After all, Alex lied to me about something pretty important, and if it wasn’t thanks to Matt, I’d have never known he had edited that audio. Our night might have ended in a few orgasms ,but that doesn’t mean I don’t feel some resentment for what he did.

      Emma comes back and sits again in front of me. “Why aren’t you happy?” she asks, annoyance thick in her tone, after finishing her third glass of champagne. Damn. I think she’s gonna drink the whole bottle by herself at this pace. “You look like someone who’s going to a funeral.”

      “It’s just…” I try to find the best words to put on, but since I don’t find any, I just say, “Nothing.” And I force myself to put on a smile, leaving those gloomy thoughts behind. I should be happy, right? After all, I’m getting married in a few days to the man I have always loved.

      Yet Emma doesn’t seem convinced. “Girl, fess up,” she insists, her eyes pinned on me. “Is it because you won’t get laid for a few days? Gosh, don’t be so obsessed…”

      I huff instantly at her comment; this Emma has got no filter, but at least she makes me laugh. Looking out of the window pensively for a few moments, I then say, “We had an argument yesterday.” And my serious tone breaks the humorous vibe between us. “And, um, I was just thinking about it. But it’s alright, I just need some time to digest what happened. Please, don’t worry about it.”

      “What kind of argument?” she asks, leaning forward to get closer to me, twirling her short hair.

      I’m not sure if I should tell her something so intimate about us or not, but given the fact I can’t take this out of my head, maybe opening up about it would help. “Um, well, he lied to me about the tape…”

      Her brows raise in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      I uncross my legs, aiming to find a more comfortable position in my seat before starting this painful conversation that will remind me that Alex is a damn liar. “It was an edited one, the audio he gave me. But his attorney gave the court the non-edited version, and the Bradfords got a copy of it.”

      “Was it that different?” she asks, her gaze filled with curiosity.

      Since the flight attendant steps in to refill her glass, I wait until she finally leaves.

      “They cut a lot, yeah. On the unedited audio they were basically flirting and getting drunk on her favorite wine.”

      Emma almost spits out her drink. “What the fuck?” Her jaw drops immediately as she keeps staring at me in astonishment. And I’m not feeling any better as I watch her doing so. “Why did he do that?”

      “He said he was just trying to seduce her so that she would open up to him…” I take a deep breath before adding, “I mean, thanks to that confession they won against her. But the fact that he wasn’t honest about it left a pretty bad taste in my mouth.”

      “Well, sometimes, you’ve got to do what you’ve got to do.” And she gives one more sip on her glass.

      I frown, perplexed by her statement. “Don’t tell me you are on his side?”

      She heaves a sigh, considering me. “I mean, he’d have been in deep shit without that tape, we both know that.”

      “I know, but he didn’t need to lie to me,” I riposte. “And it’s not like it’s the first time, he always tries to hide the truth from me.”

      “It takes time to trust people fully. Plus, think about the position he’s in.” I can’t help but shake my head at her attitude. It must be the champagne that is messing with her judgement. “Did he make out with her?”

      “No! Gosh, what a question,” I snap back. “But that doesn’t mean what he did is acceptable.”

      “Look, he needed that tape. And yeah, he should’ve been more upfront with you, but I don’t think you should be that harsh on him.” Alright, Emma. Keep on drinking.

      I look out of the window, not wanting to speak any longer with her about my problems. After all, taking relationship advice from a woman who has never had one is pretty ironic. It’s easy to be forgiving when you are not the one going through it. Sure, she can say she is forgiving of her friends and parents when they do something wrong, but when it comes to the man you are about to marry, it’s a whole different story. I did forgive Alex, but that doesn’t mean his behavior didn’t leave a bad impression on me. I might forgive, but not forget. Suddenly, my iPhone starts ringing and vibrating on the table. I wonder if it’s Alex already calling me because I forgot something or so. But no—it’s Matt. Why on earth is he calling me? Curiosity taking the best of me, I slide the screen to answer and put the phone against my ear.

      Matt is the first to speak. “Hey! How are you doing?”

      “Oh, hey,” I greet, mimicking his excitement. "I’m great, thanks. And you?”

      “Always. Look, um, I was wondering if you’d like to meet tomorrow to study macro for your exam?”

      My lips instantly twist into a smile at his caring gesture. Matt did macro last spring, but since I was in a coma, I can only do the same exam now.

      “Thanks, Matt. But I’m not gonna be in New York for a bit.” For a split second, I didn’t think it was a big deal to tell him the truth, until I remember how just yesterday morning Matt shared with me that unedited audio in the hopes I wouldn’t go to my future in-law’s place today.

      “Wait; even after exposing his lies, you’re still going to the Netherlands to get married?” He sounds outraged, and his question is filled with judgement.

      “I shouldn’t have answered,” I think to myself, rolling my eyes. “Look, we spoke about it and he—”

      “He has you under control, doesn’t he?” he asks, cutting me off. “Fuck…” he blurts out with a rush of air. “How can you be so meek with him?”

      “Excuse me?” I snap in shock. “You’re really crossing the line here.” I feel tempted to hang up on him, yet I know Matt is just disappointed that I’m getting married, so I take a deep breath, keeping my nerves in check. We have been trying to avoid talking about my relationship with Alex to save our friendship, but it seems like he can’t help himself.

      A gush of air rolls off his lips before he says, “Petra, for fuck’s sake, don’t you see how he’s manipulating you? I showed you with clear evidence how he does that—he flirts with women, makes them feel special, and then makes them go along with whatever he wants…” His words trail off as he seems to be thinking something through. “Honestly, I thought you were smarter than this.” There’s genuine disappointment in his voice, and for an instant, my heart tightens, because a part of me knows that Matt is right. Margaret told me exactly the same about his son the day I met her.

      A long sigh escapes me as I ponder his words. “Matt, look, I appreciate your concern, but I took care of it. And I’m more than sure he won’t lie to me again,” I tell him, my voice steady.

      “Yeah, right,” he mocks. “I bet whatever you want that he will again as soon as you get married to him,” he answers back. “He knows you won’t break up, he knows how much you love him. I mean, if we can even call that love.”

      “Alright, I’m gonna have to go,” I tell him, my patience toward his condescending tone entirely gone. “Thanks for the call.” And I hang up, letting my iPhone drop into my lap. Annoyed. Hurt. And saddened. He knows nothing about my relationship with my fiancé, yet here he is being the same judgmental ass like my mom. They just can’t help it.

      “Matt?” I hear Emma asking as she peers over me.

      “Yeah…” I discreetly block his number, so that I don’t feel tempted to read his next texts asking for forgiveness. It’s already becoming a classic with him. As I come to think of it, how ironic is it that he expects me to forgive him for his behavior, yet he doesn’t want me do the same when it comes to my fiancé. What a bloody hypocrite.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The Netherlands, November 26, 2020

      

      

      We might have landed at 10 p.m. local time, yet Emma seems like she has got an unlimited source of energy as she keeps herself engrossed in conversation with Yara over the phone on our way to the Van Dieren’s estate. Well, after sleeping for five hours on the plane, I imagine she does. The driver informs me we are just at twenty minutes away, which might explain why we landed in a small airfield located in the village of Teuge, surrounded by nothing but snowy pastures.

      As we get into the driveway of the estate, I notice how the fields and lawns are all already coated with snow. The corner of my mouth curves up because snow has always brought me so much joy and happiness. And I wonder for an instant if Alex and his sisters used to play in the snow and make snowmen like I had. Once the car parks in front of the stairs, we are welcomed by Margaret herself, Stuart the butler, and Clarissa, the lady’s maid. I wasn’t expecting Margaret to be up so late, but I’m glad she is here. Despite it being the middle of the night, Margaret is just as resplendent as usual, sporting a long wool camel coat, a black turtleneck underneath, her short, silver hair brushed behind.

      As we walk in her direction, I notice how she stands gracefully waiting for us with her staff, a beautiful smile on her lips.

      “Good evening, young ladies.” After spending all day long with Emma’s casual vulgarity, her polished tone and manners are such a big contrast that it feels odd. I give Margaret three cheek-kisses and thank her for welcoming us into her home. Emma does the same, and Margaret doesn’t waste time with introducing her to Stuart and Clarissa.

      Then she gestures us to get inside, and the warmth of the entryway hits my face and makes me ditch my coat right after.

      “How was the flight?” Margaret asks us.

      “It was great,” Emma answers quickly.

      Except she spent the whole time drinking before passing out, I think to myself.

      Margaret looks more particularly at me. “Are you okay, Petra?”

      “Yes, of course,” I answer with a smile. "I’m just a bit tired from the flight.”

      “She’s just missing him dearly.”

      I roll my eyes at her answer. Emma and her freaking humor…

      And while Margaret is smiling at her comment, she says, “Alright, go and have some sleep, Clarissa will escort you to your room.” She then gives me a hug, most likely to wish me good night. “Tomorrow is a busy day—Julia and I will take you to De Haar so that you can check the place we have in mind for your birthday.”

      “Emma is not coming with us tomorrow?” I ask, surprised.

      But Emma steps in to say, “Um, Yara is taking me to do some shopping so that we can choose the best outfits for the bridesmaids.”

      “Oh, okay, then.” I hope she truly means it and that it’s not an excuse to go and explore Amsterdam with her new friend. Not that I mind, but we are on a tight schedule, and there are still a few things to do. “Well, then, good night,” I say to Emma before Clarissa leads me upstairs to my room.

      As she invites me in, I realize my luggage has already been brought inside and placed beside the door. In front of the bed, logs are crackling in the majestic fireplace decorated by grey marble and a crafted wooden mantel. Looking up, a framed mirror stands right above the fireplace reflecting the coat-of-arms of the Van Dierens that can be found over the headboard of the bed. And while this bedroom isn’t as opulent as Alex’s, I can’t help but notice a number of elegant touches—the white ceiling with the chandelier at the center, contrasting with the cherry paneled walls; the matching library in one end with the fluted Tuscan-style pilasters; the large applied ogee-molding that outlines each wall panel; the bathroom door, custom made to match the paneling…

      “Is there anything else I can assist you with before I go?”

      “Everything is fine, thank you, Clarissa.” After wishing her good night, she finally closes the door behind her, leaving me alone. I let myself fall on the cozy mattress as I heave a sigh of relief to be finally all by myself, surrounded by nothing more than crackling logs and beautiful paneled walls. Notes of vanilla and lavender hit my nose, giving me the impression of being in a brand new room, despite knowing perfectly well this estate is centuries-old. But my quietness is quickly interrupted by the vibrating sound of my iPhone. Looking at the screen, a new text message pops up: I bet my mom gave you one of the guest bedrooms, didn’t she?

      A smile settles on my lips at his question. How come you know her so well? Jokes aside, it’s a very beautiful room, and I love it even more than yours. X.

      After texting him back, his answer shows up a few moments later. She’s my mom, I’ve known her for 41 years. I’ll call you tomorrow. Get some sleep. Love you.

      Love you! X. As I press send, I realize maybe Emma is right; I shouldn’t be keeping resentment against Alex for what he did. If I forgave him, then I can’t keep ruminating about it. Keeping what he did in mind will ruin the whole week and prevent me from enjoying my time with Emma, Margaret, and his sisters. I just truly hope it served him a lesson and he won’t lie again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        De Haar, November 27, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      “So? What do you think about hosting your wedding reception here?” Julia asks as we pace around the grandiose neo-Gothic ballroom in the Kasteel de Haar—restored by Hélène de Rothschild in the nineteen century, the castle dates all the way back to the middle ages and has become a reputed address to host private events over the years. There are so many carefully planned and perfectly executed details that make this place so special; from the richly ornamented woodcarvings, to the walls filled with old Flemish tapestries and oil paintings, to the coffered ceiling… Picturing my wedding here feels like stepping into a fairytale that not even my wildest imagination could have thought possible. “Here you could have the wedding cake,” she gestures at the right end of the room, “and over there, the band so that you have plenty of space left for the dance floor.”

      Still taking in my surroundings and the immensity of the place, I’m left with only three words, “It’s absolutely perfect!”

      “I’m glad you like it,” she says, her beautiful smile on display. “It’s Alex who suggested to do it here actually.”

      “Really?” I ask, surprised.

      “Yes, he even asked to Sebastian to book this venue for your birthday. So we did it.”

      “Oh, wow.” I remain looking around, still barely believing that in a few days I’m gonna get married here. Then my eyes land on Julia, and I can see hers glittering with emotion as she keeps observing me with a broad smile. “Thank you so much for everything,” I whisper to her before opening my arms and embracing her tightly.

      Julia gasps a bit, but she returns the sentiment by clasping her arms around me. “You're most welcome, my dear.”

      After releasing her, my gaze drifts to Margaret who walks into the ballroom, her expression deeply stoic and serious. She seems to be observing every little detail of the room, from the ceiling to the floor.

      “It’s a great place to celebrate your birthday and sign the paperwork,” Margaret begins as she walks toward us. “But unfortunately, not to host the official wedding reception.”

      “What?” Julia and I ask at the same time.

      “How come?” Julia takes over, sounding even offended. “What does that mean? I had mine here and loved it.”

      “I understand,” Margaret answers back, her tone just as cold. “But this venue is unfortunately too small to host all the expected guests.”

      “Too small?” Now I’m the one asking, deception settling deep in my heart. “Our guide just told us this castle is the biggest in the country.”

      “Yes, darling. But it can’t host a dinner for eight hundred people.”

      “Eight hundred?” Julia repeats as I remain mute, my heart frozen at the news. “Don’t you think eight hundred is way too many?”

      “We have a lot of clients, friends, and acquaintances who are looking forward to attending,” Margaret replies with her tone just as uptight.

      While Julia is looking at her mom with deep concern in her eyes, I try to mimic Margaret’s indifference and stoicism. I don’t want her to see how much her decision is hurting me. Yet, all I can think of is how a wedding with eight hundred people is a horrible, horrible idea! It will be just like those corporate gala dinners my dad used to host: extremely anti-personal and with a multitude of people who couldn’t care less about him. Why does my wedding need to be like that? It’s my wedding for fuck’s sake! As I’m about to protest, Margaret glances at her watch and turns in the direction of the door, saying, “Well, let’s go, we have lunch with a few guests today.”

      But before Margaret can leave the room, Julia steps in. “Do we?”

      Margaret turns her head back to us and gives us a polite smile—the type of smile that hides everything you would rather say but don’t because it’s not appropriate. “Yes, Julia. We do.”

      “May I know who?” Julia asks once more, resulting in Margaret sighing at her.

      “You’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      The drive back to the estate has been way too silent. And it’s not even a peaceful type of silence, but a painfully uncomfortable one. As we each remain quietly watching out of our respective windows, Julia seems to be holding a grudge against her mom while I’m trying to figure out what to do to avoid having a reception with eight hundred guests. I loved De Haar. The neo-Gothic castle is perfect for an intimate reception with only our closest friends and family members. Plus, the guide who showed us around told me the main hall could host a dinner for one hundred-ten guests, which seems pretty reasonable for me. Looking at Julia, who’s sitting beside me in the backseat, I feel tempted asking her how she managed to have a small wedding without her mom stepping in and inviting more people. But Margaret is sitting right in front of us beside the driver, so I refrain from doing so.

      “Here we are,” Margaret announces as the car finally steps onto the driveway of the estate.

      Once we arrive in front of the manor, I notice two new cars parked a bit farther away. They are most likely from the guests we will have lunch with.

      Without saying a word, we exit the car, except for Margaret who waits for the driver to go and open the door for her. My gaze lands on Clarissa, who steps outside and welcomes us back, before informing us that the guests have arrived. As we get into the sumptuous entryway, my attention goes to the two guests standing a bit farther away on my right and talking to the butler. One is an older man with white hair, sporting a black suit with a clerical collar and the other, a woman maybe on her mid-fifties, tanned with short black hair.

      Their gaze goes from Stuart to us, and Margaret is the first to greet them. “Thank you so much for waiting,” she begins as we walk toward them. Then she and Julia give them a long, energetic handshake before Margaret gets to introduce me. “Sharon, Gerard, this Petra, my son’s fiancée,” she says with a perfect joyful expression.

      I give them a polite smile in return and a quick hi before Gerard takes over.

      “Ah, here she is!” he replies immediately, his tone quite enthusiastic as we shake hands. “Congratulations! You have no idea how happy Margaret was when she called me.”

      “Petra, Gerard De Korte, a long-time friend of mine and the current bishop of Utrecht.” Oh, so that’s the famous bishop Alex and Julia talked about.

      After exchanging a few words with him, Margaret’s attention lands on the other woman in order to introduce me to her. “And this is Sharon, the mayor of Utrecht, who will do the civil ceremony.” The civil ceremony? So we’ve got two ceremonies?

      “Congratulations, you must be quite excited for the big day.” Sharon is wearing a very enigmatic smile that I can’t help but mirror as we shake hands.

      After exchanging a few words with her, I notice Gerard glancing around; he seems to be searching for something. “Alex isn’t here yet?”

      “Oh, still in New York, unfortunately,” Margaret answers before I can even do so. “But he should be back next week.” Then she starts pacing ahead of us. “Aren’t you all hungry? Let’s continue at the table.”

      And while Julia seems to be well trained at hiding her internal feelings and emotions, I can sense she wasn’t in the mood for a lunch with a mayor and a bishop.

      “Thank you. Of course,” I answer and, looking at our two guests, I ask, “Um… so we will need two ceremonies?”

      “Correct, here in the Netherlands you need to be civilly married before doing a religious ceremony,” Sharon explains. The idea of doing two ceremonies seem quite odd to me, but at least now I understand Margaret’s comment about De Haar and signing the paperwork.

      We quietly take our seats, and the conversation flows from the weather to the wedding, before it focuses on me. “Margaret told me you were also in finance?” Sharon begins, and I can tell by her question that Margaret left it pretty open.

      “Yes, um, I also have my own fund, but it’s in art,” I tell them, unsure what Margaret told them exactly.

      “Oh, that’s amazing,” Sharon says. “You also work at Gatt-Dieren, then?”

      “Well, I was only there for an internship. My fund is not attached to the firm and, um, I’m also in college still.”

      “In college?” Gerard asks, cocking his head to the side. “How old are you if I may ask?”

      I see Julia giving a long gulp on her water, averting eyes with everyone.

      Old enough to marry, the answer is on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t think it’s prudent to be rude toward my future officiants. “I’m turning nineteen on my wedding day,” I tell them for the sake of politeness.

      While Sharon gapes at me without any bother, Gerard nearly chokes on his wine. And Margaret just chuckles at the whole thing.

      “Excuse me?” the bishop asks, blinking twice. I wonder if he didn’t hear my answer or if he’s just uttering those words instinctively. “Um, that’s… well, that’s a very bold move for your age.”

      “I must say I’ve never officiated a marriage with a bride so young.” Sharon tries to ease herself with a gulp of her wine too. “I guess there’s a first time for everything.” She then offers me a pleasant smile, trying to light up the mood.

      Gerard, on the other hand, still seems pretty shocked and confused. He removes his glasses, takes a tissue from his pants pocket and starts cleaning them softly. “Well, I did officiate a marriage with a very young bride once…” My heart starts pounding faster and faster at the anticipation of his next words. He puts his glasses back on and looks at Julia, his lips curving up. “And that was twenty years ago.” His gaze meets mine again, and he waits, gauging for my reaction. “I didn’t think I’d have to do it again, to be honest.” I frown at his directness and wonder why on earth my age is such a big deal to them.

      “Which is why I wanted to bring you both here,” Margaret takes over, trying to ease the mood. “It’s important for me that you are both comfortable with it. I know it’s a very young age, but by what I have seen, Petra has got her head on her shoulders and is pretty certain of her decision.”

      But why do they need to be comfortable with it in the first place? It’s not a crime to get married at nineteen. I understand Margaret wants to be agreeable and diplomatic, but my age is none of their goddamn business! All of a sudden, though, my iPhone starts ringing, and by the ringtone, I know it’s Alex. Thank God for that! I excuse myself and leave the table discreetly, making my way out of the dining room and through the corridor. As he spots me walking down the hallway, the butler Stuart gestures me to go to the petit salon as he opens me the door and invites me in.

      Once I’m left alone, I call him back, and my face beams with joy upon hearing my fiancé. “Good afternoon, Ms. Van Gatt…” Oh gosh, I’ve missed him so much. “How have you been? Are you enjoying the Netherlands?”

      “Good morning, Mr. Van Dieren,” I answer, playing along, yet my tone comes off way too sugary and slutty for my taste. Clearing my throat, I aim for a steadier one before proceeding. “Um, yeah, your mom has been a great host.”

      “I can imagine, she must be on cloud nine having you there.” His tone is delightful and, I must admit, my lips twist into a smile knowing that at least one of our mothers is happy with our upcoming marriage. “Did you visit De Haar yet? The castle where Julia and Sebastian hosted their wedding reception?”

      My heart speeds up as I recall how much I loved it. “Yes, we went there this morning actually. The ballroom and the main hall are to die for, and the neo-Gothic style, the tapestry, the library, the chandeliers, everything is so beautiful there. Plus all the gardens were already covered with snow.”

      “Perfect. We can host our reception there, if you want.”

      I wish I could match his excitement, but instead I say, “Um, your mom doesn’t seem to like the idea.”

      “Why not?” Alex asks. And I’m glad he did so because this is something we need to talk about.

      “Well, um, she said it’s too small for our wedding.”

      “Too small?” he repeats back, audibly surprised, and most likely unaware what Margaret is up to. “That’s like one of the biggest castles in the entire country.”

      “I know…”

      “How many people does my mom want to invite?”

      I give a quick glance around the room making sure no one is listening, and lowering my voice, I say, “Well, too many for my taste.”

      “Petra…” his tone is insistent, but I’m not sure how to tell him the rest. “How many?”

      I let out a sigh, hesitating whether or not to go ahead. “Like eight hundred or something.”

      “Jeez!” he shouts instantly. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Unfortunately,” I reply, keeping my voice just above a whisper. “She told me that this morning.” I pause for a bit as I start pacing around the salon. “And she also confirmed there will be eight hundred guests at the St. John’s cathedral.” I take a deep breath in and out, taming my growing anxiety. “There will be so many people…” Despite letting my words trail off, the frustration and fear in my voice are quite palpable. “People I don’t even know, people I’ve never met before.” I go and open the window at the end of the room to take in some fresh air, my throat tightening at only the thought of the reception. “I thought we’d be doing a smaller reception like Julia and Sebastian did. You know, with our friends and family.”

      “Well, I thought the same,” he answers back. “Eight hundred people at our wedding reception is ridiculous.” I can hear Alex drawing out a breath as he thinks something through. “I’ll have a talk with her.”

      “Thanks…” Biting my bottom lip, I then ask, “When are you coming? It’s not the same without you here…”

      “Are you missing me that much?”

      His tone awakens something in me that spikes my body heat, and I can’t even control my growing smirk. “A bit…”

      “Just a bit?”

      A flush of heat surges through me, altering my breathing. “A bit more,” I mumble.

      “I’ll call you back later in the evening. Make sure when you go to your bedroom to lock the door, alright?”

      His question makes my curiosity spark, and I feel tempted to ask him what he’s got in mind straight away. But instead, and knowing I’ve got to go back inside before Margaret gets mad at me, I simply say, “Um, okay…”

      Hearing a few knocks on the door, I know it’s time for me to finish our call. “I’ve got to go. We’ll talk later.”

      “Alright, speak soon.”

      After hanging up, I leave the petit salon escorted by Stuart back to the dining room, and slide on my seat as discreetly as possible. Despite not making a sound, Margaret notices me straight away. “Is everything alright?”

      “Perfect,” I answer abruptly, before taking my cutlery to continue eating.

      Aiming to avoid further questioning, I focus on cutting my food, never raising my eyes to look around.

      “Petra?”

      But it seems like my approach didn’t work.

      “Yes?” I look up at Margaret first before noticing that everyone else is also focused on me.

      “Do you know if Roy is coming to the wedding?” she asks. “We’ve asked him to send us his guest list a few days ago, but he hasn't answered yet.”

      Oh, the question. Who knows if Dad is coming or not? Maybe Mom will tell him not to go at the very last minute, who knows…

      “I think so,” I tell them. Despite knowing he wants to, Mom can perfectly forbid him to go, and knowing him as I do, he might even comply with her. The likelihood that none of my parents might attend my wedding creates a knot in my stomach, ending my appetite. My mouth drying up, I take some water to ease myself, and I swallow through the fear stuck in my throat.

      After lunch, I manage to excuse myself and retreat to a quiet corner of the dining room. Standing alone by the window, I watch the rain falling on the driveway and gardens. Most people might hate rainy days, but I love them. To me, it’s the perfect weather to get some reading done. After all, my exams are less than a month away…

      “Beautiful day, huh?” I hear Gerard jokingly asking as he walks in my direction. My attention goes to him, and I give him a brief smile in return, before giving a quick glance at the outdoors.

      “I love rainy days,” I tell him. “So, yes, to me, it’s a beautiful day.” There’s a small pause as I remember something fond. “When I was fifteen, my dad took me on a trip to Barbados, and despite being told we were on the dry season, it started raining all day long. Dad didn’t stop complaining the whole trip about the weather until a local told him for them rain is a blessing and they actually welcomed it with open arms.” I let out a sigh, thinking how old this trip seemed to be. “For some, rain can be terrible, but for others it’s a true blessing.”

      Gerard stands beside me and following my gaze, he also briefly glances outside to the soaked driveway. “That’s a great way to look at marriage.”

      I can’t help but chuckle as he unmasked my analogy so quickly. I mean, it was quite obvious in the first place.

      But Gerard doesn’t say a word as he keeps staring out of the window. And with my curiosity taking over, I ask, “Why are you so, um, defensive about officiating our marriage?”

      He gives me a big smile, which I haven’t seen before. “Apart of the bad press I will get? It’s a moral conflict too.”

      The bad press? I’m totally baffled by his answer, but instead I just say, “A moral conflict?”

      “You are turning nineteen, and he’s forty-one,” the bishop says, giving a quick chuckle. “If I didn’t know Margaret so well, I’d have never even entertained the idea to do the ceremony.”

      “Julia and Sebastian also have a big age gap, no?” I say.

      “Yes, which is why at first I declined to marry them.” I’m not sure if I should be surprised or not by his statement. “There was not only a big age gap but Julia was also just nineteen,” he explains. “And to me that was wrong on so many levels.” Wow. My mom would’ve loved to meet this bishop. They think exactly alike.

      “So what made you change your mind?”

      “Well, Margaret asked me to think about it and to keep an open mind. So that’s what I did, and after some pondering, I accepted. But I told myself this would be an exception.” There’s a small pause as the bishop keeps staring at the rain pouring outside. “And frankly, I didn’t expect to repeat it.”

      Despite my many attempts, just like with Mom, I can’t understand why they are so against young adults getting married. Is it that morally wrong? “If I may ask, why are you so against young people getting married?”

      “Because marriage is a lifetime commitment, and it requires a lot of maturity,” he answers. “Maturity that most people don’t have at nineteen.” And before I can add my two cents to the discussion, he adds, “Nearly half of the marriages in this country end in divorce. The least I can do is make sure the couple knows what they are up to.”

      “Well, I can’t blame you for that,” I tell him. “My parents and his are part of such stats.”

      “Which is why I’d rather marry couples that are in their mid-thirties and that have spent a considerable amount of time together.”

      I frown at his comment, and I can’t help saying, “But that doesn’t mean it won’t end up in a divorce anyway. Despite getting married at a young age, Julia seems to be pretty happy.”

      Gerard instantly turns to look at her as she stands on the other side of the dining room discussing with Sharon and Margaret. “Yes, I believe she is.” Then as his stare lands back on me, his lips twists into a big smile, and I wonder what he’s thinking. “And you seem to be a lot like her, which is why I will open an exception once more.”

      My brows raise up at his announcement, and mimicking his smile, I say, “Thank you, I truly appreciate that.”

      “When Alex comes back, I’d love to take you both out for lunch. I mean, whenever you both have time.” My mouth nearly falls at his invitation, but he seems dead serious. “It’s the least I can do.”

      “Oh, well, um, that’s a great idea, thanks.”

      “Well, see you soon, Ms. Van Gatt.”

      And we shake hands wholeheartedly before he goes.

      “See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, while Emma and Yara are still engrossed in conversation at the dining table, I make my way to the petit salon, my current read in hand. The lights in the manor are low for the evening, casting everything in a soft yellow glow. I settle into the leather sofa, tucking my bare feet underneath me and cracking the novel open.

      This room seems to have been tailor-made to enjoy a good read. The dark cherry wood of the walls, thick carpet, and heavy leather furniture is nice, but it’s the sprawling floor-to-ceiling windows with their curtains wide open that really catches my attention. There’s just enough of the setting sun’s light left to illuminate the fat, lazily falling snowflakes as they add a new dusting to the already snow-covered ground.

      I had only just become really engrossed in my novel when I feel my iPhone vibrating in the pocket of my jeans. Pulling it out, my heart speeds up seeing Alex’s name flash across the screen. Jeez, we might have been together for a while, but even seeing his name pop up on my phone still gives me butterflies.

      “Good evening, Ms. Van Gatt.”

      “Hey,” I can't keep the smile out of my voice. “What are you up to?” I glance quickly at my watch, realizing it should be around three p.m. now in Manhattan.

      “I’m in bed, thinking about you…”

      His unexpected answer sends a wave of heat to my cheeks. “In bed? Isn’t it too early for that?” I ask, my tone playful.

      I hear him chuckling at my question, and I love the sound coming from his mouth as he does so. “I’ve got something for you.”

      “Something for me?” I repeat, curiosity thick in my voice. “What is it?”

      “It’s on your nightstand,” he says simply. “Go on, hurry up. I want you to see.”

      Feeling giddy despite myself, I quickly pad down the marble hallway, my feet silent on the floor as I hustle to my bedroom. The marble floor has chilled me, but when I open my bedroom door I am suffused in warmth. After locking the door behind me, I am delighted to see that a fire had been lit, bathing the room in warm orange light. To my surprise, there’s a fresh bouquet of roses in a vase on the bedside table, along with a tiny gift bag stuffed with tissue paper.

      “Hold on, let me put my AirPods in, so I can open it.”

      I jump onto the bed, sending decorative pillows flying, and crawl across to the bedside table, putting my AirPods in. I can hear Alex breathing on the other end of the line as I tear the tissue paper from the bag, and I pull out a small glass bottle with a pump on the top. At first, I think it's a perfume bottle, but on closer inspection…

      “Is this what I think it is?”

      “I don’t know. Do you think it’s lube? Because if you do, then yeah, it’s what you think it is.”

      I don't get why he bought me lube when he is thousands of miles away, but he quickly fills in the blanks for me.

      “If I can’t be there to touch you, then you’re going to do it for me,” he rumbles low in his throat, and his voice has my skin raising in goosebumps. “You’re going to relax and do it exactly how I instruct you to, alright?”

      My cheeks burn with embarrassment, and I can’t contain the parting of my lips. Alex might have had his hands and mouth on every inch of my body, but masturbating myself under his command isn’t something we have ever done before.

      “You’re blushing, aren’t you?”

      “Maybe a little,” I huff. “And it’s annoying that you know me so well.”

      His laugh runs across my nerves, soothing my anxiousness a bit. “Undress. I want you in just your panties when you do this.”

      “Do you want to video call me?” I think maybe I’d be less panicky if I can see his face, the look in his eyes when I undress, but he makes a sound of disagreement.

      “No, Miss. I just want to hear your voice.”

      I’m still blushing when I strip down to my panties, the heat of the fire warming my pale skin and turning it rosy from the flames.

      “I, uh, I’m undressed,” I squeak.

      “Describe it for me.”

      I crawl back onto the bed, lay my head on one of the fluffy pillows and close my eyes, letting the ambiance of the room wash over me. The idea of him in our bed, waiting for me to describe my surroundings and naked body, sends a rush of adrenaline through me that I wasn’t prepared for.

      “I’m in bed, on top of the covers. Clarissa made me a fire, and it’s the only light in the room,” I lower my voice to a sultry whisper, “And, um, I’m wearing the black lacy panties you like. I put them on this morning because I was thinking of you.”

      “Are you wearing a bra?”

      “No,” I tell him.

      “Are your nipples hard?”

      “N-not really. It’s pretty warm in here.”

      “Then touch them for me, baby. Run your fingers around them and tell me how it feels.”

      I realize he had never called me baby before. I never did it either. Maybe because of the age difference, we never took the risk, but I actually love it. Licking my lips, I follow his direction, running my fingers in slow circles around my bare nipples until they harden into tight peaks. The sensation sends tingles from the tips of my breasts, down through my belly to my core, and my pelvis arches at my growing pleasure, heat flooding between my legs. My breath is becoming heavy when Alex speaks up again. “How does it feel?”

      “Good,” I breathe as I keep the pace. “Really good.”

      “Now, grab the gift I got you and put some on your fingers. I want you to rub it over your clit until you’re nice and slick for me.”

      Oh, gosh, I’m way too self-conscious for that. I start to sit up and try to protest, “Alex.”

      “Don’t you start,” he ripostes  quickly. “Don’t I always make you feel good?”

      “Yes, but I’m here at your Mom’s place…” I look around trying to find another excuse for my uneasiness.

      “Trust me on this.”

      I exhale deeply, knowing those fears are all in my head and they are preventing me from enjoying an intimate moment with my fiancé. So I make a conscious effort to focus back on us. Yet, my heart is thundering as I grab the bottle and wet my fingertips with the slippery lubricant. I slide my hand down my panties, covering my swollen clit with it. I must have made a small sound because Alex growls on the other end of the line.

      “Have you gotten yourself wet for me?”

      “Yes,” I gasp out.

      “Fuck yes, you have. Now put your fingers on either side of your clit, and rub it for me. I want to hear the sounds you make when you touch yourself.” His voice is getting rougher, more clipped with arousal, and despite how nervous I was, it fills me with a deep desire to make myself come. I wish he was here, telling me all these filthy words in my ear, guiding my hand to touch myself the way he wants, but just hearing his voice would have to do for tonight.

      I put some more lube on my fingers before sliding them down my belly and onto my pussy, spreading my outer lips until I have a finger resting on either side of my clit. I’m trembling, flushed from lust, but unable to deny my growing rapture. I move my hand, fingers putting pressure on the little, sensitive nub, ratcheting my pleasure up and up. I’m not sure if it’s because of the lube or not, but the stimulation drenches me even more than usual, my mind starts loosening up, and instinctively, I start moaning and rush, pushing myself toward my climax as quickly as I can, until Alex stops me.

      “Slow down. Relax, Petra, enjoy yourself.”

      “Sorry,” I mumble, slightly embarrassed for trying to get off so fast.

      “Close your eyes. One hand playing with your nipples, the other on your clit. Slow. Soft. Think about how it feels when it’s my tongue between your legs.”

      I groan at the thought, keeping my eyes closed and replaying the erotic memory in my mind. His head between my thighs, the way his tongue sucks and blows on my little nub, the slurpy sound he makes when he eats me… I swirl my fingers around my clit, my pussy throbbing as I think about him. “Ah…” My pelvis arches at the climbing heat, and it feels good, so damn good.

      I’m panting when I hear the sound of flesh on flesh on Alex’s end of the line. “Are you…?”

      “Jerking myself off while I talk to you?” he asks roughly, “Yeah, I am. I can hear how wet you are, and it’s got me so fucking hard.”

      “Alex,” I keen. Thinking about him touching himself in our bed is almost too much. Oh my gosh, then I imagine sucking him, feeling his cock throbbing in my mouth and tasting his hot cum on my tongue. “Oh, yes…” An orgasm is starting to wind inside of me, a taut wire getting closer and closer to snapping. I pinch my nipple with my free hand, my fingers rub my clit fully now, the lube preventing any resistance.

      It feels so good, almost too good, and with my eyes scrunched closed and Alex’s heavy breathing in my ears, I can almost believe that he is with me, looming over my nude form, hot breath on my neck as he whispers dirty instructions. My body is on fire with his words and the pleasure I am giving myself at his command.

      “Fuck yourself with your fingers,” he grits out. I sit up against the headboard, keeping one hand on my clit, and slowly, agonizingly so, dip two of my fingers into my pussy, using the lube from earlier.

      “Fuck yes,” I whisper as I fuck myself, the lurid sounds filling the room. I know Alex can hear them too, and thinking about him stroking himself as I masturbate gives me such a rush. My legs are quivering within minutes, and my climax is curled tight in my belly.

      “I’m so close,” I tell him, and I’m rewarded with his moan. I always love hearing his reactions to me, and knowing I can turn him on so much just with my voice makes me feel so powerful. A confident, flawless goddess, bringing her fiancé pleasure from thousands of miles away.

      “Petra,” Alex hisses between his teeth, “Say my name when you come, I want to hear it.”

      I don’t respond, fully engrossed in my own gratification now. Sweat is beading on my forehead, and my moans come freely, unencumbered by any shame or hesitancy. My focus is single-minded: come, and make Alex come at the same time. I arch my back, pressing into the headboard, legs jerking with the nearness of my orgasm.

      “I’m gonna come,” I pant, and the harsh breath that I hear Alex take is enough. The wire inside me snaps, and I’m coming, the rush of sensation exploding from my center into my limbs, all the way to my fingers and toes, crawling up my spine. My body is drawn tight as I call out Alex’s name. I’m wracked with shudders, feeling my channel spasm around my fingers as I work my orgasm out until the end. Somewhere in the middle of it, I hear Alex’s muffled curse, followed by my name, and I know he is coming too, spilling all over his clenched fist.

      Feeling a rush of confidence brought on by my climax, I ask him, “Are you coming for me, baby?”

      “Only for you, Petra,” he breathes, sounding like he has run a marathon. I know how he feels.

      I melt into the bed, boneless, my body tingling and hot.

      “Alex, that was—” All of a sudden though, the land-phone resting on my nightstand starts echoing across the room, pulling me back from lusty-land. “Shit,” I mutter.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Um, one sec…” I remove my AirPods and pick the landline. “Yes?”

      “Hi, Petra, sorry to bother you, but Lady Margaret would like to see you in her office. May I escort you there?” Oh, it’s Clarissa, the lady’s maid.

      “Um, yes, give me a few minutes, please.” After hanging up, I take my iPhone, disconnect my AirPods, and say to Alex, “I have to go.” I can’t hide the disappointment in my tone though. “Your mom wants to see me.”

      “Alright,” he mutters as he regains his breath. “Good luck, then. Call me afterward.”

      “I will.” After I hang up, I go to the bathroom to splash some fresh water on my face, then grab my clothes and dress myself again. Not surprisingly, a few knocks on the door ensue, and as I leave the room, I find Clarissa patiently waiting for me. Fortunately, she doesn’t pay attention to my blushed cheeks.

      As I follow her across the corridor, I can’t help wondering what Margaret could want to talk about. If she wants to see me in her office, then it must be something quite important, or else we’d have met in the petit salon or in the Picasso room like last time. Maybe it’s about the wedding reception and the eight hundred guests. Oh gosh, I can’t let this happen. The simple thought of it makes my stomach knot. We stand in front of a door, and Clarissa knocks a few times before hearing an approval to come in. She twists the handle, cracks the door open, and invites me in. My eyes alight on Margaret sitting in her desk chair, glasses on, and reviewing some documents.

      “Did you call me?” I ask, since she is still focused on the file between her hands.

      “Yes, please come in,” she instructs, not moving an inch.

      As I do so, I can’t help but take in my surroundings and admire the beautiful coffered ceiling, the wood paneled-walls adding warmth and elegance to the room, and the shelves filled with countless books. “Nice office,” I find myself praising as I pay closer attention to her hardbacks collection.

      “Gerard liked you a lot,” Margaret says. Yet, her attention remains on the file as she finishes to read it.

      “I liked him too,” I reply, walking toward the sofa where I decide to sit. “He seems pretty cool.”

      “He is.” She looks up at me, her lips curving up. “After the hardship he gave us with Julia, I’m glad he was easier to convince this time around.”

      “I never thought a priest could refuse marrying someone based on age, to be honest. I mean, as soon as you are over eighteen, it’s none of their business.”

      “They are under no obligation to marry you either,” Margaret snaps, closing the file. “If they believe you aren’t mature enough for such commitment, they can and have refused.” She then removes her eyeglasses, cleans the lenses softly with a lining, and puts them back into their case. “I understand him. Most nineteen year olds nowadays are still kids trapped in adult-looking bodies.”

      “Gerard mentioned marrying us could bring him bad press,” I venture. “What did he mean by that?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that.” Margaret finally leaves her desk chair and sits beside me, her expression welcoming and warm. “The Catholic media will always find something to trash.”

      I blink twice at her statement, and narrowing my eyes, I ask, “Is there a thing as the Catholic media?”

      “Of course,” she utters, like it was obvious. “It’s a sort of Gossip Girl meets the Vatican.” And I’m impressed that she even knows about this American TV show in the first place. “Now,” Margaret starts observing me attentively, before her voice breaks through the room with four little words, “Alex spoke to me.” My stomach drops when I meet the seriousness in her eyes. “If you’ve got a problem with how I handle the preparation of the wedding you can be direct and tell me, you know. There’s no need to go behind my back.”

      My eyes dip down, a bit embarrassed to have done so. It was obvious she’d confront me about it. “I, um,…” I rub my arm with my hand, shying away from the conversation.

      “I understand you want to do something more intimate with only your closest friends and family, but we have a lot of clients and stakeholders who need to be present,” she points out. “This is an important event and a great occasion to show our respect and appreciation to many families.”

      Tired of hearing the same argument over and over, I step in and say, “I know, but I really want to do something smaller and—”

      “Which is why we’ll do the civil wedding at De Haar on your birthday,” she reminds me, cutting me off. “It’d be a private reception just like you want, only with friends and family.” My jaw flexes at her behavior, but I remain steadily looking at her as she proceeds. “But the next day, we do the official ceremony at St. John’s and a big reception at the Beurs van Berlage.”

      Well, it’s seem like Margaret is determined in having a big wedding, whether I like it or not. “And Alex agreed to it?”

      “He did,” she says proudly. “My son is a reasonable man. He knows we have to.”

      I’m left totally speechless at her answer. Why didn’t Alex tell me anything about it, though? Oh! Maybe that’s why he wanted to make me come over the phone, so that I’d feel less stressed and anxious once Margaret delivered the news.

      “So, um, I’ll need two wedding dresses then?” I ask, confused.

      “Yes, Monday we will take you to try them on.” Since she already has everything planned and arranged, I don’t see how I’ll manage to change her mind now. I heave a sigh, although not too loud, my eyes drifting down to my lap as I consider her. “Petra,” Margaret reaches down and rests a hand on mine. And as I look at her, she says, “I understand you don’t like big receptions or being the center of attention, but it’s just a few hours of your time and to me, it’d mean the world.” She pauses, gauging for my reaction.

      “Alright,” I mutter, trying to get used to the idea of having eight hundred pairs of eyes following my every move as I walk down the aisle of the cathedral.

      “Great.” Her face glows with a big smile, and she takes the black rectangular box that is resting on the low table in front of us. “This is for you.” I look at her, perplexed as to why she’s giving me a gift. “Go ahead, open it.”

      After doing so, my eyes alight on a long quill feather pen, nibs, and ink set. “It’s so beautiful,” I utter, as I softly rub a fingertip on the feather.

      “Have you ever used one before?”

      “Um, not that I recall,” I tell her, my eyes focused on the different shades of blue present on the long feather, from the darkest blue to a beautiful turquoise by the nib.

      “It’s a tradition to sign our marriage certificates with a quill feather pen and then transmit the set to the next generation,” Margarets tells me. “After all, it’s a signature that marks a new chapter in your life.” There’s some melancholia in her voice that makes me smile. “I mean, it had a bigger impact a few generations ago, but…” The more she talks, the more uncomfortable she seems to get. “Anyway, it’s something that Alex’s late grandmother gave me, and I wanted to give it to you too.” It’s rare seeing Margaret displaying so much vulnerability. After all, unlike Hendrik, she’s way more reserved and rigid. But it means the world when she does so. A pity she doesn’t do it more often.

      So I take this opportunity to get to know her a bit better. “May I ask you, um, a very private question?”

      “Sure.”

      “What made you feel Hendrik was the one, when he still was?” I venture.

      “Oh,” she utters in surprise. I know she wasn’t expecting it. “Well, let’s say he was everything that I’m not,” she replies.

      “Such as?”

      “He cares a lot about people.”

      My eyes widen, a bit astonished at her answer, but at least she is honest about it. “And you don’t?” The question rolls off of my lips before I could even prevent it. Fortunately, Margaret gives me a side smile, not really bothered by it as she thinks something through.

      “I care about those I love,” she explains. “But Hendrik is different.” She then uncrosses her legs, switching positions on her seat. “One time we were in Florida with our respective families, and Hendrik asked me out on a date,” she begins. “It was our very first date actually.” Amusement settles on her lips as she recalls such memories. “He took me for dinner in a restaurant on the beach, the only one that accepted credit cards at the time. Mind you, in the early seventies, there weren’t many. I guess he wanted to impress me by settling the bill with that thing made of plastic. It was revolutionary at the time. Anyway, we were already at our table outside by the beach, checking our menu when a woman carrying a newborn and a toddler approached us and started asking us for money. Since I didn’t have any cash with me, I declined and resumed checking the menu. Hendrik was only carrying his credit card too, but he couldn’t give her nothing. So he called the waiter and told him to give her food and drinks and to put it on our bill. There was also a small gourmet grocery store linked to the restaurant, and he told her she could take whatever she wanted.” I can’t help but mirror her smile as she speaks. “I’d never seen anyone care for a stranger the way he did.” She pauses for a moment, her gaze drifting away before landing back on me. “The extent he went to to make sure that woman had everything she needed was extremely touching.”

      Wow. I’m not sure if she has ever said that to him or not, but I believe Hendrik would have loved to know his sensitivity and caring nature toward others was valued and appreciated, especially given how uptight and cold Margaret can be. As I come to think of it, maybe after years of estrangement and of distancing each one from the other, they became so different that they couldn’t understand what brought them together in the first place.
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        Amsterdam, November 30, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      Sorry I can’t make it. I’m with Yara, still looking for the kids’ outfits for the wedding. See ya later, X.

      I shouldn’t be surprised by Emma’s reply to my text message. Ever since we arrived, she’s spent most of her time away with Yara. Yet, as my Maid of Honor, I thought she’d at least be present to help me choose my wedding dress. Yes, she did sort out the outfits for the bridesmaids, and she did help me put aside some wedding dresses online so that I just had to come here to the shop and try them on, but still, I thought today she’d be with me, not with Yara. I feel tempted to type something rude and harsh, but instead I keep my temper in check and simply slip my iPhone back inside my pocket, ignoring her. Fuck, why on earth does she spend so much time with Yara in the first place? Are they truly sorting out the outfits for the kids or partying somewhere in Amsterdam? I mean, I hope they aren’t lying about it, because if that’s the case, we are gonna have a serious discussion once we meet again.

      While Margaret and the sales consultant went to check the dresses Emma and I had selected online to try on, I remain with Julia, who rattles the hangers searching for more options.

      “How am I supposed to tell your Mom I don’t want an eight hundred guests wedding?” I ask her in a last attempt to persuade Margaret to ditch the big reception.

      “You don’t,” she answers back, her hands flickering through the hangers. “Although, if you find out how, let me know. It might be useful in the future.”

      I heave a long sigh, knowing there wasn’t really a way out. “Why does she love big weddings though?”

      Julia keeps herself focused on the dresses, barely paying attention to me. “Who knows…”

      “But it doesn’t make sense to have two weddings. If we are getting officially married on the fifth at De Haar, then this second ceremony on Sunday simply doesn’t make any sense,” I insist, because it’s true. Everything we’ll do on Sunday is just for the sake of hosting a social gathering. Legally speaking, we’d already be married.

      “Yep…” Her answers aren’t very helpful, but she finally stops what she is doing, takes a breath, and turns to me. “Look, here in the Netherlands, you need to be legally married before doing a religious ceremony,” she explains.

      “But if I’m already married, then this ceremony in the cathedral doesn’t mean anything,” I keep insisting.

      “Well, it does for her.” Julia takes a few dresses with her and puts them in the fitting room for me to try them on. “I know in the U.S you can marry at the church and it’s a valid marriage, but not here,” she repeats once more, as if I didn’t get it the first time.

      “So we do everything again for the sake of a religious ceremony?”

      Julia exhales loudly, probably tired of my insistence. “Gosh, Petra… You’re gonna have your small wedding on your birthday like you wanted, can’t you have a second one the next day at the cathedral?” she asks rhetorically. “Is it too much to ask? Mom has been nothing but supportive, can’t you do that for her?”

      While I don’t respond, all I can think of is how we should’ve gotten married in the U.S—it would’ve been much simpler. As I come to think of it, maybe that’s why Margaret insisted on the Catholic wedding when I met her. At the time, I didn’t realize this would entail having two ceremonies. I droop my shoulders a bit at the revelation.

      Looking above her shoulder, I see Margaret and the sales consultant returning from the storage room, accompanied by an assistant who holds three different dresses. Julia turns to follow my gaze and then goes to check the dresses the assistant is carrying.

      “Let’s try the ones I selected first,” she instructs, handing me one of the dresses she picked in the store earlier.

      I go inside the fitting area, close the curtain, and take off my clothes. Then the assistant asks if I need help with putting the dress on, to which I accept since I’ve got no idea how to even get started with it. As I take a closer look at the dress Julia picked for me, I realize it’s the precise opposite of the dresses I’d chosen online to try. While I prefer simple white dresses without trains, lace, or embroidery, this one is very elaborate, with volume and a long train, more difficult to wear, and most likely a nightmare to take off.

      After ten minutes of help, the assistant pulls the curtain and helps me walk to the center of the room.

      “Wow!” Everyone seems to be mesmerized with the dress. Yet, as I check myself in the mirror, I find it too big and too flamboyant.

      “What’s wrong?” Julia asks me as she stands behind me, while Margaret remains sitting on the sofa. “You don’t like it?”

      I observe myself once more, but I find no smile in it.

      “I only see death and misery, Miss.” The voice of auntie Louise resonates through me like she is here, living through this dress, and it squeezes my heart, sending a cold chill all over my spine.

      Then my mind starts wandering to a very dark place, and all I can see are the nightmares, the insecurities emerging to the surface, and the unknown that lies ahead of me.

      “This relationship…” Louise is still here, haunting my every thought. “It won’t end well.” And for some reason I can’t help but repeat her words internally, even though I try to chase them at the same time.

      “Petra?”

      My eyes follow the voice and land on Margaret, who is still sitting behind me, her face laced with a mix of seriousness and curiosity. “You want to try something else?”

      I do my best to focus on the dress that I’m wearing, on the present moment, and the fact I’m marrying the man I love. But this doesn’t help much to kill the fears that are silently tormenting me. And as much as I want to look at it differently, all I can see is death and misery.

      Stop thinking about it, I tell myself. Louise and her premonition are all bullshit.

      After checking the other dresses Julia selected more attentively, I finally say, “Maybe something a bit, um, simpler?”

      “You want something simpler than this?” Julia asks, nearly in outrage. “This dress has nearly no lace, no details, the train is non-existent, there’s almost no volume…and you want simpler?”

      No long train? No volume? Are we looking at the same dress? This dress is huge in every sense of the word, and the train is so big that someone could literally sleep on it. With a tone proper and sweet, I say, “I know, but this embroidery here looks a bit too much, and the train is really too big for my taste.”

      Julia glares at me, her expression filled with annoyance, since that was her favorite dress in the whole store. “You know, you are supposed to make a statement with your dress when you walk down the aisle of the cathedral…”

      “Oh, Julia, for God’s sake,” Margaret chides. “This is not your wedding.” My lips instantly twist into a smile at her words. Then Margaret raises from her seat and says, “Let’s find you some more options.” She and Julia leave the fitting room and go to talk to the sales consultant. Standing alone in front of the mirror, I look at myself once more, trying to get used to the idea that I’d be the center of attention as I walk down the aisle in a cathedral where nobility have been wed for centuries. I stare blankly into the mirror, finding myself lost in anxiety. The idea doesn’t excite me to say the least. After all, hundreds of strangers will be watching me, while commenting and whispering behind my back. People I know nothing about. Jeez, I feel tempted to tell Margaret how much I just want to do that small, intimate wedding on the fifth. But on the other hand, I know skipping the big ceremony would break her heart and create unnecessary conflicts between us. After all, she’s so looking forward for all that glitz and glamour that follows a big ceremony.

      “What do you think of this one?” Margaret asks, interrupting my thoughts as the sales consultant holds another dress from the hanger. This dress is the opposite of everything Julia had selected and placed on the fitting room so far—it’s simple and elegant, made of satin, with a round neckline and long sleeves, and a short train.

      “This looks like a regular white dress,” Julia comments.

      I go and check the dress more closely, and rub my fingers around the fabric, quite liking it. “I can try it on.”

      After changing and putting on the new dress, this one feels so light that I could literally jog in it. Looking at myself in the mirror, my lips curve up at what I’m seeing—it’s way more discreet than the other. Yet it’s elegant and minimalist, just not pompous. I form a chignon with my hair to check how it would look like, and it seems perfect to me.

      Seeing Julia’s face through the mirror, I decide to come up with a compromise. “Well, I can wear this one for the small wedding and one with a long train at the cathedral.”

      “That’s a wonderful idea.” Well, at least, Margaret seems delighted.

      I go back to the fitting room to change and see the assistant following me. “Do you need help with taking it off?”

      “This one is okay,” I tell her, given the fact there’s only one zip on the back.

      After two hours in the store, I settled for the simple, short-train gown for the civil ceremony at Dee Haar and another dress also made of satin but with volume and a long train with a matching veil for the next day.

      To my surprise, Margaret insisted on paying for it, and while I’m not well versed in the etiquette and protocols of who pays for what, I don’t know why she insisted so much when I declined her offer.

      “There was no need, really,” I tell her as she stows her credit card back into her wallet.

      “I know there wasn’t, but I wanted to do so.” Margaret gives me a quick pat on the back as we make our exit from the store. We then find the car parked at the curb, and the driver opens the rear door for me. Before I get in, though, Margaret says, “I’ll go with Julia and take care of some details. Don’t forget you have a dancing class after lunch at the petit salon.”

      “Do I?” I ask, not recalling booking one in the first place.

      “Well, yes. You don’t want to embarrass yourself with your first dance, do you?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After lunch, Stuart and Clarissa escort me to the petit salon, yet they also go inside, their expressions filled with excitement as they put on some music. Then, to my surprise, Clarissa and Stuart put themselves in position like they are about to start dancing.

      “Do you know how to waltz?” Stuart asks me as he holds Clarissa by the hand and the upper back.

      “Um, not that much…” I start looking at the duo doing a few steps of dance following the rhythm of The Second Waltz, and I wonder if the lesson I’m about to get is from them. As I keep watching their dancing, I’m truly impressed how they have seemed to master such choreography all by themselves. “Wow,” I utter when Stuart twirls Clarissa elegantly and gets her back in perfect synchronicity. Their shoulders move smoothly, parallel with the floor, never up and down. And as I watch them flowing around the room, I wonder how they even know how to waltz like pros. The show is absolutely delightful, and the more I watch them, the more enchanted I am. How can they even find time to practice with Margaret always around? Once the dance is over, I clap steadily at them, and they slightly bow in return. “This was incredible. How do you guys even know how to dance like that?”

      “It’s a hobby we share,” Stuart tells me. “Dancing is what we do in our free time.”

      “That’s so impressive,” I say, truly amazed. “And where do you guys practice?”

      “Here,” Clarissa answers. “Most of the time Margaret stays in her office or in the library, so we practice in here.”

      “That was amazing,” I tell them. “Can you teach me some steps?”

      “Sure, that’s what we are here for.” I leap off of the sofa and with a big smile, put myself in position. Stuart stands in front of me and holds my hand, before putting his other hand on my upper back. “So, this is the starting position. Do you know the box step? It’s the basic one.”

      Nope. “Um, I think so.”

      “Alright, let’s see.” Stuart steps forward with his left foot, and I step back with my right, and then he does the same with his right one. “One,” then he gives a step to the side, and I mirror his move before we close the gap between our legs. “Two-Three.” Now I’m the one who steps forward with my left foot, doing the same moves that he did first. “One…two-three… One…two-three…” As we keep repeating the box step, we increase the pace, and I find myself mastering the move like I had done it my whole life. “That’s the box step, pretty straightforward, right?”

      “Do you think Alex knows how to waltz?” I ask him.

      But before Stuart can reply, I see him looking over my shoulder, his lips twisting into a smirk.

      “Maybe you should ask him directly.”

      I turn immediately upon hearing the male voice behind me. “Oh my gosh!” Overwhelmed with emotion, I jump on my fiancé in excitement, embracing him tightly. “I can’t believe you’re here!” Oh gosh! But the smell of his cologne hits my nose, and it all seems very real!

      Alex gasps at my arms clasping around his neck a bit too tightly, but he squeezes me just as much, even lifting me slightly from the ground. “I figured we should practice our first dance together.” We remain quietly hugging each other, letting only our heartbeats be heard. “I missed you,” he whispers. The warmth in his voice makes my heart flutter at a thousand miles an hour. And if this dancing lesson was already quite fun, now it’s gonna be even better.

      “Weren’t you supposed to come back in a few days?” I ask him with a tease, still barely believing my eyes that my fiancé is actually here.

      “Maybe, but staying in New York was pointless.”

      “Alright, let’s get started.” Stuart steps aside, and we put ourselves in position. “Just the box step for now.” My heart is still racing, and I try to keep my posture straight, but it’s hard not to feel giddy with the man that now stands in front of me. “And one… two-three. One…two-three…” As Stuart’s voice fills the room, Alex guides me, and my feet starts swaying with him following his rhythm; my heart is thundering loudly inside my chest, and I find myself slightly lost in his piercing blue eyes.

      “Are you very mad at me?” Alex asks me.

      I squint my eyes in confusion. “Mad?”

      “About the big wedding on the sixth? I know you hate that kind of stuff, but I—”

      “It’s okay,” I tell him instead. “Your mom compared to mine is an angel, so I’ll take a Xanax, a deep breath, and forget there are eight hundred people in the cathedral looking at me.”

      “Thank you,” he whispers, his eyes filled with gratitude. “I’ll make it up to you.” Alex keeps his tone just as low and leans in to kiss my forehead.

      “That was great,” Stuart praises as we stop moving. “Now we’ll do the Waltz Forward Progressive step.”
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        Dieren, 1 December 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      BANG!

      A sudden loud noise of an explosion or shotgun wakes me up with a jump. As I crack my eyes open, I look around my bedroom, but everything is quiet between those four walls. I remain in bed, wondering if this was a one time shot, or if there is more to come. For now, I hear nothing else. Silence ensues for a while until another bang startles me. Jeez! Is someone firing a gun or what? I leap off of bed and check from my window if I can find where the noise is coming from. I look outside and see Margaret standing from afar in the middle of the vast fields covered with snow, dressed all in black with boots and a long coat, firing in the air at flying objects that are being thrown automatically by a machine on the ground. What the heck is she doing? I narrow my eyes to check what those objects are, but it’s too far to discern them. I take a pair of jeans, my boots, a sweater and a coat and head outside the bedroom.

      At the corridor, I find Clarissa, the lady’s maid, and without wasting any second, I ask, “Hey, um, how can I go outside to where Margaret is?”

      “Follow me, please.” Clarissa escorts me to the backyard, and as I step outside, I see a big winter terrace where Yara, Emma, and Alex are quietly taking their breakfast while entertained by watching Margaret from afar pointing her rifle in the air and shooting at the target that flies on her sight.

      “What’s going on?” I ask them, wondering why on earth she is doing that.

      But only Alex turns to look at me, while Emma and Yara have their eyes pinned on the show. “It seems like Tess decided to send a not-so-nice letter to Mom,” he says, giving me a hand-written note:

      

      Margaret,

      

      If you keep supporting this marriage until the end, don’t be surprised if you find your son arrested pretty soon.

      

      His time will come.

      

      You’ve been warned.

      Tess

      

      Gosh! I can’t believe Mom had the audacity to do that! Is she crazy or what? I draw out a breath, imagining how insulted Margaret must’ve felt at those vicious words. “But can she shoot a rifle like that here? Is this legal?” I ask before hearing another bang in the air.

      “It’s called clay pigeon shooting,” Alex casually explains as if shooting plates made of clay was a common hobby. “She’s got her license, and this is her estate. So why not?”

      “I have to talk to her.”

      Before I can leave the terrace, though, Alex grabs my wrist, halting me. “Be careful, you have no protection for your eyes.”

      I look up at the new object suddenly exploding in the air, and I swallow hard at the idea that I could be hit by one of those pieces. “I will stand far away.” I step carefully outside in the vast field covered with snow that lies upon me. Then, my eyes on Margaret’s back, I steel myself to walk in her direction, doing my best to avoid getting hurt by one of those flying objects. As I get closer to the thrower machine, I realize it throws plates every minute with such a speed that I wonder how she manages to hit them with meticulous precision. Well, she must have done it all her life, which would explain Alex’s obsession with rifles.

      Standing behind her at a fair distance, I remain quietly watching Margaret pointing her rifle in the air and waiting until the automatic thrower unleashes one more plate. I shut my eyes tight to protect myself from the upcoming pieces.

      BANG!

      A gasp escapes me at the sudden noise, my heart jumping at it. Slowly enough, I reopen my eyes and see Margaret loading her firearm with new cartridges.

      “I’m not sure if your mom realizes it or not,” she begins, her tone matching the freezing weather. “But I’m not the type of person who takes threats lightly.”

      My heart starts racing as I look at her closing her rifle and pointing it again to the sky. “Um, she’s just angry or disappointed…” I try to find a plausible excuse to calm her down, yet it seems like she’s about to pour all her anger into the next firing. There goes another plate thrown in the air, and I shut my eyes tight, anticipating the noisy sound coming from the shot.

      BANG!

      I reach my hands above my head out of fear that one of the pieces will hit me.

      “If you care about her, I suggest you to give her a word,” she warns. It doesn’t sound like a suggestion though, but rather a command. My heart skips a beat, the fear that something happens to Mom because of her stubbornness petrifying me. Why doesn’t she give up once and for all? Why won’t she let us live in peace? One thing is sure, if I want this fight between my future in laws and her to stop, I’ve got talk to her.

      “Alright, I will ask Alex to take me there.”

      “No,” she snaps instantly. “Yara will go with you.”

      I don’t know why Yara should and not Alex, but for once, I refrain myself from questioning her choice.
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        * * *

      

      My heartbeat quickens as Mom’s gates and residence emerge on the horizon. Fortunately, I can only hear the car engine and not my loud beats.

      “Well, here we are here,” Yara announces, sounding rather annoyed to be here. She stops the car right in front of the gates and adds, “I will wait for you here. If you need anything, just call me.”

      “You don’t want to go with me?” I ask, slightly worried to meet with Mom alone.

      Yara glances across the gates, pondering my question. Without saying a word, she unfastens her seat belt and leaves the car with me at the same time.

      I press the ring bell button at the gates and wait for Mom to answer. After a few moments, I don’t hear anything from the other side, but I do see the gates opening.

      “I will wait for you here,” Yara says as I’m about to walk through the driveway, crossing her arms.

      I stand still, looking at her with astonishment. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, if something goes wrong, just call me and I’ll come.”

      I hesitate for a moment whether to insist or not, but Yara seems dead serious about it so I just nod at her and say, “Alright, I will be fast.”

      Reaching the front porch, I find it strange there’s no one at the door yet. After all, Mom or Anika had to have seen me from the intercom at the gates. Nevertheless, I press the doorbell and wait.

      After some time, I hear footsteps approaching and the door finally opening. I was expecting Anika to open the door, but as I see Mom standing in front of me, her facial expression devoid of any emotion, I swallow hard, and my body tenses entirely. “Eh…”

      “Good morning, Petra,” Mom greets, carrying a formal posture and tone.

      “Good morning, Mom,” I repeat, trying to match her tone. “Um, may we speak?”

      She steps aside and gestures me to come in. As I step into the entryway, a freezing silence fills the air between us. I glance around the house, remembering the last time I was here and the argument we had.

      “This relationship is going to destroy you, my dear…”

      A cold chill settles over me, and I remain still, standing in the middle of the hall as I fight against her malicious words haunting me again. The voices in my head disappear at the sound of the door shutting behind me, and I hear Mom saying, “I made some tea. You want some?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I follow her to the usual sitting room where we used to spend hours having a great time filled with joy and laugher.

      The room is as cozy as I remember it thanks to the fireplace bright and burning. I see a teapot, steam leaving its spout, and two cups resting on the low table.

      “Where’s Anika?” I ask while Mom is already sitting on the sofa and pouring some tea into each cup.

      “It’s her day off today.” She then looks at me, still standing by the door. “Have a seat; I don’t bite.”

      Well, who knows… I walk cautiously in her direction and sit in the armchair beside her. “So,” she starts, giving me my cup of tea. “What exactly brought you here?”

      “Well, let’s just say Margaret wasn’t too pleased about your note.” I look at Mom, and I’m glad to see I managed to make her smile. “She also asked me to come here and talk to you.”

      “Oh, so it’s Margaret sending you?”

      “She and I want the same,” I say. “We both just want this to stop.”

      Mom snickers, looking away in disdain. “That’s what you came here for?”

      I let out a sigh at her bitterness, but instead of entering into a useless argument, I just take her wedding invitation from my purse and give it to her. “I came here to invite you to my wedding.”

      I can see the astonishment in her gaze as she takes the envelope with her name written on it. Unsure if I’m serious or not, she keeps looking at the envelope before eventually opening it. With the invitation in her hands, she reads the details but doesn’t say a word.

      “Mom, even Dad is coming,” I tell her, maybe in the hopes to persuade her to do the same. “Please, can’t you put the past behind and embrace the future with us?”

      She inhales deeply and exhales, her lips sealed in a straight line. Slowly enough, she slides the invitation back into the envelope and leaves it on the low table in front of us. Her gaze holds no disdain, nor does it hold joy when it lands on me. “You have no idea who you are marrying, Petra”

      “Alex already told me the truth,” I say as I look at her in the eye. “I know everything.”

      “Oh, really?” She crosses her arms around her chest, leaning against the sofa and looks at me with skepticism. “And what did he tell you?”

      For the sake of healing us from this whole situation, I tell her the truth. “He told me everything about Jan’s daughter and the car accident that killed her.”

      “The car accident that killed her?” Mom repeats, surprised and amused, her brows raising up. “Janette didn’t die from a car accident.”

      I skip a breath at her statement. No, I don’t believe her. Alex told me it was from a car accident, and I’m pretty sure Mom is only trying to put me against him and create division. But for the sake of knowing her side of the story, I ask, “So how did she die?”

      Mom gives a sip on her tea and simply says, “Your fiancé choked her to death while he was fucking her.”

      My heart freezes on the spot at her words, and I can’t prevent my jaw from gaping. I forget to breathe for a moment as I tell myself Mom is just lying again.

      She is lying, she is lying…

      After a few instants seconds paralyzed, I finally take some deep breaths in and out. “You’re lying,” I snap back. “You and your damn lies.”

      “I’m not lying, my dear.” Mom keeps holding her cup of tea between her hands and gives another sip, and she does so with total serenity and calm despite my rising anxiety. “Janette De Vries went to a little Masquerade party in a secluded castle with your friend Yara, and things went south.” To my surprise, her tone is neither loud nor aggressive, just casual, which is deeply disturbing because it rings true. “Your fiancé and your dad buried the body when they realized she was dead. They knew Jan would kill them if he knew the truth.” Damn, this last part about the body and Jan is definitely true; Alex told me exactly the same.

      With furrowing brows, I ask, “How come do you know all that?”

      “Your dad told me,” she says simply. “I caught him arriving home at seven in the morning, his pants and face covered with mud. He could’ve lied but decided to be honest and tell me the truth.”

      I keep silent as I remain processing everything Mom just told me. Shaking my head, I simply cannot believe her. “I don’t believe you… Janette died from a car accident; you have no proof she died at that party.”

      “Really?” Mom gets up from her seat and goes to a wooden cabinet standing against the wall. There, she takes a key from her pocket and unlocks it. After taking what she needs from there, she comes back and hands me a piece of a newspaper. “Read this.”

      It’s an article from De Telegraaf, the largest newspaper in the country, featuring a big headshot of Janette. To my biggest surprise, she looks exactly like me—long dark wavy hair, skinny figure, and a very young face.

      She sits again on the sofa beside me, still holding another file in her hands that she took from the cabinet. “Read it out loud, please.”

      A gush of air burst from my lungs in annoyance at Mom’s demand, but, for the sake of avoiding more fights, I go along with it. “Janette De Vries, daughter of the prominent industrialist Jan De Vries, goes missing. Family members say they haven’t seen her for the past forty-eight hours. The…” I can’t read more, this is not something I can stomach.

      “Keep going.”

      Despite not wanting to, I take a long, deep breath and proceed, “The seventeen-year old was seen for the last time at seven p.m. at the family estate where she was having dinner with her dad, her stepmom Leonor, and her three younger siblings before she went to her room to sleep.” I look up at Mom, and she nods at me to continue. “Authorities believe the young woman escaped the house and ran away during the night to attend a party with her high school friends.” I pause for a beat to catch my breath. “A member of the household staff who prefers to remain anonymous said that Ms. De Vries had very little freedom, and her father never let her go out without bodyguards or some sort of surveillance. It was known among the staff that Ms. De Vries would run away between eleven p.m. and one a.m. and come back before sunrise. ‘It was understandable that at seventeen, Janette wanted to do things like her peers such as going out and have fun. Plus, when you’re the heir to one of the biggest fortunes in the country, you get invited to a lot of private parties,’ the staff member says. ‘She used to give me five hundred euros for me to keep quiet. This time, though, she didn’t come back.’” As I finish reading the article, I look up at Mom and say, “It doesn’t prove Alex killed her at the party.”

      “But it does prove she was attending one, so you know I’m not lying,” Mom points out. “You can ask Yara, they both were there.” If that happened twenty years ago, then Yara would be around Janette’s age, maybe a year younger, which makes it quite plausible for them to have been friends. After all, even Alex mentioned they were very close to the De Vries.

      “She died in a car accident on the way back then,” I insist. “You have no proof whatsoever of the contrary.”

      “I actually do…” My gaze goes to the file she holds in her hands and, as she gives it to me, she says, “After your dad told me what happened, I went to the police and filed a report. This is the copy they gave me.” I open the file and find exactly that: a police report made in the year 2000. “What I didn’t know is that the report itself would end up in the hands of the Van Dierens.” As I read the report, I realize everything Mom told me is written in there—my dad coming home at seven a.m., telling her about the party, Alex choking Janette for too long until she passes out while they were having sex at the party, and the burying of her body. My stomach knots, and I want to throw up at the image of Janette being killed and buried by the man I’m supposed to marry in a few days. “Your fiancé made it clear if I ever tried to go to the police again, he’d take care of me.”

      My hands go up to my tired face, and with my palms I start rubbing my eyelids and cheeks, letting the reality sink into me. If Mom is not lying, if Janette truly died while she was with Alex, and he chocked her… I don’t know if I’m strong enough to ever forgive him for lying to me about her death. “What about the police?” I ask. “Did they investigate her death? What did they do?”

      “They did nothing, Petra,” Mom answers with some anger in her tone. “They took the money and deleted the report from the system.” She lets out a loud breath, shaking her head in displeasure. “They only pretended to be searching when her disappearance hit the news.”

      “I’m sure her family did a private investigation, no?”

      “They did, but they never found her body,” Mom says.

      “Did dad tell you where it is?”

      From a totally restrained expression, there’s finally the trace of a smile settling on her face. “He did.” To my surprise, I find myself mirroring it. “And one day, Jan will know it too.”

      “I hope he does. His daughter deserves a proper funeral.” I’m not sure if I was supposed to say that or not, but as I look once more at the picture of Janette—a woman nearly my age who had a strict father just like mine, I feel more connected to her than I probably should. My thumb goes to her cheek, and my heart grows heavy with sadness at the pain and suffering she and her family must have gone through. Tears start pricking my eyes, and I sniffle to prevent them from falling. I shouldn’t care about it, after all, I know nothing about her. But damn, it hurts. It hurts knowing she was seventeen and it hurts even more thinking Alex might have been her first. Did she love him? And what about him? Did he love her? My mouth goes dry, so I drink some tea. Then I give a quick glance around me, wanting to focus on something else, but all I can think of is them. What if Janette had never died though? Would they have ended up together? I have so many questions without answers that it only brings me more despair. My eyes drifting to Mom, I ask, “How many people know where the body is?”

      “As far as I know, seven or eight of us,” she replies.

      “You, Alex, dad, and?”

      “His family and his brother-in-law—Sebastian.”

      “So once Jan finds her body…”

      “He will find the cause of her death,” she interposes, reading my mind.

      “If she died from a car accident, then she should have broken bones or something that would indicate it, right?” Mom lets out a quick chuckle, most likely because she knows I’m still under the illusion Alex told me the truth. But at this point, I don’t know who I should believe. Yes, there is a report from the police based on what Dad told her… but what if she changed the cause of Janette’s death for the sake of revenge? Only finding her body will tell me the truth. “Can you tell me where they buried it?”

      “If they know I told you…”

      Seeing how tormented her expression has become, I lean forward and hold her hands. It feels odd to do so, but it’s necessary in the moment. Then looking her in the eye, I say, “No one will kill you. I give you my word.”

      She cuts eye contact, looking down as she ponders my request. “Your dad told me they buried it in an abandoned farm in Den Bosch.”

      “So you don’t know exactly which farm?”

      “I’ve never been there, but there aren’t that many that are abandoned in the area.”

      “Why didn’t you try to find her?” At least that’s what I’d have done.

      “After they threatened me with my life? Petra, are you serious?” Her voice carries some heaviness I wasn’t expecting, and if until now she didn’t speak about Janette’s death to anyone, then I suppose Alex was very convincing.

      Which prompts me to ask, “And Dad never took your side?” There’s something new in her expression as she considers my question. “I mean, how did he react when Alex threatened you? Wasn’t he mad at Alex?”

      Mom chuckles, shaking her head. “Your dad just downplayed it and took his side as always. He said I was in the wrong, and it was none of my business to go and report the son of his boss.” She pauses, a small smile appearing on her lips. “But I did what I had to. No matter who Alex was, I had a moral obligation to report him.” Her gaze then drops, and it seems like she’s thinking something through. “After that day, your dad never trusted me again. And our relationship became even more distant.”

      “Wow,” I utter, although not that surprised. “And, um, was he already cheating on you back then?” I know this is a super personal question, but I know so little about them as a married couple that’s it’s hard to believe they have ever been together in the first place.

      “Well, he was hanging out with Alex and going to wild parties all the time, so I believe so.” She pauses for a beat. “But I have zero evidence, only a good instinct.”

      Despite hating her and everything she’s done to me, I can’t help but feel some pity for the shitty marriage she had. Having a husband who doesn’t support you or take your side and goes to wild parties with a playboy must be hard to handle. “So why you didn’t divorce him earlier then?”

      Mom shrugs her shoulders. “We had our good moments too. And I loved him a lot back then. I admired him, his dedication, his ambition… Each time we’d go to a social gathering, everyone would praise him and say how lucky I was for having him…” Blowing out a breath, Mom dips her head a bit, probably lost in her own thoughts. “I was very emotionally attached to him,” she says with some shyness in her voice. “Which is why I knew you were making a big mistake by starting a relationship with your godfather. You were—and still are—very emotionally attached to him.” There’s a small pause as she gauges my reaction. “I can sense history repeating itself.” She rubs my fingers gently, reminding me that we were still grasping one another.

      I refute her statement just as fast. “I think any couple is emotionally attached to each other. This is normal.”

      Suddenly, Mom stands up from her seat, smoothes her dress, and after taking my wedding invitation from the low table, she goes and stands in front of the fireplace, burning brightly at the end of the room. “Now that you know everything, I hope you understand why I won’t be able to attend your wedding.” And she throws my invitation in it.
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        Dieren, 1 December 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      The drive back to the Van Dieren’s estate might only take forty-five minutes, yet neither Yara nor I say a word during the whole trip. Yara didn’t even ask anything about my encounter with Mom, except when she saw me coming back, to which she only asked, “Ready?” Maybe she doesn’t want to know, or maybe she isn’t as curious as I am. From my side, I’m still under a wave of shock at everything Mom told me. Turning my head to Yara, her dark-brown eyes are still glued on the road, unaware of what I know about her. As I keep observing her, I wonder if she helped her brother and my dad dig the grave to bury her friend. How could she leave the body of a friend decomposing in an abandoned farm without any remorse? How? The question is on the tip of my tongue, but I refrain myself from asking; both Alex and Mom would be in trouble for having shared such a big secret with me without her knowledge.

      I turn to the other side and look out of my window, trying to distract myself with brighter thoughts. Yet, I can’t remove Janette’s image from my head no matter how much I try to. And Alex… the boiling rage in me is too great to not confront him about her death. Oh no, I won’t let him lie again about that night.

      After Yara parks the car, I go back inside the manor and head toward Alex’s study—which is where he is according to Stuart. My face remains as stoic as possible so not to raise suspicions while I cross the hallway and greet the rest of the staff. Then, standing in front of his door, I knock a few time, the rage in me nearly exploding.

      I don’t hear anything, except footsteps approaching from the other side. To my surprise, Alex opens the door himself, and despite his beautiful smile and piercing blue eyes, I point at him and say, “We need to talk.” He steps aside, letting me in. There’s a clear air of confusion on his face from my tone, but I don’t drop my guard.

      After he closes the door behind us, I can’t contain myself anymore and go straight to the point. “You lied to me again, didn’t you?” Although my tone is not too loud, the hate I have for him and his lies makes me want to scream.

      Confused, he narrows his eyes and walks in my direction. “Are you alright? he asks calmly, trying to hold my shoulders to calm me down.

      But I step back, my heart racing at how furious and mad I am at him. “You said it was a car accident!” Looking him in the eye, all I can feel for him right now is disdain and hate. “What a freaking liar! Of course, it was way more convenient, huh? An accident I could relate to!” Regardless of what he thinks of my behavior, it feels great to unleash everything I’ve kept inside. “It was way better than saying she died while you were fucking and chocking her out, huh?”

      “She didn’t die from that.” To my surprise, Alex doesn’t even deny he was fucking and choking her. So Mom was really telling the truth? Fuck! I snicker at him, looking away to contain the urge to punch him. “She spent the entire night doing cocaine and taking other shit. She most likely died from an overdose.”

      “And who drugged her?” I snap, glaring at him. “Who?”

      “Your dad was one of them.”

      I can’t contain the chuckle at his response. “My dad? Right, because I’m sure you weren’t doing the same.”

      “We were all doing it. Janette liked to get high, and she was bat shit crazy.” I shake my head at how he tries to downplay everything, just like Dad did with Mom. “And I didn’t know it was her until I removed her mask.”

      My brows raise up in surprise at the last part. “Wait—you were fucking a girl when you couldn’t even see her face?”

      “It was a Masquerade party,” he says like it’s a valid reason. “I was twenty-one. A hot girl wants me, masked or not, I don’t care. Never in a million years did I think it was her.”

      Despite his best attempt, I’m not convinced. I’m pretty sure Alex knew it was her, and this whole talk feels like he’s just trying to persuade himself of the contrary. “What kind of monster are you?” The question comes directly from my bleeding heart, and I don’t even know how to make it stop.

      Alex steps closer to me, and tries again to touch me. But any gesture from him is unwelcome, so I move away just as fast. “Petra, that was twenty years ago,” he repeats, his voice smooth like butter. “It was just a party that went wrong.”

      “Just a party that went wrong?” I snigger in disgust at his attempt to brush off what he did.

      What a monster! What a freaking monster!

      There are thousands of words I want to throw at him, but they aren’t words of forgiveness or peace. No, they are words of anger, words to hurt him as much as he hurt me with his lies. “You strangled an innocent woman who was under the influence of drugs. She couldn’t consent to absolutely anything you were doing. She was only seventeen for fucks sake!” I try to keep my gaze on him as I speak, but I can’t; all I see is a murderer. A man who took the life of a woman nearly my age and then hid her body like a coward.

      Alex doesn’t show any remorse, instead he just shakes his head briefly, before saying, “She was perfectly aware and conscious the whole time. She consented to everything she was going through.”

      I can’t even believe he’s trying to justify his cruel act; my gaze is on the floor, as I feel totally lost and drained. But I need to clear this whole thing before I decide what to do next, so I look up at him and say, “Mom told me you threatened her when you found out she reported you to the police. Is it true?” My eyes narrow at him and despite the will to cry from disappointment, I make the conscious effort to add, “And please, no more lies.” I observe him attentively; his eyes, his breathing, his facial expression, anything that can give me a clue if he’ll answer truthfully or not.

      Alex breaks eye contact, draws out a breath and, looking me again in the eye, he says, “Yes, I might have advised her to stay out of it if she didn’t want to put herself in trouble.”

      My heart freezes for a moment, and I instantly regret to have posed the question in the first place. No, it’s not the question I regret. I’d never regret knowing the truth. Truth only hurts because we don’t want those we love to disappoint us. And when they do, we would rather blame it on us for asking them than on their actions and lies. “You have no heart, do you?”

      “Your mom is completely nuts!” he snaps back. “After the incident, your dad told her the whole story and she, his wife, went to the police and reported us!” He runs a hand through his hair, unsteady and angry. “It was none of her damn business.” Then he chuckles, shaking his head as he recalls those memories. “Your dad was a dumb idiot who trusted her way too much. She did it for revenge. That’s it.”

      “I need some time alone,” I manage to pull out of my chest, between my strangled breaths. “I need to take some time alone, and, um, figure out if I can do this.”

      “Do what?” he asks instantly.

      My eyes slowly drift up from the floor to his, and despite the confusion on his face, I say, “Marry you.”

      His lips part in astonishment, and I see how destabilized he is. “The wedding is Saturday!” Alex starts pacing around, lost in his own thoughts. Then he looks back at me and adds, “Your mom is just doing it on purpose.”

      Oh, blaming my mom is a great strategy isn’t it? But instead I just say, “She’s risking her life to tell me things you never did! Things you lied about!”

      “She’s creating further conflict between us,” he insists. “That’s what she wants.” I shake my head in disbelief as I watch him blaming others for his own mistakes. “And you’re just falling for it.” His tone is louder, more hurried, and laced with fear. Is it fear of losing me? Or fear of the unknown now that his lies have been exposed?

      “And yet, we could’ve avoided all of that if you had told me the truth,” I reply back, despite feeling emotionally exhausted. “Sounds familiar, huh?”

      “I told you Jan’s daughter died from an accident, and that’s the truth.”

      “While you were fucking her makes a big difference,” I rebuke  simply.

      “Which is why I didn’t mention it.” His voice is now lower but carrying more honesty than I’ve ever heard. He’s just honest now because I unmasked his lies, I tell myself. Just like he did when I caught him and his edited audio file.

      His office falls in a freezing silence as we both try to recover from the bruises we just inflicted on each other. Despite my best efforts, the more I look at him, the more I see him differently than before. And I’m not sure how I feel about it.

      “What if I cancel the wedding?” My unexpected question breaks the cold air between us. Alex creases his brows as the gravity of the situation sinks into him. He then takes a few loud breaths, and with his eyes meeting mine, he says, “I’d be left… heartbroken.” His voice cracks with his final word.

      “After breaking the hearts of so many women, I guess we could call it karma then.” My bitterness echoes around the room, but Alex remains mute, devoid of any will to reply. “I need to go.” Yes, I do need to go. I need to leave and take a step back to think about us and where we go from there.

      I open the door, and as I’m about to step outside, I hear him from behind asking, “Are you leaving me?”

      The sadness in his voice makes my heart reel. The reality we are trapped in hurts, but I don’t dare to turn around and look him in the eye. So instead, my head turning slightly toward my right shoulder, I mutter, “Yes.” And I do so, closing the door behind me.

      I lock myself in my bedroom so as not to be disturbed and lie on the bed. There, I spend a few minutes replaying every word of our discussion, the seriousness of what he did, his lies to cover his crime… He said it was an accident, but what if he is still lying? What if Janette asked him to stop, and he didn’t? Fuck… The idea of it brings tears to my eyes, and the cruelty of everything makes me want to vomit. I need to leave this place; the air is so heavy and dense that it’s hard to breathe. I need to go somewhere new, somewhere far away from him and his family. I take out my iPhone and call Emma. As soon as I hear her voice, I say, “Pack your stuff, we are leaving.”

      “What?” she snaps on the other side. “What happened?”

      “We need to find a new place. I’ll explain everything once we get there,” I say.

      “Alright, um, can you give me fifteen minutes?”

      “Sure.” And I hang up.

      I need to call the driver, but I’m too scared to step outside and see Alex again. So instead, I go and check the contact numbers of the staff that Margaret left on the nightstand. Finding the mobile number of Stuart, I call him immediately.

      “Stuart?” I say as soon as I hear someone speaking on the other side.

      “Oh, Ms Van Gatt, what can I do for you?”

      Despite my loud beats and my anxiety rising, I put on my most polite voice and say, “Um, can you kindly call the driver? I need to go somewhere. It’s really urgent.”

      “Of course. He should be ready in ten minutes.”

      “Thank you.”

      Before I can hang up though, Stuart adds, “Is everything alright, Miss?”

      “Wonderful,” I breathe out and end the call.

      Then, I open my bags and start emptying the wardrobes filled with my clothes. My moves are rushed, matching with my racing heartbeats, and I stack everything inside the bags as fast as I can. Then I go to the ensuite bathroom and take all my belongings in a hurry.

      Once the bags are done, I call the butler again to make sure the driver is waiting at the entrance. Not even a minute later, Stuart is on my door ready to take my luggage.

      Armed with courage, I cross the hallway and stop in front of Emma’s bedroom. After knocking a few times, she opens the door, and it’s wide enough for me to see her luggage standing beside her and ready to go.

      “I’m not sure what are you up to, but if you go, I go,” she says just above a whisper.

      I plunge her into a tight hug, and make the conscious effort to not let my tears fall. “Thank you.”

      Then I help Emma with her bags until we stumble across Stuart and Clarissa who help us out.

      The four of us rush to the main entrance in silence and I truly appreciate the fact they aren’t asking any questions. There, we find the door wide open and the car parked outside along with the driver waiting for us.

      The driver opens the rear door, and we quickly slide into the back seats. We hear the sound of the trunk opening, and the staff putting the remaining luggage inside. Once I hear it close, I know we are ready to go and leave this place—and my fiancé—behind.

      “Where are we going?” the driver asks as he sits in front.

      Shit. I didn’t book any hotel yet. I grab my iPhone, but before I can do anything, Emma steps in and says, “Breitner House in Amsterdam, please.” Oh, looks like she had already booked something for us. “I booked it until Saturday,” she adds in a low voice.

      Looking out of my window, I find Clarissa and Stuart standing on the sidewalk, smiling at me. Since I don’t see anyone around, I go out to give them a big hug, thanking them for everything, and tell them goodbye.
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      I watch Petra from the window of my study as she gets into the car after hugging Clarissa and Stuart. Then, a few moments later, the engine starts running, and the car drives her away.

      They say if you love someone set them free, and they will come back if it was meant to be. Those words have never resonated so deeply with me until now. Now that she’s gone, I remain standing here, looking absently to the empty driveway and wondering if we were ever meant to be in the first place.

      I hear my mother entering into the room, her annoyance already filling the air behind me. “Did she really leave?” Her voice is rushed and obnoxious.

      I remain still, standing in front of the window, my eyes taking in the beauty of winter. Everything outside seems so peaceful and quiet. No wonder Petra loves it so much. “She did,” I utter serenely.

      “Oh, brilliant! And the wedding is Saturday.” Her loud, stern tone nearly startles me. Despite knowing Mom is still behind me pacing around my study, I don’t blink or move. “What a child! What a crazy child! How dare she leave four days before the wedding?” She pauses, muttering something under her breath. “And where is she going in the first place?” Silence ensues as Mom awaits for an answer. “Alex?” But I’ve got nothing to say, so I just ignore her. “Alex?” she repeats, louder this time.

      “I don’t know, Mother,” I snarl, turning my head toward her.

      “You don’t know?” she snickers in return. “Your fiancée took her bags and left! Do you not get that?”

      The outrage in her voice is irritating, but I just take a long breath in and slowly exhale. “We had to talk about a few things, and the rest was up to her.”

      “And you couldn’t have waited until getting married for that?”

      My attention goes back to the window and the outdoors. Small snowflakes are starting to fall, whitening the entirety of the landscape. “She deserved to know before.”

      “Fantastic,” Mom snaps in sarcasm behind me. “Stuart!”

      I hear footsteps rushing in the hallway before they enter into the study. “Yes, Lady Margaret?”

      “Would you be so kind telling me where the driver is dropping them off?”

      “Um…” Stuart seems confused as he pauses for a moment to ponder my mom’s request. “Well, I’m not sure Ms. Van Gatt wants to be found.”

      “I beg your pardon?” The shock in my mom’s voice makes me laugh inwardly, but I do my best not to make a sound.

      “I will call the driver straight away.”

      I see Mom standing near the door, rubbing her eyelids in frustration. My heart tightens at the sight of it. At her age, she shouldn’t go through so much stress. Even though I know I deserve everything Petra is doing to me, I truly hope she won’t deceive us.

      Mom looks in my direction, her expression dead serious, but also deeply hurt. “If she doesn’t show up in time for the wedding, you better forget her once and for all.” And before I can even speak out, Mom points at me and snaps, “And don’t you dare marry her later on, behind my back!”

      “Don’t worry.” My voice remains calm as I try to appease her. “If Petra doesn’t come back in time for our wedding, I’ll marry the woman of your choice.”

      Her eyes widen in confusion, and she blinks twice. “Um, what do you mean?”

      I consider a few more seconds what I have in mind before telling her. “What do you think of Amanda?” I ask. “She was good a fit, wasn’t she?”

      “I mean, she was a fine lady, yes. Elegant, classy, articulate…” There is a small pause as Mom seems to think something through. “I just wish she would’ve had a backbone to put you back in your place when you needed, but—”

      “We have two ceremonies, no?”

      “Yes…” Mom replies, squinting at me.

      “And I assume the one that matters to you the most is the one on Sunday at two p.m., in the St. John’s cathedral, right?

      “Of course,” she answers straight away. “Everyone will be there.”

      I nod pensively, and as I look back to the gardens and the snow falling, I say, “If Petra doesn’t come back by Friday night, then I will marry Amanda.”

      Mom gasps instantly. “You don’t even love her.”

      “This wedding will happen.” I turn to her and add, “With the woman I love or not.”

      “Alex, you don’t have to do that,” she says.

      “Amanda is a good fit. Even if I have affairs, she will stay. She stayed for over ten years. She’s perfect.”

      Mom doesn’t seem convinced, and her facial expression becomes deeply concerned and even a tad angry. “That is not what marriage is supposed to be.”

      My hands on her shoulders, I look her in the eye and say, “I won’t let anyone humiliate you, me, or our family.”

      She takes a deep breath but remains mute for a moment, most likely pondering my words. “I appreciate the gesture, but there’s no need for you to do that. If she doesn’t come back by Friday night, I’ll just ask the team to cancel everything and contact the guests one by one.”

      “I insist.”

      Mom narrows her eyes as she observes me attentively. “But why? Why do you insist on this?”

      I turn to the window and watch the snow falling as I ponder telling her the truth or not. “I broke up with Amanda because I genuinely thought Petra was the one.” Even though I never admitted it to myself before, I know that unconsciously there was a stark of hope that maybe, just maybe, Petra could feel the same. I turn to look Mom in the eye, and after taking a deep breath, I say, “If she isn’t, then breaking things off with Amanda was only a mistake. And I can fix it.” After all, Amanda told me if I change my mind before the big day, I could always call her.

      “You are insane,” Mom rebukes. “Absolutely insane.” She then paces around the room while ruminating everything I just told her. “You are doing it to punish yourself for losing her,” she says. “That’s why you want to marry Amanda. It’s a punishment you are inflicting on yourself.”

      I turn my back on her, focusing on the outdoors. “You may leave now,” I instruct, wanting nothing more than to be left alone.

      Mom lets out a sigh loud enough for me to know how much she disapproves of my decision, but she doesn’t say anything further. A few moments later, I only hear her footsteps fading in the background, and the door finally closing behind her.

      Alone in my study, my eyes remain on winter and everything this wonderful season means to me. As I look at the snow, it reminds me of Aspen and of my first night with Petra. I remember every little detail like it was yesterday: the white dress we’d chosen in the vintage shop, her jasmine perfume filling the bedroom, her glossy lips tasting like peppermint, her skin radiant and smooth, her face glowing at the mellow lights coming from the fireplace… my heart parts in fury at those memories matching with the same intensity as when I was there with her. Of all the women I’ve been with, I had never had this type of connection before. This type of intimacy, vulnerability, sense of loyalty and commitment…

      The day Petra was baptized, Father Thomas said love is a giving behavior, displayed with commitment and care. And that resonated well with me. Maybe too well. Ever since that day, I was truly committed to care about her. A new sense of responsibility had blossomed in me, which I embraced with joy as I became her godfather… Jeez, I don’t even know why I’m thinking about it. Would it be because of my mom’s words?

      You are doing it to punish yourself for losing her, I recall her nearly shouting a few minutes ago.

      And I think Mom is right. Losing Petra will mean I failed—I failed to love her with commitment and care, and that is something for which I can’t forgive myself.

      All of a sudden, I hear a few knocks on the door, and despite not responding, the door slams wide open. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      I roll my eyes upon hearing that voice. “Yara, what are you doing here?”

      But Yara just rushes in my direction until she stands beside me and wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Your little sister here has got this.” I ignore her pathetic remark but glare at her unsolicited arm on me. “She’s staying at the Breitner House with Emma.”

      Since her arm is still hanging around my shoulders, I push it away. “You might want to share this info with Mom. She was the one  asking about it.”

      “Are you brooding?” she teases with a pouting face to make fun of me.

      “Always so funny, huh?”

      “Oh, relax, she’ll be back.” I’m not sure if my sister is saying that just to reassure me or if she truly means it. “If Petra doesn’t come back by Friday, I’ll personally drag her to the wedding.”

      “I appreciate the gesture. But there is no need,” I snap back, my eyes still glued on the outdoors.

      “Of course there is no need. I’m sure you’ll personally go there and drag her yourself.”

      “What?” I turn to her, giving her a confused look. Is she joking right now? Is it some sort of sarcasm I failed to grasp? “I won’t drag anyone, no.”

      Yara doesn’t seem to get it. “So what are you gonna do? Are you gonna call her to come back or what?”

      A gush of air rolls of my lips, my patience with her vanishing. “No, I won’t call her to come back. In fact, I don’t intend to do anything. Can you leave me alone now?”

      “Why not?” Jeez! She can be so freaking annoying. “You both love each other. You are meant for each other.” She then points at me, and adds sounding demanding, “And you are meant to marry her this weekend.”

      Shaking my head at her idiotic insistence, I turn to look her in the eye, but as I do so, her words sink into me, and instead of telling her to go, I find myself saying, “Or maybe I was just meant to love her. Not to marry her.”
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        Amsterdam, December 1, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      Of all the hotels in Amsterdam, I’m positively surprised that Emma booked a historic private house for us. And it’s not any house. Nope, it’s the one and only Breitner House. According to our host, Camilla, the iconic mansion was built in the nineteen century and used to be the house of the well-known Dutch Impressionist painter, George Breitner. She gives us an entire tour of the place, before showing us one of the bedrooms which used to be his studio—the bedroom is ample, extravagant and refined, with baroque style high ceilings, a crystal chandelier in the center, and paintings covering the walls. I notice there’s also a living room adjacent to the bedroom with a big classic fireplace. I cannot for the life of me believe Emma came up with this accommodation on her own. She doesn’t like art and couldn’t care less about it, so how come she found the house of a renewed painter in only fifteen minutes?

      “Alright, if you need anything else just dial nine to call reception,” Camilla says before she goes and closes the door behind, leaving Emma and I alone.

      “How did you find out about this place?” I ask straight away.

      Emma goes to the bed and lies on it, sighing loudly as she revels in the coziness of the mattress. “Yara booked it for me.”

      “Yara?” I remain confused as to why she would do so. “You called her?”

      “Well, yeah. She knows Amsterdam a lot better than I do.” She then sits on the bed, and after observing me for a few more seconds, she says, “So, now that we are here…” I roll my eyes, already anticipating what she will say next. “Are you gonna tell me what happened or what?”

      “Alex and I had a fight and, um, I’m no longer sure what I want to do…” Jeez, I can’t believe I’m having doubts about marrying him. After everything we went through, this is something I never thought I’d be hesitant of. And yet, here we are.

      “Yeah, I kinda figured it out, but what was it about?” she asks, her eyes fixed on me.

      I sigh, knowing she’s not gonna like the answer. “I can’t tell you that part.”

      “What?” Emma blinks twice, gaping at me, and I can tell her patience is running low. “Oh girl, forget it. I’m not gonna sit here and watch you be sad and depressed without knowing why.” Do I look sad and depressed though? I didn’t even think I did. “So? Fess up.”

      I go and sit beside her on the bed; it’s actually pretty comfortable. Since Emma keeps looking at me to get an answer, I lie down, averting her gaze. “It’s nothing really. I promised I wouldn’t say a word to anyone.”

      Emma lies down beside me, and we both start looking at the white ceiling above us. “I’m not anyone.”

      “I know, but I promised to keep my mouth shut.”

      I feel her eyes on me as she asks, “Was it such a big fight that you can’t forgive him?”

      Her question makes me uneasy and I’m not sure what to tell her about it. “He did some very bad things in the past. Things I’m not sure how I feel about.”

      “What is it long time ago?” She asks again.

      “Yeah, twenty years ago.”

      “Huh?” She sits immediately, her face totally in shock. “Why do you care so much about it, then?”

      “It’s complicated…” That’s the best way to sum it up. “He did a horrible thing and threatened my mom if she would ever speak out.”

      “Oh, so it’s that secret your mom knows about but didn’t want to tell you?”

      “Yeah…” I let my word trail off as I remain engrossed on my owns thoughts. “I’m just so conflicted; on one side, I love him so much, but on the other, I hate him for what he did, and I want to make him pay for that.”

      “Does he regret doing it?”

      “Well, he said it was a mistake, a party that went wrong,” I tell her, trying my best to remain vague. “At least, I hope so.”

      “Alright,” Emma mumbles, leaving the bed. “I’m sure you guys will be fine. I’m starving, gonna check what’s up for dinner.” She takes the desk phone resting on the nightstand, dials a number and puts the phone against her ear. “Good evening, I’d like to know what your options are for dinner.” Her face glows instantly for some reason. “Oh, cool, yeah, one sec…” She then looks at me, turning the phone away from her face. “Petra, what do you want to eat? They can cook anything for us.”

      “What am I doing?” I ask, still ruminating about us.

      “Um, right now, you were about to tell me what you want to eat.”

      “No, I mean, what am I supposed to do?”

      “Petra, he made a mistake twenty years ago. Like, who cares…”

      “I do care. He killed a woman, for fuck’s sake!” Oh shit! I cover my mouth to prevent my gasp, but it’s too late. Why can’t I just shut the fuck up?

      Emma remains totally frozen as she blinks at me, her mouth wide open. “Alright, it seems like she hasn’t decided yet. I’ll call you later.” And she hangs up.

      Before she can say or do anything else, I put my hands together and plead, “Please, Emma, don’t say a word to anyone about it.” Jeez, I can’t believe I fessed up such a big secret to her. If Alex knows I told her, he might never talk to me ever again.

      “So he killed someone twenty years ago? Holy shit! That’s wild…” Emma rushes back to the bed, but instead of sitting, she just stands in front of me, leaning against the wall.

      “It was an accident, a party that went wrong…” Since Emma already knows one part of the story, I guess it’s okay to tell her the rest. “But yeah, and she was the daughter of one of his friends… And until now, Alex never told him the truth, can you imagine? And when Mom wanted to speak out, he threatened her.”

      “Fuck…” Emma takes a deep breath in and out but keeps quiet for a few more seconds. “I mean, we all do make mistakes.”

      “I don’t go around killing people on accident,” I snap back.

      “But it was an accident, wasn’t it? Like, it can happen to anyone.” I can’t help but remain perplexed at how cool Emma seems to be about what he did. She then glances around the room, goes to the window beside the bed, and opens it. “Do you think I can smoke here?”

      “Why are you protecting him so much?” I finally ask her.

      She stands by the open window and takes a cigarette from her pack. “Well, because it could’ve been me when I tied up James in my basement, you know.” Then she puts the cigarette between her lips and lights it up. After blowing out the smoke, she says, “Fortunately, you stepped in and made me stop.” Despite knowing she just wants to help me and make me feel better, what he did doesn’t sit well with me, and I don’t know how I will ever look past that. “The point is it’s thanks to his past that he’s the man he’s today.”

      “But he lied to me about it.”

      “You did lie too. Remember?”

      I can’t believe she’s bringing this up. Shaking my head, I snarl, “It’s not even comparable!”

      “Alright, babe, look…” She puffs the smoke toward the window, before turning to me. “I’m not here to rush you into getting married. If you want to cancel the wedding, by all means do it, call Margaret or Julia and tell them you’re not ready.” My eyes drift down to my lap as I consider this option. “If you can't forgive him then, yeah, I think it’s better you don’t marry him.” After she throws her cigarette away, she closes the window and walks back to the nightstand. “Now, I really have to order some damn food before I die of starvation.” While Emma is again calling the kitchen, I draw out a breath, thinking about what I should do; canceling the wedding seems the most reasonable and sensible thing to do. After all, even if I forgive him, being married to Alexander Van Dieren will lead to terrible consequences, and I’m not sure how deadly they can be.

      “Oh that sounds nice,” I hear Emma saying over the phone. “Petra,” she whispers, but loud enough to get my attention. “Do you like Risotto with mushrooms, vegan cheese, and white truffles?”

      Despite her question, I’m still lost in my own thoughts; if I do marry him, then Mom might simply go to Jan and tell him the truth. I know she intends to give him the report and show him where the body of his daughter is. And if Jan ever finds out that Alex and his family are to blame, I don’t even want to imagine how vengeful he will be. “I’ve got such a bad presentiment, Emma.”

      “Because of the white truffles?” She asks, most likely to tease. “It’s still the season though…” Seriously? I cock my head to the side, squinting my eyes at her. “That sounds perfect. Thanks,” she says to the kitchen, before hanging up. “What kind of presentiment?”

      “I can’t explain, but I feel like if I marry him, something terrible is gonna happen.” I pause for a beat, gauging her expression. Emma remains focused on me, impatiently waiting for more. “When I was in Bermuda, a soothsayer told me she could only see death and misery for us. And the best to prevent it would be to end the relationship.”

      Her brows raise up and she chuckles at it. “And you believed her?”

      “No, I didn’t,” I reply straight away. “But now… Now I’ve got the feeling she’s right.” Since Emma is still staring at me with an air of disbelief, I add, “Alex threatened my mom when she reported him twenty years ago, and I’m pretty sure she will report him to Jan if I marry him. What if he kills her to prevent her from speaking? Or what if Jan kills Alex? There are so many consequences if I go forward with the wedding.”

      “I don’t think Alex will go as far as killing your mom…”

      “How can you be so sure?” I ask her, my torments taking over me. “I might not like her much, but she doesn’t deserve to die.”

      “Oh gosh, babe, don’t you love him?”

      Emma makes it seems like an obvious choice, and I wish I could be like her, just not giving a shit about his past, overlooking whatever can happen in the future and just hoping for the best. But lives are at stake, and I can’t take it lightly. “I do, but—”

      “Forgiveness is a virtue, you know,” she interposes.

      “Yeah, easier said than done.”
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        * * *

      

      After dinner and while I’m on the sofa of the living room reading, Emma is getting ready to go out. After applying her mascara, she looks at me from the mirror and asks, “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?”

      “A hundred percent. I’ve got a few books to read.”

      We hear some knocks on the door, and Emma’s face immediately glows at the sound. She hastens to fling the door wide open and to my surprise, I see her welcoming Yara inside our living room. Wow. I never thought they’d get along so well after meeting only once at the engagement party. They seem to be inseparable now. I take my AirPods out and greet her for the sake of politeness. “Hey, Yara, how are you?” And I hope that she won’t get started about her brother.

      However, Yara seems to have precisely that in mind as she walks in my direction and sits beside me on the sofa. “Can I have a word with you?”

      “Um, sure…” I switch position and sit in a more proper way to listen to her.

      “Look, my brother didn’t tell me why you left, but all I know is that if you don’t marry him Saturday, he’s gonna marry someone else.”

      “What?” Emma and I shout at the same time. A wave of shock paralyzes me at her statement, and I find myself lost for words.

      “Are you serious, right now?” Emma asks, matching with my own thoughts as she joins us.

      “Do I look like I’m joking?”

      “Why on earth would he do that?” I mange to pull off, my tone filled with frustration and despair.

      “Because he’s hurt, and if you don’t go to the wedding, he’s gonna sabotage himself by marrying Amanda.” Yara doesn’t mince her words. Blowing out a breath, she then adds, “He’s fucked up, like totally fucked up.”

      Amanda? My heart drops into the knotted mess in my stomach. Does he want to marry her? “Or maybe he just realized he should marry her instead,” I tell them as I try my best to look calm and unbothered.

      “Petra, I know you are furious at him, but can’t you be furious and married to him?” I stare at Yara with narrowed eyes, yet her serious face makes me chuckle inwardly. “Like you’ll have your whole life to hate him, but can’t you do it inside the same house?”

      “I appreciate your advice, but it’s not that simple,” I tell Yara. “Maybe Amanda is the right woman for him.” I shrug.

      “Should I slap her or what?” Emma asks Yara. And my jaw drops, realizing that I’m the target. “You love him, he loves you, and you are being fucking stupid,” Emma snaps at me. “You are just overthinking things.” She then turns to Yara and says, “You can say to your brother and your mom that Petra is going. She’s just taking a break.”

      “Emma!” I snap. “I need time to think!”

      “You’ve had time enough.”

      “What he did is not so easy to forgive,” I riposte.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake! What he did happened twenty years ago.” WHAT! I can’t believe Emma said that out loud, forgetting Yara is sitting right beside me. I give her a censoring look, and she seems to get it since she breaks eye contact and mutters, “Alright, do whatever.” Then she turns to Yara, who obviously is now wondering what I could know about that incident, and says, “I’m just gonna grab my purse before we go.”

      Once Emma leaves us alone, Yara turns to me, her dark-brown gaze becoming more sinister and threatening. “Was it my brother or your mom who told you about it?” Her tone is frightening, cold, and barely recognizable from the Yara I know.

      “Um…” I cut eye contact, feeling slightly uncomfortable at how her eyes are still fixated on me. “It doesn’t matter. I won’t say a word to anyone…” I glance at the door wondering why Emma is taking so long. “I’m gonna check what Emma is doing.” And just as I stand up from my seat, Yara grabs my arm and pulls me down right away.

      “I need answers, Petra.”

      “You are hurting me,” I snap as I look at her hand still holding my arm.

      “Was it my brother or your mother?” she repeats the question in a slow pace, but her voice is scary enough for me to know that if I don’t give her an answer, she isn’t gonna let me go.

      “Why is it so important to you?” I look her in the eye, matching with her seriousness and cold stare. “Why are you behaving like a crazy psycho?”

      “Answer my question,” she grits the words out through her teeth, and her hand starts tightening on my arm. “Isn’t that clear?”

      I feel tempted to get physical and slap her, but she is an athlete, and I’m pretty sure she’s got more strength than I, so instead, I just say, “Ask your brother.”

      “Is everything alright?” I hear Emma inquiring as she finally returns into the living room.

      All of a sudden, Yara releases me, and her threatening gaze turns into a pleasant one. Jeez, how does she manage to go from a crazy psycho to a decent human in the split of a second? “Everything’s alright, Emma.” She stands up, her eyes always on me. I compose myself but remain on my guard until Yara turns her back and walks toward the door.

      Emma and I exchange a quick look, but it’s enough for her to know that I really appreciate her stepping in.
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        Amsterdam, December 2, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      I should’ve slept well last night given how quiet and comfortable this bedroom is, yet at six in the morning, I’m already fully awake, ruminating in the darkness of my bedroom. In just three days, I’ll have to settle the biggest decision of my life; whether to get married or not. And yet, right now, I still have no idea what I want to do. The idea of not marrying Alex and him marrying Amanda instead terrifies me. After all, I know it’ll mean the end of our relationship, but it also means that there will be no deaths—Mom will never tell the truth to Jan, and she and Alex will never have to face consequences for it. That seems like the most rational and logical thing to do. Jeez, this is so fucked up. I wonder how many brides are undecided until the very last minute. If they are still uncertain, even when they are walking down the aisle, wearing that long white dress and a smile on their lips while everyone else is staring at them, their gazes full of emotion. Dad was still undecided when he went ahead and married Mom. I recall perfectly well the day he told me, “Deep inside, I knew I shouldn’t marry her.” Despite his own instinct telling him not to, he still went ahead for the sake of not wanting to disappoint her… Only to get divorced a few years later. Yet, for me, it is the opposite, my instincts tell me to go ahead, it’s my head that tells me not to. Drawing out a breath, I leave the bed and make my way to the ensuite bathroom. I take a long, hot shower and try to meditate for at least one minute, clearing my mind from every thought, fear, and doubt.

      After getting dressed, I reach the dining room, and stumble upon Emma, who’s already in there, eating breakfast.

      “Oh, good morning,” I greet, walking toward her to give her a kiss. “How come you are already up?” As I lean down to press my lips on her cheek, the smell of marijuana and Chanel Nº5 hits my nose, creating an interesting mixture.

      “I just came in and was hungry,” she answers, looking a bit tired.

      “Did you have a good evening?”

      “Yeah, it was dope…” she lets her words trail off, and I can tell she wants to say something more. While the waiter steps in and takes my order, I notice Emma observing me like she is just waiting for him to leave. Once we are left alone, she starts cautiously. “Um, look, I want to apologize for what I did yesterday.” Her tone sounds way more carrying and serious than usual. “I should’ve been more careful with my words.”

      “It’s okay,” I tell her, since there’s no much she can do now. “I’m glad you stepped in…”

      “Yara can be such a crazy psycho sometimes.” She draws out a breath in annoyance, looking away for a moment. “I spoke to her, and she was very regretful of what she did.” Is she, though? After all, Yara didn’t text me or say anything further. Is Emma just trying to protect her new friend? Even though she came here to be with me…

      “Yeah, I never thought she’d behave like that,” I tell her. “She seemed to be a totally different person.”

      Emma takes another bite of her toast before saying, “Yeah, I think she took a little something before coming over.” Oh, Yara does drugs? I try to hide my astonishment by taking a sip of my juice and thanking the waiter as he puts my dish in front of me. “Anyway, did you sleep well?” she asks, most likely to change the subject.

      “More or less…”

      “You are still having those nightmares, huh?”

      “Yeah, they still haunt me from time to time…” I say, not wanting to disclose too much, although she already knows quite a lot.

      “Did you talk to a doctor about it?” She asks.

      “Um, I went to see two in New York, and they both said my nightmares are interconnected with my accident, and the fact that Louise spoke about death brought the traumatic experience back to the surface.”

      “Do you still think about the accident?” she keeps asking, which is making me slightly uncomfortable.

      “I try not to,” I disclose. “When I’m awake, I focus on other things, but when I’m sleeping… I can’t control it.”

      “You know that I’m here for whatever you need, right?”

      “I know…” I look at her and, with a smile on my lips, I say, “Thanks for being here.”

      “Always, babe.” We keep eating in silence for a few beats, before Emma asks, “What are your plans for today?”

      “Well, um, I have to study a bit since I have exams before Christmas.”

      “Oh, yeah…” Emma remains quiet for an instant as she seems to be thinking something through. “Do you still talk to that guy from Columbia? Um, what’s his name again?”

      My eyes widen, unable to hide my astonishment at her question. “Matthew?”

      She nods.

      “Um, no, not really…” Why is she talking about him in the first place? “I just don’t have much to tell him.”

      She exhales a swoosh of air, then says, “He called me yesterday, since apparently you blocked his number.”

      “Really?” I ask in total disbelief. “How did he get yours in the first place?”

      “Well, his dad is Eric Bradford…” Yeah, Eric must have had access to it from the case against Alex since we had to include the contact details of our witnesses. “Anyway, I told him to fuck off, but he asked me to tell you if you need his help to study, he’d gladly help. And then I told him to fuck off again.”

      “You did well,” I say with a smile. “I can study on my own, and I definitely don’t need him or his friendship in my life.”

      “Although, he was kind of right to worry…”

      “What? I can’t believe you are taking his side.”

      “I’m not, but look where you are now…” Emma’s directness feels like I’m taking an unpleasant, cold shower. “You are undecided whether to marry Alex or not, so in a way he was right about him.”

      What the heck? I can’t prevent the gap between my lips, before asking, “So you think Matthew is a good guy now?”

      “I think his concerns over your relationship with Alex were genuine and in good faith,” she says, gauging my reaction. “I also had mine, remember? And now at three days till the wedding, you are also having yours.” My jaw flexes, unable to deny that. “I just don’t think you should be mad at him for worrying about you and having legit concerns.”

      “Wow. He must have been very persuasive for you to be delivering such speech.”

      “Look what he sent me after he called.” Emma takes her iPhone and plays a voice message from him: “Hi Emma, I know I’m being insistent, but if you are with Petra, please tell her I just wanted to do the right thing and I was really worried that she was being lured in by a guy who didn’t have her best interests at heart, which is why I showed her the audio. Anyway, um, if she needs help to prepare for the exams, I can help her, and I don’t mind waking up early to match her timezone… Thanks.” Once the voice message ends, Emma says, “I might not like him that much, but he seems to genuinely care about you.”

      “I will have a thought about it,” I tell her for the sake of closing the subject. “Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      While Emma has been sleeping, I’ve been spending the whole afternoon in the living room, my books spread all over the low table, as I get my reading done for my exam about macroeconomics. I was supposed to do it last spring, but due to my coma, Professor Martin was kind enough to let me do it this winter. I stop and wonder for a minute if Matthew still has a copy of his exam in order to know which questions were asked. Of course it won’t be the same, but having an idea of what they got could help me to prepare for mine.

      No, forget it. You’re just making excuses to call him, I think to myself. Despite everything Matt has done, I’m not sure why I don’t feel any anger or resentment toward him. Maybe because, as Emma said, he had legit concerns about Alex and I? Blowing out a breath, I remain looking at the notes he gave me when we were studying together at my house, and I wonder if I should really give him a call or not. Then I remember when I went to the Hamptons for his birthday and how I ran away that night without telling him a word. I can imagine how disappointed he might have felt. Maybe even betrayed. Should I really give our friendship a second chance? The question hangs in my mind as I take my MacBook and decide to do a video-call to at least let him know that I’ve received his message. After a few seconds looking at my black screen, his face emerges along with a big, bright smile.

      “Hey,” Matt greets as he puts his earbuds in. “Thanks for calling. I know I don’t deserve it.”

      I quick chuckle escapes me at his words. “True, but Emma can be very convincing.”

      “I never thought she’d actually deliver my message to you,” he admits. “How are you doing?”

      “Um, I’m well, currently studying for the exams and, um, given the fact you already did them last spring, maybe you could give me a hand,” I tell him, seeing the excitement in his gaze.

      “Yeah, of course,” he answers enthusiastically. “Oh, by the way, I want you know that I, Matthew Bradford, will not interfere anymore in your relationship. It was a very low-blow and I—”

      “I understand,” I interpose, seeing how regretful he is for what he did. “You were worried about me and thought he didn’t hold my best interests at heart,” I tell him, repeating what he said over his voice message. “And, um, I’m sorry if I didn’t invite you for the wedding…”

      Matt breaks in laugher. “No worries. I don’t think I’d have had the stomach to go.” At least, he’s honest about it. “So, do you want to start with macro?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      All of a sudden, I hear a few knocks on the door, which disrupts my reading.

      “Come in,” I shout, already annoyed at the interruption.

      The door flings wide open, and to my surprise, it’s Emma. “Petra, dinner is ready.”

      “Dinner?” I repeat, confused. Then I look at the clock on my MacBook and realize it’s already eight p.m. I notice my FaceTime with Matt is still on as I can see him engrossed in his own book. “Um, Matt, I’m gonna have to go.”

      His gaze goes up at me. “Of course. I think you should be good for the macro exam. If you want to review some lectures tomorrow, just let me know.”

      “Thanks,” I say, my lips curving up at his invitation. “Well, um, have a great one and thank you again for everything.”

      As I close my laptop, I’m still barely believing that I’ve spent the whole afternoon FaceTiming with someone I thought I’d never talk to ever again. In my defense though, we spent most of our time studying, which translated into a very productive afternoon anyway. Truthfully, I had missed co-studying with someone beside me. And the great thing about Matt is that he doesn’t talk much, except when he has to explain concepts and give examples, but we didn’t waste time in trivial talks. And as he promised, we didn’t speak about Alex or the wedding either.

      Sitting at the dining table, I notice Emma is staring curiously at me.

      “What?” I ask her.

      “Did you study well?”

      I can sense the amusement in her tone; I know she wants me to give her all the details about my call with Matthew. But that’s not happening, so instead I just say, “Yeah, thanks. It was a very productive afternoon.”

      “Ms. Van Gatt?”

      Before Emma can say something else, the concierge steps into the dining room carrying a big Jasmine bouquet. “You have a delivery.”

      “Wow,” Emma utters as her gaze lands on the flowers. “Now that’s a great surprise.”

      My smile is up my ears as I leave the table and go to receive them. “Thank you.” Then I take the small card buried between the flowers, and my heart squeezes a bit realizing it’s not from Alex, but from Matt:

      

      Thank you for today. I really loved talking to you again.

      

      X, Matt.

      

      Emma walks over and asks, “Who sent you this?”

      “Um…” I feel tempted to lie, but she snatches the card from my hand and reads it. And with a smirk on her lips, she looks at me and says, “A very productive afternoon, indeed.”

      “Oh, shut up.” I take the card back and instruct the concierge to put the flowers in my room. Then, as Emma starts eating, I discreetly take my iPhone and text him, I received your flowers, well done Mr. Bradford, they are really beautiful. I laugh internally knowing Matt hates when I call him Mr. Bradford, which is precisely why I do it.

      Glad you liked them. You should be all set for macro. Good luck with the exam!”
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        Dieren, December 3, 2020

        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      I used to love sleeping alone. Jeez, how many times did I make excuses in order to avoid having to stay overnight with someone. Even with Amanda, we used to live together only a week per month since she was living in New York and I used to spend most of my time in Amsterdam. I remember how she wanted to follow me and pack her stuff to move to the other side of the Atlantic just because I was there. For her, it was a no-brainer. For me, it was a big issue. I loved our long-distance relationship, seeing her only when I was in New York and living my life in Amsterdam as I wanted was perfect for me. But now as I look to my right side—to the empty side of my bed—it simply means that Petra hasn’t returned, and I despise this reality above anything else. What I wouldn’t give to have her here, peacefully asleep beside me like before. Will she really cancel the wedding because I didn’t tell her the whole truth about Janette’s death? No, that’s impossible. The fact that she cares so much about it is beyond my comprehension. Yet, here we are, two days from our wedding, and she hasn’t said a single word since she left. As I leap off of the bed, I check my iPhone and my heart dies a little more at the confirmation she hasn’t texted. Should I say something? Even just hello? No, she made it clear she wanted to be left alone; I’ll be the last person not respecting her choice. Jeez, as I think of it, I can really call it karma. I never wanted to get married to anyone, and now that I changed my mind on the subject, the woman I want to marry is no longer sure about it. Yeah, what a fucking bitch karma is. I head for a quick shower before going downstairs to have breakfast and work a bit.

      Speaking of work, since Petra will officially become a member of the board on Sunday, regardless if the marriage happens or not, I will have to see her at least three times a year for the board meetings. Jeez, and if that wasn’t enough, she will most likely attend all the social events and dinners Gatt-Dieren hold every year. I shouldn’t be thinking about it like this… I’m certain she will come back before Saturday.

      With my laptop in hand, I heard over to the petit salon and sit on the coziest armchair while Stuart is starting a fire to warm up the room. All of a sudden though, my iPhone starts ringing, and as I look at the name of the caller, uneasiness settles into me. I stand up and walk to the farthest corner of the room before picking up the call. “You shouldn’t call my number,” I say just above a whisper as I stand far enough from Stuart.

      “I’m back in Amsterdam!” Dad sounds like those kids going to Disney for the first time and screaming at their buddies about it. “I can’t believe my son is getting married on Saturday. How are you feeling about the whole thing? Are you stressed? Anxious? Sad? Happy?”

      “Dad…” I say, aiming for him to stop his over-the-top excitement.

      “Hey, do you think I can take you and Petra to have dinner with me tomorrow night?”

      “Are you crazy? I can’t be seen with you,” I remind him, glancing around the room to make sure no one is listening. “You are not supposed to be here. I promised I would get you inside the venue, and that’s it.”

      “Okay, so what’s the plan?”

      “Tomorrow evening I will take you to the castle, and you will sleep there. The staff is aware of your presence, so they will bring you food.”

      “Okay, and during the wedding can I come down?”

      “If you want to be kicked out of the property by security, by all means,” I tell him, since I know they will operate under my mom’s supervision. “Petra and I will come upstairs and take a picture with you.” If she decides to attend her own wedding in the first place that is.

      “Isn’t there a way you can talk some sense into your mom so she can let me attend the ceremony?”

      “Mom wants you dead, Dad.” I don’t mince my words because he should know better by now. “Should I remind you under which conditions you are still alive?”

      I hear a gush of air rolling off his lips before he mutters, “Fucking crazy bitch…” which is understandable since he’s already breaking those conditions by being here in the Netherlands. “Believe me, there isn’t a day that passes by without me thinking about it.”

      I close my eyes for an instant as I let his words sink into me. I’m not sure what I hate the most: the fact he’s putting his life at risk to attend my wedding or the fact there might not even be one to begin with.

      “I know…” I mumble. “That day was just as horrible for you as it was for me.”

      “Bullshit,” he spits out. “You couldn’t have cared less. No one was there for me, no one!”

      “Now I do,” I riposte. But the truth is, during their divorce, not many people sided with Dad. When the story of his bastard went public, those who didn’t depend on him simply stopped talking to him, and those who did, Mom made sure to change their allegiance. And while all my sisters supported Mom, I tried to remain somewhat neutral, which was almost impossible given the circumstances. “The humiliation you went through that day is not something I’d wish upon even my worst enemy.” I pause for a beat before saying, “Yet you managed to built yourself a new life in Bermuda with a woman that suits you way better than Mom. Don’t risk your life just for a ceremony.” As I hear Dad exhaling loudly, I know he’s pondering my words. “Stay upstairs, alright? Petra and I will come to see you ,and we’ll spend time together, I promise.”

      “Well, I hope your marriage will be better than mine. Although that’s not too hard to achieve.”

      “I hope so too. See you tomorrow.” And I hang up.

      I close my eyes for a moment and rub my eyelids, trying to destress from this whole thing. I just hope Dad won’t behave like a fool and show up uninvited among the guests. Then I go and sit again on the armchair, the fireplace burning brightly not too far from it. I open my laptop and check the latest report Paulo sent me about our growth in Singapore.

      “Did she tell you anything yet?” Mom steps into the petit salon, her voice startling me, as I wasn’t expecting having company so soon.

      My gaze follows her figure across the room, strutting with a clear purpose, before it returns to my laptop. “Good morning, Mom.”

      She huffs at my greeting, ignoring it. “So? Is she coming back or not? The wedding is supposed to be in two days.”

      There’s nothing worse than hearing her obnoxious tone at eight in the morning. “She hasn’t said anything yet.”

      “Then call her,” she insists.

      My eyes remain pinned on the screen as I keep reading the report. “Not a chance,” I reply, hoping she will leave the room once and for all.

      “Why not?”

      Blowing out a breath at her insistence, I find myself regretting coming downstairs. I should’ve locked myself in my study instead. “Because she’s the one who decided to leave,” I answer simply, my attention never leaving the screen. “I’m not here to pressure anyone to be with me.”

      “Calling to ask how the person we love is doing has nothing to do with pressure, Alexander.”

      “Yara told me she was doing well. Now if you don’t mind, I have some work to do.” I look at her with annoyance, hoping she’ll understand I want to be left alone.

      “Fine,” Mom spits out. She walks back toward the door, but, for some reason, stops mid-way. “Don’t forget we have a meeting with Yara and Julia this evening.”

      “I know. Julia called me yesterday to make sure that I attend.”

      “Did she tell you what it’s about?” Mom asks.

      “Who knows, but it seems important, at least for them,” I reply.

      “Alex, you realize that tomorrow if Petra is not here, we will have to cancel the wedding, right?”

      Jeez, it’s unbelievable how persistent and insufferable she can be when something is not going her way. “I already told you what I will do.”

      “Your pride is blinding you,” Mom chides. “And it’s leading you down a path of self-destruction.”

      “Weren’t you so willing for me to marry, huh?” I snap, closing my laptop and standing up. “I don’t get why you aren’t happy now.” After all, during the ten years I was with Amanda, Mom never stopped giving me unsolicited advice about my relationship, which, given her failed marriage, was quite hilarious. “Don’t you want to have grandkids from my side?”

      “Oh, this is sickening…” She looks away, shaking her head. “You need help, and it’s definitely not gonna be fixed by marrying a woman that you don’t love.”

      I ignore her. At this point, I’m done arguing with her. Nothing has changed in this house; there will always be arguments and drama no matter what. I get up and leave the room and head back upstairs to my study without a word, just like Dad used to when he was living here.
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        Amsterdam, December 3, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      I didn’t call Matthew today. Not because I didn’t enjoy the time we spent yesterday co-studying, but because I haven’t been able to focus on pretty much anything since I woke up. My heart aches knowing in two days I have to make a decision. I wonder if Alex has already called Amanda and brought her to the Netherlands. I feel tempted to call him, but what am I gonna say? Is Amanda here? Do you want to marry her? If not, why are you doing this to yourself? Maybe we can fix our problems together once we are married. But what if it only gets worse? Someone starts knocking on my door, and the sound of it pulls me back from my thoughts. I just hope it’s not Matthew who took a flight overnight to come here. “One second,” I say as I go and crack the door open. “Oh, that’s a surprise.”

      “Good afternoon, Petra,” Margaret greets with a frigid tone. “May I come in?”

      “Sure…” I guess I don’t have much of a choice now that she is here, so I just step aside, letting her walk into the living room.

      Margaret paces around, observing the decor and the paintings on the walls. “This a beautiful place you’ve got here.”

      “Thanks.” I close the door behind me and ask, “Um, do you want some tea or water?”

      Margaret turns to face me, her expression telling me nothing. “My son intends to marry Amanda if you don’t come back.”

      My gaze drops to the floor at the directness of her words. “I know. Yara told me.”

      “And what do you have to say about it?”

      I ponder for a moment, pressing my lips together. “It might be the most reasonable thing to do,” I say sincerely. “If Alex gets married to Amanda, my mom won’t expose anyone, and you won’t have to worry about your family’s secrets going public.”

      “I guess I should rejoice myself, then.” Margaret takes a few steps in my direction before adding, “Yet seeing my son so heartbroken doesn’t bring me any joy. After all, I know he wants to marry you, not Amanda.” We look at each other in the eye, but we are both used to hiding our game and our torments like professionals. “But what about you? Do you still want to marry him?”

      “Your son turned out to be someone slightly different than I thought I knew…”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      I draw out a breath, looking away for a moment, before meeting her gaze again. “A part of me, yes… But the other…”

      “I know my son is not perfect,” Margaret begins, her tone switching to a more caring one. “I know he’s made a shit ton of mistakes in the past.” My eyes widen at her foul language. I’m not used to hearing any improper words come from her mouth, so when I do, I still get slightly uncomfortable. “But I can assure you of one thing: I’ve never seen him so happy and fulfilled since the day he has been with you.” An acute pain strikes my heart at her declaration, and tears start forming in my eyes, but I push them back with a sniffle. “You are his whole world, his everything.” I dig my head down, closing my eyes to tame the climbing emotions, but Margaret reaches out and brings my chin up to face me. “Don’t take that away from him.” Her words both heal and destroy me at the same time. My heart feels so damn empty; the uncertainty about Alex and I is killing me.

      “Marrying him could be so deadly.” My lip quivers as I speak.

      “I know,” Margaret says, not even trying to hide her plan if Mom speaks up. I don’t know how she can have the audacity to come here, and admitting without any ounce of shame or guilt what she is up to. Blowing out a breath, she then adds, “Well, since you no longer intend to marry him, then I suppose I can get my heirloom ring back.” She reaches down and takes my hand. Holding it up, she looks at the ring and says, “I’m sure Amanda will love it.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      The last thing I need after a video call with our finance department is for Roy to step in and ask me how the preparations for the wedding are going. He doesn’t typically ask questions unless there is some sort of secret agenda behind it, so it was either Petra or Tess who called him and shared some confidential info about us. And despite my best attempt to hide it, I’ve got the feeling he knows something is off.

      Yet here he is playing pretend with me as he says, “I’ll be landing tomorrow evening in Amsterdam.” He then pauses, gauging my reaction. Since I don’t make any comment, he proceeds, “Should I go to your house on Saturday before heading to De Haar with Petra?”

      “Yes, the civil ceremony is at three p.m., so kindly be here by two,” I tell him, like I know nothing.

      “Great,” he mumbles, waiting for me to confirm his doubts. Since I don’t do so, he then just ends the phone call. “Well, see you soon.”

      “See you soon.” And I hang up with a victorious smile, not telling him shit.

      Someone knocks on the door of my study, and I instruct whoever it is to come in. As the door opens, my eyes land on Mom. “Yes?”

      “I’ve got someone here for you,” she says with a calmer voice than usual.

      I crease my brows in curiosity, but my heart jumps when Mom widens the door and Petra emerges beside her.

      “Hey,” she utters shyly as she walks slowly in my direction while Mom closes the door behind her, leaving us alone.

      I stand up from my chair and go to greet her. “Hey…” I blink twice to make sure I’m well awake and not dreaming. “Um, I don’t know what Mom told you, but I didn’t know she went to see you. I know you wanted to be left alone and—”

      “Is it true you were gonna marry Amanda if I didn’t show up until tomorrow?” she asks, her gaze laced with worries I’ve never seen before.

      “Yes,” I breathe as we stand at only inches from each other. “If we weren’t meant to be, I wanted to be able to move on.”

      Petra keeps looking me in the eye but doesn’t say anything further. Yet I can see how my intention to move on is something that struck her to the core. “While I was in a coma, I was trapped in a nightmare where you were married to Amanda and my mom was telling me you had moved on.” My heart sinks into my gut as I hear her telling me this for the first time. “I’d rather be mad at you while being your wife than live in that reality again.”

      A chuckle escapes both of us, but the last part is everything I have ever wanted to hear from her. I gaze into her eyes and mumble a soft, “Thank you.”

      Our lips get closer at every heartbeat, but before I can close the small gap between them, Petra puts a hand on my chest, halting me. “I need you to make me a promise though,” she begins. “And I need you to keep it as long as we shall live.”

      “Tell me.”

      My eyes drift down to her glossy lips, and I watch them moving as she says, “No more lies. No more secrets. And no more deaths.” The request seems way harder to agree on than I expected. “I can forgive the mistakes you made in the past, as long as you promise me you won’t repeat them in our marriage.”

      I don’t answer straight away, I remain fixated on her blue eyes and how much I’ve missed them. “Alright, I promise.”

      “Alex,” Petra keeps looking me in the eye like she wants to see my soul. “I’m serious about it. If something happens to my mom, and I learn you are an accomplice…” she creases her brows, looking down for a moment. “I’m not gonna take it well.” I frown immediately at her words, but before I can add my two cents, she continues, “I won’t say anything to Jan about his daughter, even though I believe he has the right to know where her body is, but don’t you dare kill my mom.”

      Considering how we left off, I was expecting the worst, but I think I can work with that. “Fine. No more lies. No more secrets. And no more deaths,” I repeat to her, already trying to figure out how to do so. But of all three, I believe the third one is the one that matters the most to her. And the hardest to abide with. “Can I ask you something?” I say, smoothing a lock of hair behind her ear.

      “Sure.”

      “Did you really think about leaving me?”

      The right corner of her mouth slightly curves up. “I might have thought about it, yes.”

      “And what made you come back?”

      She claps her arms around my neck, her gaze on mine. “I’m your everything, no?”

      “Damn right you are.” I bring her closer to me, her warmth tempting me hard, and I lean down to rest my lips on hers. Our mouths fuse together, and that’s all it takes to feel alive again. Her mouth is an irresistible invitation to heaven on earth; it binds your soul to it, and makes you believe in forever. Without holding back, my hands cup her face, and I deepen the kiss, my tongue fondling hers. She moans at our growing pleasure and fists my shirt, pulling me as close as we can be. If a kiss could speak, then this one would tell her how much I missed her. Heat explodes around us, and my pulse hammers against my chest. I grunt in bliss while my hands go down to cup her butt, lifting her up. Then I sit her on my desk, my lips never leaving hers. Wrapping her legs around my waist, I lean in and nibble her bottom lip before tracing a line of kisses down to her chin and neck. A quick moan escapes her as I’m about to suck her flesh, but at two days away from the wedding, it’s better not to leave any marks on the skin, so I go back up and bring my mouth to hers, claiming her lips. Then I hear the sudden sound of my belt buckle unfastening; my breathing is elaborated, but I make the conscious effort to open my eyes and say, “You have no idea how much I missed you.”

      “But I just left for two days.” There’s something about her sweet little voice that makes me smile, especially when she has her hands on my boner.

      “Without much hope of you coming back, it felt like an eternity.”
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        Dieren, December 3, 2020

        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      I glance once more at my watch as I speed up my pace to head to the grand salon—a room that features the biggest medieval tapestry we own, high ceilings, and a long varnished wooden table with ten chairs. Despite the impressive interior decor, I don’t have any fond memories of the room. When I was a child and used to do something wrong, Mom would announce my punishment in there in front of all my sisters and the staff. According to her, the more eyes on me, the better. And while the punishments were nothing one can’t get over with time, back then it was a very humiliating and dreadful moment for me.

      To my surprise, I see Stuart standing in front of the door, almost as if he’s guarding it. However, he’s also holding a silver tray, and as I get closer, I can see my sisters’ smartphones and other electronic devices resting on it.

      “No tech allowed inside,” Stuart confirms what I already had in mind. I reach into my pocket and take out my iPhone, leaving it on the tray. That’s honestly the only tech I have on me. As I enter into the room, my eyes lay on Mom, Julia, and Yara sitting at the table, apparently waiting for me.

      “You are late.” For Mom, that’s a way to say hello.

      “I suppose this urgent meeting isn’t to talk about the flower selections,” I reply as I walk in and take a seat in front of her.

      My ass has barely touched the chair when I hear Yara already asking, “How come you told Petra about Janette?” Well, at least she doesn’t waste time with her inquisition.

      “How come you know that in the first place?” I snap back. “Did she tell you?”

      “No,” Yara answers, her face unusually serious. “But Emma fessed it out in front of me.”

      What! I close my eyes to contain the reel my heart takes at the news. Fuck, I can’t believe it. She promised me she wouldn’t speak about it. Even though I know Emma well, I told her not to talk about it to anyone, including Emma. With a disconcerted look, I simply say, “I just told her Janette died from a car accident. She wouldn’t stop about it.”

      "From a car accident?” Yara repeats, containing a laugh. “Oh, thank God. We were so worried.” I squint my eyes wondering if she is being sarcastic or not. “You didn’t mention me or anything about the ceremony?”

      “Of course not!” I snap back immediately. “I’d never tell her about that. She was constantly asking what her mom had against me, and I just told her about the incident. Glossing over a few details…”

      “I truly hope she won’t say a word to Jan or to anyone in his family,” Mom takes over, her expression sharing the same concern as my sisters. “It seems like your future wife has got a problem with keeping her mouth shut.”

      Exhaling a swish of air, I cannot disagree. After all, her concerns are quite legitimate. “I never thought she’d repeat it to anyone. Even to Emma.” Then I wonder if she told Emma about anything else regarding our relationship. I feel tempted to go and ask her, but at just two nights from the wedding, and after all our fights, I need to be the last one throwing gas into the fire.

      “What if Tess speaks out?” Mom casually asks. “We are two days from the wedding. We cannot risk her going forward and reporting to Jan.”

      “So far, she hasn’t done anything. And maybe she won’t.”

      “So naïve, my God,” Mom rebukes, rolling her eyes at me. “She’s just waiting for the right moment to do something. Maybe her plan is to have the police walking over at your reception to arrest you. Who knows!”

      “You have been following her, no?” I ask. “You’d know if she was up to something.”

      "We have been monitoring her every move, yes.” She pauses, considering me. “But I need you to understand that when the time comes, our agents will need to be ready to act.”

      My heart sinks into my gut as I hear her telling me this. After having just promised Petra I won’t have anything to do with what the future holds for her mom, this feels like a nightmare. “And what are they gonna do?”

      “Alex,” Julia begins, seeing how mute Mom has become. “We truly believe that what happened is something nobody should know about. If Jan finds out his daughter died at that, well, party and if he knows what you did to her right before…” She lets her words trail off, and my worst fears take over. “The De Vries are not a family we want as an enemy.”

      “We’ve never interfered before,” Yara adds. “But this is a family matter. If Tess exposes you, she’ll expose everyone.” I’ve never seen Yara so serious before. “And that doesn’t sit well with me.”

      “Nor with me,” Julia agrees with Yara, which seems to be an historic moment to witness.

      “And obviously neither with me,” Mom also adds.

      “If you kill her, Petra will find out,” I tell them. “And I cannot fathom lying to her once again to protect you all.”

      “Don’t worry. We can handle the trauma afterward,” Mom casually replies. “So can we at least agree that when the time comes, we can take care of Ms. Hagen?”
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        * * *

      

      Since Petra is spending the rest of the evening studying for her exams, I head to the indoor pool and swim for the next hour as I try to detox myself from the dark subjects of the meeting. Why don’t we ever talk about something light and uplifting in those meet-ups? Last time we were reunited like that it was to decide Dad’s fate—they were debating whether or not to get ride of him in such a clinical manner that it was vomit-inducing. Fortunately, I managed to persuade them to simply send him away to exile, which was not an easy task to do given how upset Mom was. As I come to think of it, that might explain why that room always carries the same heavy energy each time I leave. As I walked in, I naïvely thought for once it’d be a different type of gathering. Maybe a heartwarming encounter between siblings to talk about my wedding, or about marriage in general, and all the dos and don’ts… Naïve indeed. As I reach the other side of the pool, I stop to catch my breath, but before I can dip again, I hear someone walking in.

      “You competing or what?” And as I turn, my eyes widen in surprise.

      “Sebastian? Jan?” For fuck’s sake, what are they doing here?

      While I can’t bring myself to smile, they, on the other hand, remain just as excited. “You can’t even say hi?”

      “It seems like you have just seen a ghost,” Jan says as I remain in the pool, staring at them.

      And what a ghost, indeed. Jan De Vries is standing right in front of me with Sebastian, all smiley now that Julia changed his sentence to a fine. Since the duo has no idea whatsoever of the meeting I just came from, I put on my best mood to go and greet them.

      After taking my towel and getting somewhat dry, I give them a quick hug and a pat on the back. “What brought you guys here?”

      “Well, Julia told me she was here, so I thought why not come over with Jan and throw some kind of improvised bachelor party?” A bachelor party with Jan? How fun… “And we also have to celebrate the fact that he’s no longer going to jail.”

      “Aren’t they going to the Supreme Court, though?” I ask them.

      “Yeah, but I don’t think they stand a chance,” Jan answers, his tone filled with hope, carrying a big smile on his face.

      After changing clothes, we go upstairs to the petit salon where a fire is already warming up the room. I see Stuart coming over with three flutes and a bottle of Louis Roederer. I’m not sure what we are celebrating, though, my wedding? His victory? Maybe both. Stuart opens the bottle and pours some champagne into each flute.

      Once we all have a glass, Jan raises his to make a toast. “Well, this toast is for you both. To Sebastian, for all your support during my trial, and to Alex, who is gonna know what hell a marriage can be.” We let out a quick laugh, but Jan proceeds, “To loyalty and friendship.”

      And I hear Sebastian repeating those words before we can take a sip.

      After a few seconds of silence, Jan announces, “I received an anonymous letter today.”

      An anonymous letter? Despite my growing curiosity, I do my best to appear unimpressed. “And what was it about?”

      “Someone said they know where Janette’s body is.” What! My heart skips a beat, and I give a quick glance at Sebastian, who stands in front of me as he hides his anxiety by taking another sip from his glass. “They said it’s buried in an abandoned farm in Den Bosch.” I also take another sip, trying to conceal my nervousness. “It’s unbelievable, isn’t it?” Jan seems lost in his own thoughts as he looks away, before drawing out a breath and saying, “After twenty years of searching for it…”

      “And you don’t know who gave you that letter?” I ask, sounding intrigued.

      “No, I received it by mail. Unfortunately, the sender’s name was my own daughter.”

      “What?” Sebastian blurts out.

      “Yep, like my own daughter telling me where her body is.”

      “Maybe it’s from the guy who abducted her,” I tell them, since this was the theory we came up with.

      “We have no actual evidence she was abducted,” Jan replies. “But finding her body will at least mean that I can hold a proper funeral.”

      “Well, if you need help, you can count us in,” Sebastian says immediately, putting an arm around Jan’s shoulders.

      Damn it. Now I regret Julia changing his sentence and not sending him to jail. I’m certain this letter was signed Tess Hagen, and she is just taunting me. She knew Jan would come and share the news since this is something he has always been very open about with us. This is a provocation. She wants to get a reaction from me—a violent one. Fucking psycho she is, trying to break my relationship with Petra even if it means putting her own life at risk.

      Thank God Sebastian leads the conversation elsewhere as he asks Jan about his kids and the divorce he’s going through.

      

      After two hours spent in the petit salon, I finally escort them outside to where they have their cars parked. Once Jan leaves the estate, Sebastian doesn’t waste time to say, “Tess is really playing with you.” And he sounds more annoyed than worried. “The next letter she sends to Jan will be the police report. Mark my words.”

      And I know exactly where he wants to go with this talk. “We are not gonna kill her,” I tell him straight away.

      “If Jan knows…” Sebastian inhales deeply with concern.

      “If you do that, you’re gonna create more problems, believe me.”

      “Killing her is preventing more problems,” he ripostes. “Petra doesn’t even like her.”

      “It’s not that simple…” I let my words trail off while Sebastian keeps looking at me, his eyes narrowing.

      “What do you mean?”

      A gush of air rolls of my lips, and I glance around to make sure we are alone and take one step closer to him. Lowering my voice, I say, “If I’m involved in any way in this, Petra might seek a divorce.”

      “What?” His expression shifts instantly. “Does she know what’s at stake?”

      “She knows about Janette’s incident, yes, and she didn’t take it well when she found out I changed some details about her death.” I pause, pondering my next words. “Whatever you do, I can’t be involved in any way.”

      Sebastian starts rubbing his beard, considering me. “Are you gonna denounce us if she asks you to?”

      With furrowed brows, I snap, “Of course not. We just want to remain out of this mess, that’s all.”

      Yet, Sebastian doesn’t seem convinced. “But what if she asks you to or else she divorces you?”

      I can’t help but chuckle. “She’s not gonna ask me to throw my family under the bus, that’s ridiculous.”

      “I hope you are right.” Sebastian and I remain silent for a few moments, his question still hanging in the air. “Well, see you on Saturday. We do the groomsmen brunch at De Haar, right?” After nodding at him, he gives me a quick hug, before opening his door. “If you need anything, just let me know.” And he gets into his car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dieren, December 4, 2020

        Emma Hasenfratz

      

      

      It’s a despicable, weird feeling. You know, loving someone so much that you literally have to let them go and do your best to just accept reality. I knew with Petra I’d always be the bestie, the confidante, the Maid of Honor—although I did very little in this department except coming with her for two nights to the Breitner House—but damn, it hurts. It hurts when you love someone who will never love you in the same way. And I hate myself to have let that happen—I let her break my heart without her even knowing it. And now I have to suffer in silence as a consequence of my own carelessness. Yara has been a great distraction, though, I have to admit. Spending time away with her has helped me to soothe the pain and to prepare myself mentally for tomorrow. While it might be Roy who will walk Petra down the aisle, I feel like he’s way more prepared to give her away than me.

      I look at myself once more in the mirror, adjusting my bangs and red lipstick. The sound of my iPhone starts echoing around my bedroom, and I smile, knowing it’s time to go. I grab my purse and my phone and head downstairs in a hurry to get outside. I cross the entryway, and as I crack the door open, the freezing air of winter smacks my face and chills my bones so strongly that I shiver. But my attention quickly switches to the bitch who stands in front of her red Ferrari 812 GTS, her arms crossed over her chest, as she waits for me. Did she ever think about ditching the black equestrian boots and the white breeches, though? Somehow, I think not. It’s gonna be interesting seeing her wearing a dress tomorrow. Well, at least it’s easier to take off.

      “Good evening, Ms. Hasenfratz,” she says, and that voice, though, there’s something in it that makes me smirk. It seduces you, it lures you, and I can only beg fore more.

      “Yara,” I greet nonchalantly even though I’m doing a happy dance in my head.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Like shit.” Yeah, because that’s true. “I need a place to get wasted.” And to forget that Petra is getting married tomorrow, but she doesn’t need to know that.

      “Good. That’s exactly where I’m taking you.” She opens me the door like usual, and I get inside. The problem with this car is how low the seats are. Jeez! Glad I’m not wearing heels.

      Once we get out of her mom’s estate, Yara keeps herself pretty focused on the road, without saying so much as a word.

      “We’re going to Amsterdam?” I ask to break the silence that has settled between us.

      “Nope,” she says, keeping her eyes on the road as she turns left.

      My brows raise up in surprise because this is where we usually go. “Where are we going then?”

      “To a private property far away.”

      “Far away?” I repeat, barely believing it. “Like how far away?”

      The curiosity in my tone twists her lips into a big grin. “Just an hour drive.” She then thinks better of it and says, “Maybe thirty minutes if there is not much traffic.”

      Not even after she finishes her sentence though, there’s a traffic light in front of us, turning red. She heaves a sigh in annoyance as she stops the car waiting for the light to turn green again. Yet there’s literally no one around. The road is totally empty, same with the perpendicular one. If she was wearing a dress or a skirt, I could finger her while she waited, but alas, I have to keep my hands to myself and only use my eyes as they linger on her beautiful figure. Her chest rises and falls as she waits; she tightens her grip on the wheel, her gaze set on the road ahead, and when that light finally turns green, she puts the pedal to the metal, making the engine roar like crazy. The car nearly flies off the road, yanking me back on my seat. Fuck! I grab the handle to steady myself while she keeps pressing on the accelerator. What a showoff she is. The sound of the engine tearing keeps filling my ears, and while I’m getting slightly anxious at the speed she is going, Yara seems to be pretty chill beside me. I try to check on the dashboard, but that shit is in kilometers and not miles, and I have no idea what two-hundred forty an hour means. All I know is that if the cops catch up, we are done for.

      “Don’t you think you are going slightly too fast? I mean, in my humble opinion.”

      Yara doesn’t even blink as her dark-brown gaze remains steadily on the road. “It’s alright,” she answers without even checking the state I’m in. She might be used to this shit, but not me, so I just take a deep breath in and out and brace myself for the roundabout that is ahead. I can’t see how she will slow down in time and turn around. So I shut my eyes tight, getting ready for the worst.

      The car turns very tightly around, and my body slides to one side and then to the other, following the motion of the car.

      “Are you okay?” My eyes might be closed, but I can hear the amusement thick in her tone.

      “Totally fine.” I don’t even dare to open them though.

      “Twenty more minutes and we should arrive.”

      Oh shit. Twenty more minutes like this? Goddamnit!

      I focus on breathing in and out like I’m in a meditation session, and all I can hope for is that she knows what she’s doing.

      Fortunately, not even ten minutes in, the car slows down, and I heave a sigh of relief because it’s finally at a decent speed.

      “Radar ahead, please slow down.”

      Is it Siri talking? I open my eyes to check and see the warning flashing on the screen. “That’s cool. You can also know where the cops are?”

      “Yes, this app gives me live updates.”

      And since I can talk and see her, I say, “Do you mind not going that fast?”

      Her lips form a sexy twist, and she finally turns to give a quick look at me. “Why? You scared?”

      “I just don’t want to throw up upon arrival,” I say instead. “My stomach is in knots.”

      “Alright, then.”

      And I smile victoriously at her answer. Looking out of the window, I realize we are in the middle of nowhere, maybe in the countryside or so, yet not even a single house can be seen on the horizon. There is only land coated with snow for miles and miles on each side of the narrow road. After fifteen more minutes of snow and darkness, we finally see the gates to a manor. My pussy tingles in excitement.

      A security agent walks up with a lantern, and Yara just lifts her left hand, showing him her wrist. The man gives her a nod in acknowledgment, and a few moments later, the gates start opening. Well, I’m not sure what those tattoos are all about, but they seem to be some sort of mark easily recognizable for those in the know.

      As she parks in the country yard, I realize the entire parking lot is filled up with cars like hers—Ferraris, Bentleys, McLarens… Then we get out of the car, and I can barely keep up with my growing excitement. I’ve got the feeling this is gonna be the wildest night of my life.

      I follow her to the massive carved wood double-doors where she knocks three times, waits a bit more, then knocks three times again. Someone opens it from the other side, and as we get in, I suck in a gasp as I find a hostess, or at least it seems to be a she, dressed in a long black cloak with a full Venetian mask on—the mask is all white, the lips red, and the eyes ornamented by gold. The two persons that stand by the door are dressed exactly the same but with a mask that depicts the nose and lips with opposing facial expressions.

      I glance around, pacing slowly on the chess marble floor as I take in my surroundings—there are only a few lamps on the walls that bring a feeble mellow light to the vestibule, then behind the hostess stands another door, which might be one to give access to the house. In front of me stands a wooden table, with an antique brass bowl at the center, a bowie knife with the handle ornamented in gold, and a white satin napkin.

      “What is that for?” I ask Yara.

      “You have to pay your entrance fee.”

      “Oh, and how much is it?”

      I’m about to take my wallet when I hear Yara saying, “Three drops of blood.”

      I freeze on the spot before chuckling at her serious tone. “Yeah, right…” But Yara and those faceless people don’t seem to be joking. And all of a sudden my heart sinks. “Are you serious?” I ask, my expression now also dropping. “I really need to cut myself?”

      “We can always go back to Amsterdam.”

      “Fuck…” Of all the parties I have been to, never in my life have I had to pay with my own blood. This is beyond sick, and my heart is pulling because I’m really in the middle of nowhere. On one hand, fuck yeah, I want to get in and see what the fuss is all about, but on the other, having a cut on my left hand before the wedding isn’t ideal.

      I heave a sigh looking at the bowie knife and the napkin beside it. Well, I guess that explains why they are there.

      Looking at Yara, I ask, “And I imagine the blood must be dropped in the brass bowl?”

      “Correct,” she answers.

      “And you?” I ask, my eyes still on her. “Do you have to pay an entrance fee?”

      Yara gives me a full smile. “I’m a member. Without me, you wouldn’t even be here.”

      I take some heavy breaths, swallowing the lodge in my throat and slowly take the knife, removing the sheath.

      “I recommend you just do a small cut on a fingertip.”

      “Um, do you mind doing it for me?” I sound petrified because I am. Cutting myself is not something I have done before, so I have zero experience in the matter.

      Yara heaves a sigh in annoyance as she takes the knife, grabs my left hand, and I look to the other side as she… “Gosh!” I curse under my breath, my eyes shutting tight as the sting of the cut emerges, she extends my hand above the bowl and squeezes the flesh so that the three drops fall into it.

      My heart is racing at the whole thing, and I can still barely process what just happened. Then she takes the napkin and presses on the cut. “Done.”

      I release a deep breath in relief; the worst part finally behind, I keep pressing the napkin on my wound.

      The hostess with the Venetian mask shows us the way toward the other door, which she pulls wide open, and I wonder if the other guests are all dressed like her or like us.

      After stepping on the other side, a sensual house music echoes around the main hall turned into what seems to be a dance floor—there are people dancing over there, and it’s dark like a nightclub, with red lights flickering all around. It seems like the people are dressed normally, some with Venetian masks, others without. Then I notice a waitress wearing a long black cloak with a full Venetian mask on standing beside us and holding a tray with two glasses. I mean, two chalice cups. Yara takes both glasses, giving me one.

      “What is it?” I ask, after trying to smell the cocktail.

      “The night is gonna be long, drink it.”

      We clink our chalice cups, and I follow Yara, who drinks it all at once.

      “So?” She looks at me with some curiosity in her gaze as I swallow it through. I try to find what the flavors are, yet I can’t really pinpoint, but one thing is sure—it’s weird, and it tastes a bit like metal.

      “Um, it’s alright. But what is it?”

      Yet Yara just smiles at me in return. “It’s better you don’t know.” Then she starts walking through the corridor, and I follow her closely behind, ruminating why she doesn’t want to tell me what I just drank.

      “Oh fuck,” I utter, now finally getting it. “Don’t tell me it’s what I think it is.”

      “It’s not that disgusting, is it?” Yara might find it quite amusing, but I’m still in shock at the revelation. “It seems like you actually enjoyed it.”

      “You’re joking, right?” I try to find the answer in her gaze, and it seems like a negative one.

      “For a girl who likes to try new things, you get scared pretty easily,” she keeps teasing, quite entertained.

      “I didn’t know trying new things will include… that.”

      “It only had a few drops, don’t worry. And it’s entirely pure, not contaminated even a little.” I have no idea what the difference is, but I don’t feel particularly better knowing I drank a cocktail containing human blood. We stand in front of a door, and Yara takes a golden key from her inner coat pocket, inserts it in the locker and twists to unlock the door. She then opens it wide, inviting me in.

      The room is huge, and it even has a plunge pool in the center. It features a boudoir decor with rich tones of reds accented with sparkling golds and touches of ebony. The walls are covered in velvet flocked damask wallpaper, and sheer curtains hangs on the windows with heavy drapes. Large ornate gold mirrors and antique furniture fill the room, including a draped canopy bed. Victorian style floor lamps and a chandelier provide a soft orange glow to the place. My eyes alight on the low table with a few candles lit, a basket of fruit, two flutes, and an ice bucket with a bottle of champagne in it. This could easily be a room in the Moulin Rouge during the Belle Epoque.

      “You like it?”

      “It feels like the Moulin Rouge or something,” I say, still taking in my surroundings.

      “That doesn’t answer my question,” she says, moving closer to me.

      I turn and look at her. She has now removed her black coat, and I notice how she is sporting an all white outfit except for her boots and belt. “I love it, yeah.” Then I wonder if I can open the bottle of Dom Perignon, but before I can take it from the bucket, Yara does it for me. So I just sit on the red velvet sofa, make myself comfortable, and admire her beautiful silhouette opening the bottle.

      “Why have you never taken me here before? It’s much better than the places we went to in Amsterdam.”

      Her lips curve up at my statement. “Because I wanted to keep the best part for the last.” She then pops the cork of the bottle, which flies somewhere in the room, and starts filling our glasses with the bubbly. “Truthfully, I wasn’t sure if you’d be okay with the entrance fee.”

      “It was a scary experience for sure.” She then gives me a glass, and I stand up so that we can do a toast.

      “A lot of people wouldn’t have passed the test,” she says.

      I blink twice at her words. “That was a test?”

      “In a way, it is—it’s a way to see how bad you want to get in.”

      “Yeah, I’m too curious to not take the dip.” Yara keeps observing me attentively, her lips curving to the side. “So? Um, what should we toast to?”

      She raises her glass and says, “Well, to you, Emma.”
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        * * *

      

      “Tell me something about you I don’t know,” I ask, just above a whisper. My voice is getting sleepy as it must be around two a.m. by now, but I couldn’t care less. I keep curling my fingers through her long dark-brown hair, while watching her considering me. It’s the first time we are lying in bed together, and the first time we can have some real pillow talk. Here, under the mellow light of the lamp, she’s no longer the stern polo player who enjoys disciplining me; here, she’s just Yara, the crazy woman that makes every night I spend with her more addictive than the previous one.

      “There’s so much you don’t know…” She chuckles at me, and I notice how beautiful she gets when she laughs. “It’d be easier the other way around.”

      “Alright…” I bite my bottom lip trying to find the best words to put on. “If I ask you something, can you give me a straight answer?”

      She doesn’t reply immediately; instead she says, “I can at least try.”

      Looking her in the eye, I proceed. “Are you a member of a satanic cult or something?”

      The question makes her break into laugher, and yeah, I kinda expected this type of reaction.

      “You’re so cute,” she says before dropping her gaze down to my lips and kissing them. “I love that about you.”

      I might be cute, but not naive. So I wait for her to give me an answer to my question, but after a few more seconds silently waiting, Yara doesn’t say a word. “So?”

      A smirk arises on her face. “What if I tell you I am?”

      And my lips do exactly the same. “That would explain a lot.” Then glancing down at her two wrists, I say, “Like those tattoos…”

      “Only members wear them,” she explains.

      “Is there a way I can get them too?”

      My question doesn’t surprise her, and I’m glad it didn’t. “Maybe…” She pauses, gauging my reaction. “There’s an initiation ceremony every year in Venice. I can take you there if you want.”

      “Do I get those tattoos there?” I ask, without containing the excitement in my tone.

      “Nope, only when you reach a certain level.”

      “Oh…” And my excitement vanishes just as fast. “And what do I have to do at the initiation?”

      Her lips twist into a big smile, and she greases my cheek with her finger. “Nothing you haven’t done before.”

      And as I get slightly lost in her warmth, I lean in to press my lips on hers. Afterward, some silence ensues as I keep looking her in the eye, a bit mesmerized by how beautiful she is. “I’ve never met a woman like you,” I find myself saying with some admiration in my voice.

      She rolls her eyes, snickering in total disbelief. “Now that’s the drugs talking.”

      “No, I swear. I felt the same at our first polo session.” Then I heave a sigh at my own stupidity for praising her like that. It probably sounded cheesy as fuck. Which reminds me that no matter how many nights we spend together, there’s no future between us. No matter how good the sex is, no matter how close we are. And while I’m pretty happy with what we have, I can’t help but wonder something. “Why are the women I like either married or about to get married?”

      The question was mostly to myself, but Yara answers it anyway. “Maybe it’s the idea that they are inaccessible that attracts you.”

      I cock my head to side, considering her. “That’s a viable reason,” I admit as I meet her gaze for a second. “But honestly, you are something. Elliot is a fucking lucky man.”

      “He knows that,” she mumbles before turning to reach her pack of cigarettes on the nightstand.

      “How did you meet him?” I find myself asking, wanting to get to know more about that side of her.

      She takes a cigarette from her pack, sits against the headboard of the bed, and before putting it between her lips, she says, “We’re not gonna talk about that.”

      “Why not?”

      I notice she has a new lighter, which she brings up to light her cigarette. She then pulls a bit of smoke into her mouth, before blowing it out. “I never discuss my private life with my subs.”

      My jaw drop at her last word. “Oh, so I’m officially your sub?”

      “Would you like that?” she asks, looking me in the eye before giving another intake. “I can get you a real collar and everything.”

      I chuckle at the suggestion. “Are you serious right now?”

      “Why not?” she asks, her eyes still on me. “Wouldn’t you like it?”

      I never thought about this before, so turning my gaze away, I say, “I, um, I need time to think about it.”

      “Are you scared?” There’s a hint of amusement in her question. I want to tell her the opposite, but the truth is she is right and she knows it. She fucking knows how to read people’s mind, and I’m not an exception. “What are you scared of, Ms. Hasenfratz?”

      “You know what,” I tell her, my eyes focused on the darkness ahead.

      “Mm… You’re scared to get attached, aren’t you?” s

      he taunts me, before leaning on top of me, her lips hovering on mine, and she softly pulls my bottom lip with her teeth. “And catch feelings?”

      “Yeah…” I let my word trail off as I keep looking at her. “You’re a fucking bitch sometimes, but I’m only human.”

      “So is this our last time?” Her question freezes me on the spot. Hell, no!

      “You want to stop?” I ask, blinking twice in confusion.

      “I don’t, but you are scared to keep going, aren’t you?”

      Her question hangs in the air as I think about it more seriously. “It’s not that, but getting collared is some symbolic shit, no?”

      “A bit.” There’s a hint of a smile playing at the corners of her mouth. “But it’s not like I’m making you exclusive to me.” She then pauses, observing me attentively. “It’s more for you to keep as a… souvenir from me.”

      “Oh,” I mutter, and playing along, I say, “I didn’t buy any souvenirs from Amsterdam, so I guess a collar will do.”

      She laughs at my sarcastic answer, yet she really seems decided to go ahead with it. “I’m sure you’ll look amazing in it.”

      “When am I gonna receive it?”

      “Tomorrow evening,” she says simply.

      “What?” Now I’m the one gasping in disbelief. “But it’s the wedding tomorrow.”

      “It is,” she replies without an ounce of bother. “And we have the whole evening by ourselves.” She takes another puff of her cigarette, reveling in my uneasiness with her plan for tomorrow. “Plus we’ll be doing it in a castle. It’s pretty romantic, isn’t it?”

      “But, like, your husband will be there…” I can’t contain the nervousness in my tone.

      “Oh, relax, by six p.m. he’ll be wasted and playing poker with his friends,” she replies. “What are you so worried about?”

      “You’re crazy,” I tell her, even though she probably already knows it. “Even crazier than I.” And as I take her cigarette to give it a puff, I can’t help but say, “I hope I’ll be like you at your age.”

      “You’ll be even better.” To my surprise, she then squeezes my lips between her fingers and slams my mouth on hers.
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        Dieren, December 5, 2020

        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      It’s six a.m., and I can’t sleep any further. I switch sides in my bed, trying to find a more comfortable position. Despite my many attempts, the meeting with Mom and my sisters is still haunting me. And if I’m not thinking about it, I think about Sebastian and his stupid question, “Are you gonna denounce us if she asks you to?”

      Denouncing my own mother and sisters? No, I would never do such a thing. And I hope Petra will never have the audacity to ask me to. Yet, Sebastian seems to believe otherwise. Needless to say, after twenty-three years of friendship and twenty years as my brother-in-law, this is not something I expected from him. As I come to think of it, if there’s one person who would’ve preferred Amanda over Petra to be my wife, it’s him. Maybe I should’ve picked Elliot as my best-man instead of Sebastian given the fact he isn’t very fond of her. I close my eyes trying to relax and fall asleep again.

      “No more lies. No more secrets. And no more death,” Petra’s voice resonates through me and reminds me that those three requests were a pre-condition for her to forgive me. What a fucking idiot I was to accept them so easily. Well, I guess in a way Sebastian was right: with Amanda I was always in control, and this type of situation would’ve never happened. Amanda was a forgiving person; she could protest a bit, but at the end of the day, she would get along with it. What if I had said no to those requests? Would it mean Petra would’ve canceled the wedding? What she did, in a way, could even be considered emotional manipulation; she left me a few days before our wedding without saying a word and came back at the very last minute with a bunch of requests like she’s doing me a favor. That is something Mom used to do when she wouldn’t get things her way. She’d leave for a week and come back once certain conditions were met. She knew Dad was extremely enamored of her, and it was a weakness she didn’t stop exploiting. No wonder their relationship ended pretty badly.

      Since falling asleep is a failed mission, I leap off of the bed and go to take a shower. In the bathroom, I stand in front of the sinks and splash some fresh water on my face. As I look at myself in the mirror for a sec, I can’t help but notice the emerging fine lines on my forehead and around my eyes. Fuck, I’m being way too paranoid. Pushing those thoughts away, I jump into the shower, but instead of feeling excited for today, I feel rather apprehensive. I wonder how Dad felt on his wedding day. Did he feel his marriage wouldn’t last? Was he happy or rather anxious? They say your wedding day is one of the happiest days of your life, and I wonder if he or Roy still believe so even after their divorce.

      

      After showering, I grab a sweater and a pair of jeans and head downstairs to greet the staff, which at this hour, they must all be having breakfast in the kitchen.

      “Oh,” I halt upon seeing Mom alone in the kitchen, sitting at the table and watching some photos on an album. “I didn’t know you were already awake.”

      She looks up at me from behind her glasses and gives me a morning smile. “I found an old album with some pictures of you and your Dad when you were just six.”

      Well, what a coincidence. I return the smile, intrigued. “Really?” I say as I walk toward her, pulling a chair to sit beside her. My eyes lay on a photo where Dad was holding me on a pony as I was trying out horseback riding for the first time. I was all equipped, even with a helmet bigger than myself.

      “Remember your first time in Marbella?” Mom points to another photograph where it’s me, my sisters, and some other kids I don’t recognize at the beach, when Yara was just one year old. “You were only six, yet you were already surrounded by girls constantly.”

      “Yara doesn’t seem very happy about it,” I observe.

      “I think she was just jealous that her brother was always paying more attention to the other girls.”

      “Was I?” I ask, not remembering much of that summer.

      “Well, it was her first time at the beach, and you spent the whole afternoon making sand castles with them. Your poor sister didn’t know how to grab your attention, so she kept crying and crying.”

      A smile tugs on my lips recalling many times that Yara threw a tantrum because I wouldn’t give her enough attention.

      “Why was she like that though?” I ask. “I remember she always tried to the same things as I. Same hobbies, same sports, same friends…”

      “Maybe to spend more time with you. She was the youngest and looked up to you most of the time,” Mom explains. “She was a big admirer of her brother, believe me.” Well, I kinda figured that out when she decided to sneak into parties she wasn’t invited to.

      “Do we have some photos where she is not breaking out in tears?”

      Mom flickers across the album until she stops at one page. “Look here, she was enchanted.”

      As I look at the photo, a quick chuckle escapes me; it’s Yara and I dressed up in Star Wars characters with fake laser swords and capes. She was around six here and I was twelve, needless to say, I imagine I was slightly forced to play with her for the sake of making her happy.

      “Oh, and this one.” My gaze follows her finger as she points to one where Yara his hugging me like crazy and I’m not that happy about it, but the joy in her face is priceless. “You guys were such a funny bunch.” Her tone sounds nostalgic, and I can see the glitz in her eyes as she says so. Then she turns to look at me, her lips twisting in a smile as her hand goes and stroke my cheek. “You brought us so much joy.” I mirror her smile at her words. “And a lot of headaches too.” She then turns her attention back to the album and checks the rest of the photos.

      “I guess they go hand-in-hand,” I tease. “By the way, um, I have something to ask you.”

      The expression in her face switches instantly as she peers again at me. “What is it about?”

      “At the last wedding I attended, the groom walked down the aisle with his mom and, um, I found it quite touching.” I pause, gauging her reaction, but there is none. “I know you are quite traditional, but I’d love for us to do the same.”

      Mom doesn’t say a word, yet her face glows up like I haven’t seen before. “I’d be honored to do so.” We smile at each other, and I instantly feel more at ease for the ceremony. “I must admit, that’s a much better plan than walking in there on my own.”

      “Thanks,” I say, my voice just above a whisper.

      “Are you nervous?”

      Nervous? Between Tess sending anonymous letters to Jan, my sisters and Sebastian wanting to kill her, and Petra asking me to have nothing to do with it or God knows what she will do, I don’t see how I wouldn’t be. “A bit,” I disclose, knowing my expression has long betrayed me. “Whatever you decide to do with Tess, I can’t be involved in any way. Okay?”

      “I know,” Mom answers calmly, the corner of her mouth slightly raising up. “You don’t have to worry about it.” I look into her eyes, trying to discern what she is up to, to no avail. “You might be forty-one, but to me you’ll always be my little boy, and I will always protect you.”
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        The Netherlands, December 5, 2020

        Emma Hasenfratz

      

      

      A intense noise wakes me up. I can’t really pinpoint what it is or where it is coming from, but it’s loud enough to make me grab my iPhone, trying to check what time it is. Fuck; no battery. I don’t see why I spent so much money on a stupid phone that can’t last twenty-four hours without charging. I lean slightly forward, sitting on the mattress. Jeez, my head is totally dizzy, and I feel so freaking drained and sleepy. I look around, but it’s still pretty dark in here. I remember there was a lamp not too far away from where I am. Ah! Here it is. Turning on the light, I find myself in the same red room with boudoir decor like yesterday, but without Yara by my side. Fuck, did she really leave me alone? What a fucking bitch! And I have no idea what time it is or where I am. Standing up on my two feet is a challenge in itself, but I drag myself across the room where I pick my clothes and wear them back. Then I reach the door and turn the handle to exit. Walking out, I find the dance floor, which is the main hall in front of me, this time though, totally empty, and with only one short woman, already vacuuming the floor. Well, at least now I know where the defying noise was coming from. I try to call her, but she doesn’t react—she might not be able to hear me. So I approach her and poke her shoulder, forcing her stop her task.

      “What time is it?” I ask, pointing on my wrist like I have an invisible watch. Understanding my sign, the woman stops the vacuum cleaner, takes her phone from her apron, and says, “One o’clock.”

      WHAT! The wedding starts in ninety minutes! Shit. Why did Yara let me sleep here? And worse than that, why did she leave me without saying a word? Damn it. What a bitch she can be. Is this some sort of revenge? No idea, but I’m pretty sure she did it so that I miss the ceremony. Too bad, I won’t give her that joy. I go outside, and to my biggest surprise, I’m literally in the middle of nowhere, hectares of fields covered with snow and no sign of life on the horizon. Jeez, it’s freezing out there! I rush back inside, toward the cleaning lady and ask her, “How did you get here? Do you have a car? I need to go to Dieren, the city, um, to the Van Dieren’s estate.”

      She looks at me with a WTF face. “I’m working now.”

      “What’s your name?” I ask, putting on a nicer tone.

      “Lou.”

      “Lou?” I repeat.

      She nods at me.

      “Alright, Lou. Listen, I’ve got a wedding to attend, and I’m late, like super late.” Seeing Lou squinting her eyes at me in confusion, I take my wallet and show her a note of two hundred euros. “Can you take me to Dieren city?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Thank God money is a universal language. She drops the vacuum cleaner, goes to take her coat and gloves, and we both walk outside to the parking spot where I find an old tiny Volkswagen parked there.

      She must be joking. “Is this your car?”

      Lou nods at me. “Most people in Amsterdam have bikes. This is modern, small, and good.”

      As I glance around, I see nothing but land and small scattered houses far away. I’m not gonna knock on the door of some stranger to try my luck for a better car, I’m already late enough. “Alright, if you say so.”

      “I drive,” Lou says, seeing how I was about to open the door of the driver seat. Not that I did it intentionally, but I’ve got the feeling I’d go much faster if she’d let me drive.

      Once I get in, my first instinct is to look for an iPhone charger, and then for the button that can warm my seat but alas, I don’t find either.

      “It’s so cold inside, where do I warm the seat?”

      “Um, here.” She presses a button that sends lukewarm air across the car. And in that moment I realize I will keep freezing my ass off until I arrive. “To Dieren, yes?”

      “Yes.” And right after she turns on the engine, I ask, “How long does it take to get there?”

      “Um, one hour.”

      “One hour?” Damn, I’m gonna freeze in here and arrive late as fuck! I try to find another button to bring some real heat into the car, but fortunately, she does it for me. “This?”

      Finally the lukewarm air turns into a proper heater that can melt ice in a second. “Oh gosh, yes,” I say, my hands already in front of it to warm them up. “Please try to make it in half an hour.”

      “There’s a lot of radars around,” Lou points out as we leave the parking lot.

      “I’ll pay the tickets, no worries.”

      “But I could lose my license,” she says.

      “I can pay for a new one.”

      “And my car? What if they take it?” she continues.

      “I will also pay for a new car.”

      “Oh, okay then.” We get onto the main road, and Lou speeds up like she is in Fast & the Furious.

      “Yess!” I exclaim with joy. “Thank you, Lou.”

      Looking out of the window, I wonder how far we are from Amsterdam and pretty much any city. There’s not a single soul around, only fields covered with snow. But the day is bright and sunny. Petra got really lucky, the pictures will be magical. Damn, I can’t believe I missed the brunch, I hope she won’t be mad at me for that. I mean, the ceremony and reception at De Haar are the most important anyway.

      “What’s the name of the manor I was in?” I ask Lou.

      She doesn’t answer immediately; in fact she seems rather unwilling to speak.

      “Lou?” She gives a quick glance at me. “What’s the name of that manor we were at?”

      “I don’t know,” she tells me. And I sense this is bullshit. “I’m just paid to go and clean, I don’t know the name.”

      And now I’ve got the feeling that maybe she is telling the truth. I’d have to ask Yara later today.

      Thirty minutes and a few tickets later, Lou finally drops me at the Van Dieren’s estate. Needless to say, we got really lucky to only have got some radars and not actual cops. I give her three notes of two hundred euros to pay the fines plus another two hundred for the drive, and leave the car in a hurry to get inside.

      “Ms. Hasenfratz, what a surprise!” Stuart greets as he opens me the door.

      “You’ve got no idea…” Stepping into the hallway, I rush toward the stairs, and ask, “Is Petra still here?”

      “She’s leaving in twenty minutes,” I hear him saying from behind me.

      Fuck! I knock a few times on her bedroom door, and after hearing her voice, I fling the door wide open.

      “Where were you?” Petra asks, turning to me as Clarissa stands beside her, bug-eyed.

      “Wow!” I gape, my eyes glued on her.

      “And you aren’t even ready?” Now she sounds really annoyed and worried. “We’re leaving in twenty minutes!”

      “You look freaking amazing in this dress,” I say regardless of her rebukes. “Like, this is perfection, honestly.”

      But Petra is having none of it. “Where the fuck were you?”

      “My iPhone died, and I didn’t wake up.”

      “Clarissa went to your bedroom, and it was empty.” Despite her observation, I don’t reply. I’m still looking at her gown, simple and elegant, with long sleeves and a round neck. “You were out again? The night before my wedding?”

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t expect to get here so late.” I walk toward her, now admiring her chignon and natural makeup. “Happy birthday, by the way.” And I press my lips against her cheek, catching her Jasmine perfume.

      Petra gives me a bright grin in return. “Thanks.”

      “Did you sleep well?” I ask, aiming to change the subject of the discussion.

      “No,” she tells me bluntly. “And you?”

      “Neither did I.” We smile at each other, and trying to ease her mood, I say, “Anyway, the makeup is pretty well done. You look wonderful.”

      She turns, checking herself quickly in the mirror. “Thanks. Clarissa did it; she’s very talented, isn’t she?”

      As I notice the uneasiness in her posture, I can’t help but ask, “And how are you feeling?”

      “I took two Xanax; I should be alright.”

      “I’m not talking about your agoraphobia,” I say. “I’m talking about you. Are you okay?” Petra glances briefly at Clarissa, reminding me of her presence.

      Looking at her, I say, “Can you leave us for just a second, please?”

      Once Clarissa goes outside and the door clicks shut, Petra exhales deeply and decides to confide to me. “I’m just a bit anxious and stressed.” She pauses for a beat, pondering her next words. “I hope Mom won’t do anything to sabotage the day.”

      “Don’t worry, I’m sure Margaret has got everything under control.” Based on what Yara told me, there will be security at every corner of the castle. “Look, anything you need, I’ll be right beside you, okay? If you need to run away at the last minute, I can make it happen.”

      We burst into laugher, but I mean it.

      “Thank you, Emma.” She brings me into her arms and squeezes me tight. “Thank you for being my best friend.”

      “Oh, I’m sending you the bill at the end of the month. I’m not doing this for free,” I tease back.

      Suddenly, we hear a few knocks on the door, and I assume it must be Clarissa to call us to go down. After Petra shouting to come in, to my surprise though, it’s not the lady’s maid but Roy that my eyes alight on.

      “Oh, Mr. Van Gatt,” I say as he walks in, already all dressed up in a tux.

      “Good to see you, Emma.” He then looks at his daughter, but doesn’t even greet her or smile at her. Are they still mad at each other? The fact that they are both standing here without saying a word is really awkward. “Um, the car is waiting downstairs…”

      “I’ll be there in a moment.” Petra doesn’t even say hi to him either. Jeez, I wonder what’s up between the two. It’s not like they have had the best relationship, but damn, it’s her wedding day. Can’t he show her some love and support?

      “Alright, I’m gonna go and get ready,” I tell Petra, hoping it will give them some time to talk. “See you later.” And I leave the room, closing the door behind me.
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        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      Here he is. After everything we went through this year because of him and Mom, I didn’t have much hope for him to really attend the ceremony. An uncomfortable silence settles in as I watch Dad slowly pacing in my direction. He seems to be distant, engrossed in his own thoughts, but his posture carries some uneasiness that I recognize well.

      “That’s a beautiful dress,” he praises for the sake of politeness. “You look stunning in it.” Dad always starts with courteous words to hide his fears of painful conversations.

      “Thanks. You look great too,” I reply, wondering what he is up to.

      “You know… when you were growing up, I always wondered what your future would look like. If you’d enjoy Columbia, finance, what kind of investments you will prefer…” Dad lets his words trail off as it seems like a real struggle for him to open up and share the rest with me. “But I never imagined your wedding day.”

      Once he stands in front of me, I say, “If it makes you feel better, neither did I until a few months ago.”

      A small smile curves his mouth at my statement. “I think deep down I never wanted you to go through something I failed at.”

      The honesty in his voice moves me. At least for once we are not playing games. “Not all marriages end up in a divorce,” I remind him.

      “But a lot of them do.”

      As we look at each other, I ask, “Do you truly regret your decision?” Dad creases his brows, confused at my question, so I explain further. “When you gave Alex and I a chance? Do you really regret it as you said in the living room the day Mom wanted to inject me with the microchip?” His gaze drifts to the floor, and I can see a dash of discomfort settling on him. A few moments of silence ensue as Dad remains thoughtful and utterly speechless. “Be honest.” My assertive tone makes him blink, looking back at me. And eye to eye, I ask him again, “If Mom would’ve been out of the equation, would you have still regretted your decision?”

      “I don’t think so, no.” My heart skips a beat at his words, and the sincerity in his tone brings a smile to my lips. “I should’ve stood by your side despite your mom and her threats.” His confession astonishes me, but I do my best to hide it. “I… I know this won’t make much of a difference but…” he drops his gaze for a moment before looking back at me. “I’m truly sorry to have let you down.” Emotions clog my throat to finally hear those words coming from him. “Would you ever forgive me?”

      The seriousness in his tone brings tears to my eyes, but I push them back with some humor. “It’s gonna take more than an apology.” Dad chuckles in amusement. “But it’s a good start.”

      He then returns the smile and runs a hand inside his black jacket. “I hope this can help,” he says, taking a white envelope out of his inner-pocket.

      Curiosity taking the best of me, I open the envelope and bring the letter in between my hands to read it.

      “Oh my…” My mouth drops open, and I bring a hand up to cover it.

      “The first board meeting is on January eighth,” Dad utters. From my side, I blink twice, making sure this is not a dream. Jeez! It’s official; I finally own thirty percent of the company.

      “I, um, I…” Despite my many attempts, no words seem to come out. I remain mute, gaping as I read the certificate of ownership of Gatt-Dieren Capital LLC with my name on it. Is this for real? I glance around, but I’m still here in my bedroom at the Van Dieren’s estate. So I take a deep breath, and looking my dad in the eye, I simply say, “Thank you for doing this.” I close mine for a moment, trying to prevent my emotions from overwhelming me. Before a tear can fall, though, I open my arms and embrace him. “You have no idea how much this means to me.” He might not know, but I do know how much giving a stake of his company means to him.

      “And you have no idea how much you mean to me,” I hear him saying as I keep my arms around his neck. I have missed the tenderness in his voice and words that can warm your heart. I have missed his kindness and support. And I’m glad that today Roy Van Gatt became my dad again.

      As I release him, I can see the glitter in his eyes and the big smile hanging on his lips. “Oh, and happy birthday, Miss,” he says, before pressing his lips against my forehead.
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        * * *

      

      “I already notified Lady Margaret that we will arrive late,” the driver announces. And I kinda laugh because I’m even running late to my own damn wedding. I just can’t help it.

      “How long does it take to get there?” Dad asks as we sit beside each other in the car. “Around forty-five minutes to one hour, sir,” the driver answers.

      “You know, you could’ve come to the brunch Margaret and I hosted at eleven p.m.,” I tell him. “Alex had one in De Haar with Sebastian and his groomsmen, and Margaret threw one here at her estate.”

      “Ah, well, I didn’t know there was one in the first place.”

      I’m not surprised that Alex didn’t invite him for the brunch given the fact that their relationship is now mostly business-driven. I wonder if they will ever become best friends again, or, at least, friends that can trust each other. As I remain steadily observing him, I ask, “Why didn’t you call me after you landed?”

      Dad draws out a breath as he considers me. “Honestly, I had no idea how you would react, and I didn’t want to cause more nuisance than I’ve already done.”

      I reach for his hand, holding it. “I’m glad you are here.” I realize I haven’t told him that before, and I wanted him to know. He gives a kiss on my hand, but stays silent. It might not be easy for him to attend a gathering with the family of the man he tried to destroy not so long ago. “By the way, Hendrik is at the wedding.”

      “Really?” His eyes widen in surprise, before they get filled with confusion. “But Margaret didn’t invite him.”

      “He’s staying upstairs in one of the rooms. He won’t be able to join us downstairs, but we can go and see him.”

      “Jeez, if Margaret knows he’s in there…” Dad shakes his head, picturing the worst.

      “What would she do anyway?” I ask him. “She is not gonna throw a tantrum because he has decided to be present at his son’s wedding.”

      “Or she might just quietly drag him out of the property and kill him.”

      I chuckle at his serious tone, shaking my head. “I don’t believe so. Dragging him outside would make noise and draw attention.”

      “What about your mother?” he asks, changing the subject of the conversation. “Is she attending?”

      “No, Mom isn’t coming.” A gush of air rolls off my lips because despite everything we went through, I still believed she’d be like Dad—put the past behind her and come over. “I went to Rotterdam and tried to persuade her, but she burnt the invitation instead… Right before my eyes.”

      “She won’t let this go,” Dad says, and he seems quite sure of himself. “She’s too stubborn. For her, what you are about to do is a big mistake.”

      “Do you think she is gonna report Alex to the police or to Jan?” I ask him. Dad doesn’t seem surprised that I know about such a secret. Instead, he just ponders my question thoughtfully.

      “No, I think she’s smarter than that.” He looks away as if searching for words. “She knows her life is at risk if she does so.”

      “Maybe that’s enough for her not to do anything more.” At least, that’s what I hope.

      Forty minutes later, De Haar finally emerges at the horizon.

      “Wow,” Dad utters as his eyes meet the impressive medieval castle surrounded by fields of snow and lake. The view from afar is breathtaking, but it only makes me even more nervous. “That’s quite something, huh?”

      “Yeah, and it’s even more beautiful inside. I managed to persuade Margaret to have our civil ceremony here, so there’ll be only friends and family in attendance.” A small smile plays at the corner of my lips at the beauty of winter. I’ve never been a fan of photoshoots, but today, I can’t wait to take some shots with Alex by the gardens and the lake.

      “And for tomorrow?” Dad asks.

      “Tomorrow there are eight hundred people attending the ceremony at St. John’s,” I tell him, before blowing all the air out of my lungs as I remember how much Margaret insisted on such a big crowd. “It’s more like a business gathering than anything else.”

      Once the car crosses the gate and gets into the driveway, I wrap myself into my white faux-fur shawl, getting ready to leave. My stomach twists into a tighter knot when the car finally stops right in front of the main stairs leading to the castle. A valet opens the door and helps me to get out. My heart is already beating anxiously fast, so I glance around the property, wondering where Emma is since her car was following mine. As I look upstairs, I see Maud, Yara, and Julia, all dressed up in the same ice blue dress as they wait for me by the door. I sincerely wonder what I would’ve done without them and their support.

      I hear a car engine approaching, and as I turn to take a look, I heave a sigh of relief seeing it’s finally Emma. I swear, how did she manage to forget about the brunch and to arrive so late? I’m still quite shocked at her careless attitude, yet as she leaves the car and rushes in my direction, I can’t help but smile and embrace her. I’m not sure why she said she didn’t like the ice blue dress Yara had chosen for the bridesmaids, it fits them like a glove. Clarissa steps in and hands me my jasmine bouquet, then I take a deep breath and climb the stairs to join my future sisters-in-law.

      Julia gasps as her attention turns to me. “You look stunning! My goodness!” Her tone is always so sweet and welcoming, and I thank her for the compliment before greeting the rest of the group.

      “Oh, look,” Emma interjects, staring at Yara. “Someone finally ditched the breeches and boots.”

      “Emma,” I snap.

      “Ms. Hasenfratz,” Yara greets, a wicked smile on her lips. “What a pity you didn’t attend the brunch. After all, everyone thought the Maid of Honor would be there. What happened to you? Did you oversleep?”

      “Yara,” Julia growls. “That’s none of your business.”

      “Maybe it is,” Yara interposes.

      Fortunately one of the wedding coordinators comes over and ushers us inside, letting us know the guests are already all seated and they are now waiting for the bridesmaids to come in. As I step in, my eyes catch sight of the main patio which is across the corridor and where dinner will be served. I feel tempted to go and sneak in, but Emma brings me back in line with everyone else as we cross the hallway and then stand, waiting in front of two doors. Clarissa takes my shawl away and puts some more gloss on my lips before smoothing my dress and checking my makeup and hair like I’m some sort of model getting ready for the catwalk. This is so stressful, my God! Why so many steps and formalities for the sake of signing paperwork? It was so much more relaxing to be among the guests at Paulo’s wedding in Brazil. As I come to think of it, it’s incredible how unpredictable life can be; when I was waiting for Anabela to walk down the aisle, I never thought I’d be doing the same one year later. Heck, I didn’t even join the other girls when Anabela tossed her bouquet away. I like the idea of marrying Alex, but I don’t like the whole show that comes with it. I guess my preferable type of ceremony would have been entering into a boardroom and signing paperwork like we did for the partnership agreement, and then have a small dinner with friends and family afterward to celebrate. Simple, quick, and straightforward, but this? This whole pompous fanfare is an absolute nightmare. How am I gonna survive tomorrow for a ceremony with eight hundred guests?

      “Petra, are you okay?”

      I blink twice, my attention switching to Dad, who’s standing beside me. I notice I’m holding his arm quite tightly, so I ease my hand a bit. My stomach flips as I hear a song, but thank God it’s not our turn—it’s for the bridesmaids to enter. As we stand beside the door, my nerves are about to explode, and I take some heavy breaths. This is such a bad idea: I have agoraphobia, I hate to be surrounded by crowds, and I hate being the center of attention. Why the fuck did I drag myself into this mess? I should’ve negotiated better terms for the ceremony.

      “And you went inside on your own?” Dad frowns, a bit confused at my question. “I mean, at your wedding?”

      “It’s scary, isn’t it?” His lips curve up and he leans in to give me a kiss on the forehead. “You can still run away, you know.”

      I quick chuckle escapes me, as I wasn’t expecting such a comment from him. If he knew I was about to cancel the whole thing a few days ago, I bet he wouldn’t be joking with that so easily. I swallow hard and force myself to relax, focusing on breathing in and out. “Dad?”

      “Mm?”

      “Thank you for everything,” I say, my heart somewhat steadier.

      Dad glances at the coordinator, who is now gesturing us to position ourselves in front of the double doors. “Looks like it’s our turn.” My mind goes blank as we stand in front of the doors, and I forget for a moment how to walk. I can only hear my heart hammering inside my chest. This is worse than before an exam, worse than a live interview with Forbes, worse than anything I can think of. “A piece of advice, look at the guests and smile, you will feel calmer,” Dad says in a low voice near my ear.

      Did he do that at his wedding? Did it help? My processional song, “Everything” by Lifehouse starts playing, and the double doors open wide, giving a full view into the majestic, neo-Gothic room; the guests all standing up to greet me.

      I do smile. Actually, I smile up to my ears as the first thing my eyes find is him—my future husband. Everything else fades away, like time and space don’t exist as I let myself amble, guided by his gaze. The slow melody of the guitar and violin helps to ease me. Dad and I start following the pace of the chords, and I see a few flashes here and there, but my eyes remain on Alex, and I try to contain the emotions from overwhelming me. Yet, I can see how we are both struggling to do so. As we look at each other, I can see my past, my present, and my future. Our best moments but also our worst ones. Our battles and our victories. And if there is anything our relationship has taught me, it is that it is worth fighting for. I focus on breathing slowly in and out to prevent the climbing tears from falling. The anticipation was horrible, but now that I’m nearly beside him, I feel like a huge weight is slipping off my shoulders, like a boat that’s finally arriving safely at its port after going through the storm.

      I notice Emma and the bridesmaids standing on my left. Emma and I share a smile, before she breaks eye contact, struggling with her own emotions. We stop at the first row. Dad gives me a big hug, and I hear him whispering in my ear, “You’ll always have a home in Park Avenue, you know that, right?”

      I can’t help but chuckle at his question. After living there for eighteen years, I know an empty house is gonna be hard on him. I’m glad he still has Janine. I nod, unable to speak, and he gives my hand a kiss. Then I see Alex walking toward us, and to my surprise, Dad gives him a hug like I haven’t seen between them for a long time. The kind of hug they used to do when they were best friends. I look up for a moment, holding back the tears. They share a few words, both with a smile on their lips and the same glitter in their eyes. Then Dad leaves us and goes to his seat on my left.

      Alex is now looking at me, and my heart is swelling, and it feels good and strange at the same time, like a dozen different emotions flooding in at once.

      “Ms. Van Gatt.” There’s something in his voice that melts me on the spot and for an instant, I forget how to breathe.

      “Mr. Van Dieren,” I answer back, lost in his blue eyes. Then he takes my hand and gives it a kiss like he always does. This feels surreal; it’s beyond anything I could’ve dreamt of. And words will never be enough to describe what I feel for this man.

      He brings my hand to his arm, and as we take a few more steps forward, he leans slightly toward me and says, “I imagine everyone has already told you this, but you look absolutely divine.”

      I want to say something clever or funny, but I’m absolutely lost for words. “You look great too.” A very banal answer, but I’m trying to keep my composure and my emotions under control.

      As we stand in front of Sharon, she instructs everyone to sit, and the ceremony begins.

      “Well, this was a very moving entrance,” Sharon praises, her joyful expression lighting up the mood. “I even got the chills.” I look again at Alex, quite moved myself, and I realize I’m still with my hand looped around his arm. “My name is Sharon, and as a long-lasting friend of the groom’s mother, Lady Margaret, it’s a great honor and privilege to be performing this ceremony today. On behalf of Petra Van Gatt and Alexander Van Dieren, welcome and thank you for being here.” Sharon pauses for a beat before proceeding. “In a world of endless choices, unpredictable outcomes, and no guarantees, they are doing the bravest thing two people can do: making a commitment before their friends and family to devote the rest of their lives to each other. We call this a wedding, but really this word derives from an old Germanic word meaning a pledge. And this is worth remembering as we consider what this day is all about. We make few pledges in our modern lives, but today we celebrate with Petra and Alexander as they make their greatest: a pledge to and for each other, not as individuals, but as two that are choosing to become one.”

      Those words couldn’t ring more true, and I never thought this ceremony could be so inspiring. I stare discreetly at Alex, who seems to be on cloud nine, and my lips twist into a smile, catching him so attentive to Sharon’s speech.

      “Your marriage begins with the vows and promises you speak to one another today. Vows of fidelity and honesty. This new journey will be at times richly rewarding and extremely difficult, but, most importantly, it’ll be a journey you take together. You are promising and have asked all these people you love to watch you make this promise, that you want to be with each other for the rest of your lives, and that you will do everything in your power to honor the promises you are making here today.”

      We turn to face each other, hands in hands, and it’s pretty hard to keep my emotions under control as we look each other in the eye. Then I hear Sharon proceeding, “Alexander Van Dieren, do you take Petra Van Gatt, whom you now hold by the hand, to be your lawfully wedded wife?”

      “I do.”

      My heart is hammering so damn fast inside my chest that I think it can explode at any moment.

      “Do you promise to love and cherish her, in sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer, for better, for worse, and forsaking all others, keep yourself only unto her, for so long as you both shall live?”

      “I do.” Alex doesn’t even blink as he says those words. And they are said with so much conviction that I press my lips tight to resist the climbing tears from falling.

      “Petra Van Gatt, do you take Alexander Van Dieren, whom you now hold by the hand, to be your lawfully wedded husband?”

      “I do.”

      “Do you promise to love and cherish him, in sickness and in health, for richer, for poorer, for better, for worse, and forsaking all others, keep yourself only unto him, for so long as you both shall live?”

      There’s a small smile playing on my lips as I repeat the same two words, “I do.”

      “Do you mutually promise you will love, cherish and respect one another throughout the years?”

      “We do.”

      Thomas, Yara’s youngest son, comes over carrying a small white chest box. He looks at us a bit shyly, gives a quick glance at his mom, and with some confidence, finally opens it. “The wedding ring is a symbol of eternity,” Sharon proceeds as we find the two golden rings nestled within it. Each one is tied onto the carmine cushion, and I notice there’s also the today's date, 12.05.20, engraved on the inside of the bands. “It represents the vows and promises you’ve willingly exchanged today. It is an outward sign of an inward and spiritual bond which unites two hearts in endless love. May these rings remind you that marriage is not a destination in itself but a continuous journey.” Alex takes the first ring out of the box, and as he reaches for my left hand, it takes everything in me to fight back the tears that are already blurring my eyes. If I managed not to cry until now, I can do it until the end. “Petra, with this ring, I thee wed, and with it, I’m honored to call you my wife from this moment until forever. I give you all that I am and ever hope to be.”

      As I feel the ring being placed on my finger, I shut my eyes tight, but it’s too late, the first warm tears course down my cheeks. Fortunately, Emma hands me a tissue, and I dry them with it as I breathe slowly in and out to prevent more from doing same. Alex’s piercing blue eyes reassure me, and I feel my heart fluttering in my chest. After giving it back to her, I take his ring out of the box and reaches for his left hand. Then, with my heart fluttering harder than ever, I say, “Alexander, with this ring, I thee wed, and with it, I’m honored to call you my husband from this moment until forever. I give you all that I am and ever hope to be.” I can’t prevent my growing smile as I place the ring on his finger. Then, my eyes drift up to meet his, and for a second we want to kiss, but we halt ourselves upon hearing Sharon’s voice again.

      “Having thus pledged yourselves each to the other, I do now, by virtue of the authority vested in me by the state of the Kingdom of the Netherlands, pronounce you husband and wife.” She then turns to him and adds with a smile, “Alex, I know you’ve been waiting patiently for this moment, so without further ado, you may kiss the bride.”

      The recessional music swells, and an avalanche of clapping and cheering echoes through the room when Alex pulls me against him and presses his lips on mine in a kiss filled with so much fervor that my cheeks bloom with heat and I feel myself drenching. I bring my arms around his neck and put everything into our kiss. As I come to think of it, this is actually the very first time we do it in front of my dad and his whole family. Damn, finally!

      “I love you,” he whispers.

      “I love you more.”

      Then we turn to the crowd, and my gaze goes instantly to my dad who is still clapping, marveling at us.

      Among the buzz and excitement, Sharon invites us to go and do the signing of the registry. I didn’t even notice the wooden table and the two chairs at the right corner of the room where the wedding papers and the feather pen and inkwell that Margaret gave me are all lying. A feather pen to sign a promise for eternity, I read on a small hand-written note beside it. Since Alex and I are the first to do the signing, we sit beside each other, my eyes on the paper resting on the table. I take the feather pen, dip its tip in the ink, and after exchanging a quick smile with my husband, I sign Petra Van Gatt on our marriage registry.

      “Petra, Alex, look here,” I hear Emma as she stands in front of us with her iPhone to capture the moment along with Sebastian and the photographer who is also doing the same.

      Afterward, I hand the pen to Alex, who signs the papers just as fast; he then puts back the pen in the inkwell, kisses my forehead and says, “The most important document I’ve ever signed in my life.”
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        Emma Hasenfratz

      

      

      Look at them… Jeez, they look so freaking happy and over the moon that it hurts. I’m still an emotional wreck from the whole ceremony. I watch as Petra and Alex leave the chairs so that Sebastian and I can do the signing as their witnesses. As I sit down, I look to the papers, and my heart squeezes a bit seeing their beautiful signatures: Petra Van Gatt and Alexander Van Dieren. Damn. I still remember the day when Petra told me she saw Van Dieren as husband material. Well, I never thought this would become reality so soon. As I come to think of it, I wonder how her dad is coping with the whole thing. At least he had the guts to attend the ceremony and support her, unlike her mom. God knows what she is doing right now. With a heavy heart, I reach for the feather pen and leave one more signature on the document that binds my baby girl forever to a man I barely like. Then I give the pen to Sebastian, who signs the document just as quickly.

      As the newlyweds leave the castle, they are appropriately greeted at the entrance with some rice and more cheering. Then, at the photographer’s insistence, all the guests gather together on the stairs for the official wedding picture.

      The photographer asks everyone to say cheese, but all I can think is that now my best friend is married. Like for real. I signed that shit a few minutes ago, and I’m gonna need some heavy alcohol to ease the nostalgia.

      Afterward, the newlyweds take a few more pictures with their guests, and I obviously take one with them. I put on a smile, and the photographer captures the moment. I give her yet another hug, squeezing her as tight in my arms as I can. Ultimately this is her day, and Petra is glowing like I’ve rarely seen; I’m pretty sure a married life will suit her perfectly.

      A few moments later, Petra and Alex start walking away with their photographer and leaving toward the gardens.

      “Where are they going?” I find myself asking to Yara, who is standing beside me. In my defense, I didn’t even know she was standing right here.

      “They’re gonna do a photoshoot around the property, while we drink and eat blinis with salmon and caviar.”

      “We?” I ask, frowning. “I thought you don’t drink in front of your kids.”

      “I didn’t say it would be alcohol,” she answers, giving me a wink.

      And I can’t help but huff at her as I know perfectly well what she is talking about. “So funny,” I mock. Since she is here with me, I prompt myself to lower my voice and ask discreetly, “By the way, why did you leave without saying a word? Were you mad at me or what?”

      “Excuse me, I have to go.” And to my greatest surprise, she passes through me, climbing the stairs.

      I shake my head as I look at Yara waving and smiling as she goes to greet some guests and do some small talk. What a bitch… What a freaking bitch she is.
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        * * *

      

      While I’m already on my third margarita, I never thought I’d end up talking to the quietest sister, the one who barely talks, the one who seems for the most part quite invisible—Maud. I kinda wondered why she was so reserved, but as we stand by the bar, the conversation has been flowing like water in a river. I never thought scientists could be so freaking interesting. Heck, it’s fascinating seeing how different Maud can act after only one drink. “And what did Margaret say when she caught you killing that frog to do experiments?” I ask, engrossed in one of her sordid childhood memories.

      “Well, she told me I shouldn’t be testing chemicals on frogs, and I told her it’s better to try on that frog than on Yara.”

      I burst out laughing and try to do it without spitting my margarita out of my mouth. “And what did she do next?”

      “She punished me. I couldn’t leave my bedroom for a week. Mind you, at nine years old, staying locked in a bedroom was like a prison. If not worse.”

      “Damn… That was harsh just for a frog,” I say.

      “Yeah, well, now I can test and do experiments on humans since we have a lot of volunteers, so at the end of the day, I got my little revenge.” A massive smile splits across her face before she takes another sip from her drink. “No more frogs though.”

      Despite my quick chuckle, I can’t help but ask, “What if the experiment goes wrong? Like if one of the participants die. Are you guys liable?”

      “Of course not. If they die or get injured, it’s at their risk; our labs are not forcing anyone to participate in the testings, and they are aware of potential side-effects. There was this one guy whose left leg literally exploded. I swear, there was blood everywhere,” she says like it’s funny. “I think he’s still alive, with an amputated leg, but he was very angry at us. Anyway, we have a few cases here and there. But it’s all part of the job.”

      Damn, I understand why she is so quiet; her gruesome stories would scare most people. “I love how passionate you are about your work,” I tell her. “If you ever need to switch labs or want to work on different projects, my parents know everyone in the industry. They invest heavily in biotech.”

      “Oh, thanks. My brother too, and I actually do a lot of consulting for him.”

      “Really?” Now that’s something I didn’t know. “Does being a consultant pay more than being a scientist?” I ask, quite intrigued with her job.

      “I mean, if you are the leading scientist for a project, it pays really well, but being a consultant and a speaker pays just as much. Plus you become known as an expert in your field, so your name gains more value, and you can get a raise more easily.”

      I can’t help but nod as she speaks. “Wow, your mom must be so proud of you.”

      “Eh, not really…”

      “What? Why not?” I ask her in surprise.

      Staring in the void, Maud seems lost for words as she drinks a bit more of her cocktail. “Well, let’s say we have different visions of the world…”

      My brows frown while my curiosity sparks. “So that’s why you are so quiet all the time?”

      She laughs at my question, but it wasn’t a joke. Just genuine interest. “I’m quiet because I enjoy observing more than participating, but I guess after I tried to poison my English teacher, Mom dropped all hope for me.”

      I nearly choke on my drink. “Wait—what? You tried to poison your English teacher? How? Also why?”

      “Um, with some plants that are well-known to give you a heart attack. In my defense, she was a total bitch with me and a complete bully. So at fifteen, I thought it’d be a good thing to take the matter into my own hands.”

      A smile curves my lips at her dark mind. “How did you get caught though?”

      “I was dumb and told Yara. I wanted to brag about the poison I had prepared for my teacher, but alas, Yara went to Mom and reported me.”

      “Holy shit, and what did your mom do?”

      “She was so furious. I swear, she asked me if I thought it was okay to kill a human being, and I just shrugged saying one less wouldn’t make a difference as there are already far too many alive.” My jaw drops at her blunt answer, and I can only imagine the outrage of her mom.

      “What did she do?”

      “She slapped me so hard I cried,” Maud answers. “That’s when I understood I couldn’t be that open about my thoughts and beliefs with her. The great thing about being a scientist is that you can work on projects surrounded by people who think like you. They are way more tolerant than Mom when it comes to death.”

      “You are the most fascinating person I have met in a long time,” I tell her, and I truly mean it. Okay, maybe the second, since Yara takes the cake. “Honestly, I could listen to you talk for days.” And I finish my fourth margarita, feeling quite inspired to give her a piece of advice. “You should publish a memoir about being a scientist with all these stories and how your childhood shaped your views.”

      “Maybe one day, but I’d definitely use a pen name for the sake of keeping my privacy.”

      I give her a slight nod in understanding when all of a sudden, we hear everyone cheering and clapping around us. As I follow their stares, my eyes find Alex and Petra, hand-in-hand, making their big entrance into the reception hall. They nod and wave at everyone, smiles on their faces while a new melody fills the room. They get into the center of the dance floor while the music blares through the speakers, and a mix of happiness and nostalgia takes over me as I watch them swaying together. Despite not being the biggest fan of marriages, the love they share for each other is quite moving, and I truly hope nothing bad will happen to tear them down.

      Following their romantic dance, they go and sit at the head table, beside Margaret and Roy. To my surprise, my seat is positioned right beside her dad, and next to me, there’s Elliot and Yara. For a moment, I thought about asking Elliot to switch seats with Yara, but the asymmetry wouldn’t look good in the pictures, so I refrain myself from doing so.

      

      After everyone gets to their seats, I notice a member of the staff handing Roy a microphone before he stands up and the music gets lower.

      “Good evening everyone, I’m Roy Van Gatt, the father of the bride.” Everyone stops talking, and our attention focuses on him. “Thank you for coming here today as we celebrate the wedding of my beautiful daughter to Alexander Van Dieren, my best friend.” Wow he seems so nervous as he speaks, which is quite unusual for him. With the slightly shaking palms and sharp glances around the room, I almost don’t recognize the man who stands before me. “It’s a very tough day for me, so, um, excuse me if I’m still trying to process everything.” Roy lets out a quick chuckle before he turns to face the groom. And as they look at each other, he says, “Alex, now it’s the moment where I’m supposed to officially welcome you into the family, but the truth is, you have always been a part of it since the day I met you. We have known each other for twenty years, and despite all the ups and downs we have faced, our friendship managed to survive thanks to your uncompromising loyalty and commitment to it.” I lean forward so that I can see Alex’s expression as Roy delivers his speech. And as I stare at the glitter in his eyes, he seems to be just as moved as I am. “Yet, of all the amazing qualities that you possess, my favorite of all is that you’ve always made my daughter feel cherished and loved.” Roy pauses to take a deep breath, struggling to hold himself together. “And while I don’t think any amount of preparation can ever leave you feeling ready to give your daughter away, if I had to choose a person to hand her to, I’d choose you every time.” Despite Alex’s smile, there is a gleam in his eyes that I haven’t seen before. Thick tears brim my eyes, but I push them back. Then Roy looks to his daughter, and says, “Petra, of all the things I’ve done in my lifetime, being your father and caring for you is by far my biggest achievement.” Petra sniffles, and her gaze drops as she wipes some of her tears away. “To you both, it’s worth bearing in mind that neither of you will ever be perfect, but you can be perfect together. A successful marriage is not about finding a person you can live with, but finding a person that you can’t live without, and I know you’ve found that with each other.” Roy’s words echo through the room, leaving all the guests in an emotional wreck. “Before I take a seat, I have one last task to perform, and it’s a task that is both my honor and my privilege.” He then takes his flute of champagne and raises it. “Ladies and gentlemen, please raise your glasses and join me in wishing the bride and groom a long, healthy, and very happy future together. To Petra and Alex!”

      “To Petra and Alex!” The crowd repeats wholeheartedly as they raise their glasses in perfect unison. With tears resting on my eyelids, I also raise mine before giving it a taste. Then I watch Petra hugging her dad tightly, before Alex does the same under a wave of loud applauses.

      Well, what an amazing speech. I’m seriously wondering how anyone else will manage to do better than that. Fortunately, mine is meant to happen while we wait for the main course, which means people will hopefully be too tipsy to remember shit.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you enjoying the wedding?” As I turn to my left side, I find Yara sitting beside me, a hand resting on her face.

      Since I’m still annoyed at her bitchy attitude from the morning, I ignore her question and ask, “Where is Elliot?”

      “He went to check on the kids,” she brushes off, before leaning into me and whispering, “After the opening of the dance floor, Elliot is gonna go and play poker with his pals, maybe we can go upstairs and have a little party of our own…”

      “Oh, now you want a little party of our own?” My amusement grows as I observe the lust in her gaze and her rising smirk. “Maybe you should’ve thought about it before leaving me in the middle of nowhere.”

      She huffs immediately. “Oh, please, I knew Lou would be there if you needed anything.”

      “If I needed anything?” I look around, making sure no one is listening. “You literally left me hanging like a dirty sock.” She chuckles at the metaphor, but I don’t. “That’s the truth, and it’s not funny.”

      “I just didn’t want to wake you up.”

      Fucking bullshit. “Of course,” I say, my tone filled with sarcasm. “What a well-intentioned lady you are…”

      “Emma? It’s time for your speech,” a staff member announces as he gives me the microphone. In that instant, I feel blocked at the simple idea I’m gonna have to stand up from my seat and talk to a crowd I know nothing about.

      “Good luck,” Yara whispers before giving me a quick peck on the cheek. Yeah, right… Bribing me with kisses won’t help your case for a second.

      Oh gosh, here we go…

      I stand up, smoothing my dress as I do so with my freshly dampened hands. Then, I take the mic in one hand and my wine glass in the other. “Good evening, everyone. I hope you’re all having a great time and that you are especially enjoying the reserve Chateau Petrus 2001, which is also the year that my bestie was born.” All eyes switch from their plates to me, and I grip the microphone a bit tighter as I focus on my words. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Emma, the Maid of Honor and Petra’s best friend.” Petra and I share a quick smile as we look at each other. “Loyal, caring, sincere, honest…alright, that’s enough about me, I’m actually here to give a speech about the bride.” A good laugh bursts across the room, and I’m glad I managed to light up the mood a bit. “There are friends, there is family, and then there are friends like Petra that become family. Best friends are hard to find and impossible to forget.” I might be looking at the guests spreading around the room, but I can see in the corner of my eye Petra smiling at me as I speak. “We have known each other since we were in middle school, and ever since then, well, we’ve always been the opposite in everything.” The crowd chuckles, and the reality of it makes me crack a smile too. “Petra was the best student in our class while I was the best at pranking professors. She was a loner, while I was always surrounded by a bunch of hanger-ons; she could spend hours debating philosophy without getting bored while I could spend hours drinking margaritas without getting drunk.” I hear her laughing, and my heart warms up at the sound of it. “Despite our differences, the bond we shared only grew stronger year by year, and she became like the sister I never had.” I pause for a beat, taking a breath. “When Petra told me Alex and her were together and I quote, ‘like a couple, like a monogamous relationship, like girlfriend and boyfriend,’ the love-skeptic in me never thought it would last. Yet, with great conviction, she also said that he was husband material and their relationship wasn’t just a fling. She told me all of that at her eighteenth birthday. Well, one year later, and here we are with Alex sitting by her side upgraded from husband material to actual husband. Girl, were you on the hurry to prove your point or what?” She laughs at my question, shaking her head. “But I guess when you realize you want to spend the rest of your life with somebody, you want the rest of your life to start as soon as possible.” I glance at the crowd, all are moved and mute, before my gaze lands again on her. “If there’s one thing that I learned from them, is that love recognizes no barriers. It jumps hurdles, leaps fences, and breaks walls to arrive at its destination full of hope.” Then I switch to the groom and say, “Alex, you are the luckiest man alive because today you married the woman I wanted to keep to myself for life. I’m sorry to admit it, but I didn’t want to share my best friend with anyone else. Now, I have to get used to the idea that you are also her best friend and that I will have to share the title with you.” He bows his head slightly as he mouths a quick thank you. “Petra and Alex, before I finish, I’d like you to turn to face each other.” I watch with a gentle smile as they look at each other like teenagers in love. “Great. You’re now looking into the eyes of the person who’s statistically most likely to murder you. Just saying…” Amid the laugher, I raise my glass up in the air. “To the bride and groom!”
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        Margaret Van Dieren

      

      

      Thank God this day has been filled with so much joy and without any red flags. As I look around the ballroom, I feel impatient while waiting for my son and his bride to cut their wedding cake because I know it will only bring forth more emotions. Everyone is surrounding them cheerfully, some with their smartphones pointing at them, others without as they stand beside the structure of the cake. To my surprise, a waiter hands a microphone to my son, who seems to be ready to share a few words with us. “Before Petra and I cut the cake, we’d like to take this moment to thank everyone for being here today as we start this new chapter in our lives.” I was so looking forward for my son to do his speech, and I’m glad he’s finally doing it now. He then looks at Roy and says, “Thank you Roy for giving me your blessing when I approached you last year and for trusting me like you did.” Roy puts a hand on his heart, closing his eyes for an instant as he bows his head slightly. “I can’t imagine how hard it must’ve been for you to accept us as a couple and for supporting our choice to be with each other. We both know that not every parent would’ve been so tolerant and kind, so thank you from the bottom of my heart, from both of our hearts, for that.” He then looks at Emma and proceeds, “Emma, thank you for being my wife’s loyal confidante and for uplifting her when she needs it most. I might not have liked you much in the beginning, but now I understand what Petra sees in you. I know you'd cross oceans for her, and I’m glad I can count on you for whatever the future holds for us.” His gaze finally lands on me, and as we look at each other, I give him a big smile, concealing as much as I can the overflow of emotions I am feeling. “To my dear mother, who taught me that one should only marry once, which is what makes marriage so sacred. Thank you for always sticking by my side, especially when I knew I didn’t exactly deserve it.” I can’t help but smile tenderly at his words. He knows I’ll always do everything in my power to protect him, no matter what and no matter his age. He blows me a slight kiss before moving on. “To Sebastian, my best man and the first man I called brother, and who also truly became one by marrying my oldest sister. I hope one day you’ll forgive me for not letting you hunt that bear in Hudson Valley.” The guests erupt in laugher, as do I, because I recall how sad Sebastian was coming back home empty handed after that trip. “And of course, to my wife, the woman who makes my world go round, words aren’t enough to describe the honor and privilege that it is to be your husband. As Emma said, I’m definitely the luckiest guy alive to be married to you. You are my everything and I love you.” He pulls her closer to him and presses his lips on hers for a long kiss, while everyone swoons and claps at them.

      I remain standing a bit on the back as I watch my dear son and his wife finally making the first cut on their wedding cake. He’s always been terrible at cutting cakes, so I’m glad Petra has her hand on the knife to finish off the slice. To my surprise, I have never seen him so happy. Maybe when I gave him his first horse, or when he won his first polo game, he was just as joyful, but his eyes weren’t gleaming like they are now. There’s a genuine exhilaration that radiates from them, which might be the reason why I wouldn’t have tolerated him marrying someone he wasn’t in love with. You can’t fake such happiness, no matter how much you try to.

      “Marriage suits him,” Julia says as she stands right behind me.

      “It does…” I nod. I can only hope it will continue to be that way. I sense Julia is about to say something else, so I turn to look at her, but she seems quite apprehensive to do so. “Are you okay?”

      She rolls her lips between her teeth and bites down. She still has this bad habit, and I know perfectly well why she does it.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, leaning toward her. “Is it Tess?”

      Julia shakes her head, her eyes on mine. And that was enough to read the answer in her gaze. “Don’t tell me it’s who I am thinking…”

      “He slept here to bypass security,” Julia explains. “He’s upstairs in his room watching the wedding from his phone.” I snicker at the amateur game Hendrik is up to. “We have two agents guarding his door so he can’t leave.”

      “Good,” I utter, wondering if it’s Alex who let him in. Of course it was him, how else would he know about the details of his son’s wedding if not through him?

      “I’ll be right back.” Before I can pass through her though, Julia halts me.

      “Don’t ruin the wedding, please,” she says in a low voice, holding me by the arm. “We can take care of him later.”

      I smile at her in understanding; I obviously have no intentions to draw attention to myself and that despicable man. I nod at her and head upstairs, smiling and greeting a few guests as I walk by. As I arrive on the first floor, I cross the hallway and see, just as Julia mentioned, two security agents standing still in front of the door.

      “You may follow me,” I tell them as I grab the handle and twist it to enter into the room.

      My eyes instantly stop on him as he sits on an armchair quietly watching the wedding from his iPhone. “What a crazy fool you are to come here and think I won’t know about you.”

      Hendrik doesn’t act startled and doesn’t even move, his eyes simply drift up to me. “Actually, I was just wondering when you’d pay me a visit.” He puts his iPhone back into his pocket, and his unpredictable moves make my agents take their guns and point them at him. “I’m here in peace,” he says, nearly jokingly, his hands raising up to the air. “I promise I’ll leave after the wedding.”

      “Oh, you aren’t going back to Bermuda, no…” He creases his brows in confusion. “If I were you, I’d call Mona and tell her goodbye.”

      His expression switches, the gravity of the situation finally sinking into him. “What do you mean?”

      “Our terms were very simple: you leave the Netherlands and never come back or you’ll get a bullet in the head.”

      “You aren’t serious, right? That was ages ago!”

      “Our agreement is for as long as we both shall live,” I remind him, keeping my temper in check. Then I look at my security agents and add, “Make sure he doesn’t leave this room. And once the guests are gone, kindly drag him far into the woods to take care of him.” Hendrik becomes livid, his jaw drops just like his arms, but he remains paralyzed, fixated on me. “Goodbye, Hendrik.” I give him a small wave and a mischievous grin.

      “You are a fucking monster,” he chides as I’m about to leave the room. “How can you be so evil?”

      I stand still, turning again to face him. “Me? Oh, I think you are very misleading.”

      A gush of air rushes from him as he looks me in the eye. “You’re still holding a grudge against me because of the affair, huh?”

      I can’t help but snicker in his face. “And after all these years, you still believe it’s because of that?” I ask, leaving him even more confused. “No, Hendrik. It was because of everything that came from that; your lies, your lack of loyalty and commitment toward me, and the worst of it all…a bastard that you named after our stillborn.” An acute pain strikes my heart as I recall such memories. Despite being a long time ago, one doesn’t forget giving birth to a baby that was already dead. “You are the real monster here.” I shake my head, tears resting on my eyes as I remember the day I learned he had a bastard named after my little Jimmy. That day, Hendrik was dead to me. I met with my kids and told them everything about their dad and what he had done. My little Yara wanted to shoot him, and while Maud suggested poisoning his food, Alex suggested to simply divorce him, ask for an annulment of my Catholic wedding from the bishop, and send him far away in exile. Despite my anger, I agreed to my son’s terms. And Hendrik promised he’d never come back. But here he is back in the Netherlands like I wouldn’t know. After all, a liar can’t keep his promises for too long.

      “Tomorrow at sunrise,” I tell them. “And take away his phone.”

      One of the agents walks toward Hendrik, his gun still pointing in his direction. Yet, Hendrik isn’t complying. The agent stands inches from him, the gun now pointing at his temple.

      “Throw the phone away, Hendrik.”

      He stuffs his hand into his pocket and finally pulls the phone out, giving it to the agent.

      He draws out a breath, his glare now on me, but he doesn’t say a word. I imagine the reality of his mistake has rendered him speechless.
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        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      “We should bring some cake to your dad, don’t you think?” Petra asks as we stand aside and watch the waiters cutting the rest of the cake into slices and distributing them to every guest. “He must be feeling so lonely upstairs.”

      Agreeing to it, she takes one of the plates with a slice of cake on it, and I instruct a waiter to bring me a bottle of champagne with three flutes.

      “We’re gonna throw a little surprise.” While Petra carries the plate and one flute, I take the bottle of Dom Perignon and the two other flutes with me as we make our way out of the ballroom.

      All of a sudden, though, I see Sebastian marching toward us and halting us halfway. “We’ve got a problem,” he says, not too loud, to Petra and I, yet he seems truly worried.

      “What happened?” she asks.

      “It’s Margaret.” I furrow my brows, waiting for him to dwell a bit further. “She found out Hendrik is here. When I went upstairs, I saw two agents guarding his door, and they most likely have his phone since it’s now turned off.”

      “Fuck,” I hiss upon hearing this news.

      “What’s the matter?” Petra doesn’t seem to get the situation. “Can’t we just go there and tell them to leave Hendrik alone?”

      “We can,” I tell her. “But he won’t leave this place alive, unless we do something.”

      “Oh, come on…” She lets out a quick chuckle, thinking I’m joking. “Margaret is not gonna kill anyone, that’s silly.”

      But Sebastian and I remain looking at her with a straight face. “You definitely don’t know her,” I say, ushering them toward the stairs. “We need to take him out of here.”

      As the three of us get upstairs, there is no one in front of my dad’s bedroom. We yank the door open and find the room totally empty.

      “Damn it,” Sebastian blurts out. “They took him away already! I swear, they were standing outside a few minutes ago.”

      “We need to find Mom.”

      As we leave the bedroom, my gaze stumbles upon Emma sneaking discreetly into another room on the other side of the corridor. A small smile escapes me, knowing I wasn’t supposed to see that.

      Arriving downstairs, we start looking for Mom—Sebastian takes care of the reception hall, while Petra goes and check the ballroom. From my side, I search the other rooms; I go first to the library where Elliot, Jan, Roy, and a few other guests are smoking and playing poker. Then I go outside to the gardens, but alas, I don’t find her.

      Reaching back inside, I notice Yara taking the stairs to go to the first floor. As I stand still watching her, I can’t help but wonder what she is up to. After all, there’s nothing upstairs worth checking. Unless Mom is also upstairs and called her to do something. I wait until she is far enough from me and silently take the stairs, following her.

      As I reach the first floor again, I see my sister speeding her pace and running into the same room where Emma entered a few minutes ago. Well, one thing is sure, Mom is definitely not in that room. And I wish I didn’t know Yara well enough so that I could think she was just in there to smoke a cigarette with a friend.

      Once I’m back in the entrance hall, I find Sebastian, who shakes his head as I ask him about my Mom, and then adds in a failed attempt to reassure me, “But the staff is looking around for your dad. If they see something, they will call you straight away.”

      “Ah, Alex!” I hear someone saying from behind me. As I turn around, to my biggest surprise, I stumble on Mom herself. She takes me by the arm and starts dragging me with her toward the corridor. “Everyone is waiting for you to open the dance floor.”

      “Where is Dad?” I ask immediately, following her pace as we walk in direction to the ballroom.

      “I let him go,” she says nonchalantly, not even slowing down her pace.

      “Go where?” I put my hand on her shoulder to halt her. Once we stand still, Mom glares in disapproval at my hand resting on her shoulder, and I remove it so not to draw attention to us. “He’s on a plane back to Bermuda as we speak,” she snaps, keeping her tone low enough.

      Her answer smells like bullshit. “Why isn’t he answering his phone, then?”

      “Maybe he is without battery,” she replies, unbothered.

      “You are lying.” Annoyed at my insistence, Mom tries to walk forward, but I stand in her way, so that she can’t escape our discussion.“Where is he?”

      “I already told you.” Mom starts looking around, most likely in embarrassment for me drawing attention to our discussion. “Julia, where is Hendrik?”

      I turn and find Julia standing right behind me. “We sent him back to Bermuda,” she says. And I shouldn’t be surprised that her favorite daughter was also an accomplice.

      They are both lying, I can feel it! Fuck… I swear, if something happens to him… Turning back to Mom, I can barely contain the rage I have for her disgusting attitude. “I can’t believe you did this to him on my wedding day. You couldn’t help yourself, huh?”

      “Oh, please… he broke our agreement. I could’ve done way worse.” She grasps my arm once more, walking me through the hallway. “Now, kindly go to the ballroom. Your bride and everyone else are waiting for you there.”

      As I arrive at the ballroom, I find Petra standing by the door. She greets me with a kiss on the cheek, but I can match neither her lovely smile nor her joyful expression. We enter together, and I notice that most of the guests are here, surrounding the dance floor. The room is darker than before, with only a bright white spot of light following us as we walk toward the center.

      Once we start slow dancing, I try to ease myself, but my posture remains stiff, and I keep wondering where my dad is.

      “Did you manage to figure out where he went?” Petra asks low enough so not to be heard.

      “Supposedly on his way back to Bermuda,” I answer, matching her tone.

      “Supposedly?”

      “Mom’s lying,” I say straight away. “Dad is somewhere here, I have to talk to her agents.”

      “Why do you think she is lying, though?”

      I spin Petra around and notice how everyone is still watching us and smiling at us, mesmerized by the whole dance. Once her body is pinned against mine, I whisper, “Because I know her.”

      We slowly pace back and forward to match the romantic beats of the music, yet my mind is everywhere but here. “I don’t know much about your mom, but I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t go as far as killing your dad just because he came here.”

      “You don’t know the hate she has for him…” I let my words trail off, not really wanting to tackle such a delicate subject.

      Not surprisingly, Petra asks, “Why can’t she forgive him? Their divorce was such a long time ago.”

      “It’s…” I pause, searching for the best words to put on, “very private…”

      But she remains just as curious. “I won’t tell anyone…”

      Yeah, right. Given the fact she already repeated my secret to Emma, I’m pretty sure she’ll do the same if I’d share such a delicate matter with her. “It’s Mom’s private life. It’s up to her.” And I hope I made myself clear enough.

      Fortunately, she lets this go and doesn’t insist any further. “Okay, fine.”

      The music ends, and we see everyone joining us for the next song. And while Roy invites Petra for the next dance, I leave the dance floor and reach Sebastian standing by the wall, and I discreetly say, “We need to find those two agents.”

      “The staff has been looking around the whole property,” he tells me. “Those two agents are gone.”

      But I’m not gonna give up that easily. “Why don’t you ask your wife?” I ask him.

      “I already did; she told me Hendrik is on his way back to Bermuda,” Sebastian answers back.

      And as I nod and smile at the guests passing by us, I can’t help but say, “Well, she’s lying.”

      “And what am I supposed to do with that?”

      I don’t reply; Sebastian is right. After all, no one cares about my dad as much as I do. To my sisters, whether Dad is alive or dead doesn’t make any difference. And Mom knows it very well. I can’t believe Dad literally risked his life to attend my wedding and we didn’t even manage to take a picture with him.

      “Hey, have you seen Emma?” Petra asks me. Jeez, I didn’t even notice her dance with her dad was over. “I’m trying to find her, but she isn’t picking up her phone.”

      I glance quickly around the room, and, as I expected, neither Emma nor Yara are in here.

      Given the fact I’m not supposed to know where they are, I say, “No, I haven’t.”

      Once Petra leaves my presence to go and find her, I decide to go upstairs to check if they are still there.

      Standing on the other side of the bedroom, I wish I could be deaf so not to hear what I’m hearing. I take my iPhone and call Yara. To my surprise, the sound of the ring bell breaks across the walls, and thank God, the moaning stops.

      My lips curve up in amusement as Yara picks up my call. “Petra is looking for her Maid of Honor. Should I tell her she is busy fucking with you?”

      My sister doesn’t seem to find the idea very appealing though. “Tell her Emma is on her way.”

      A few moments later, the door cracks open, and Emma leaves the room carrying a small gift back with her.

      “Did you give my sister her lighter back?” I ask her.

      But Emma just chuckles in return, passing through me as she tries to smooth her hair. “She decided to let me keep it.”

      I can’t bring myself to match her humor or joy though. After waiting for Emma to go down the stairs, I get into the bedroom and close the door behind me. My first instinct is to glance at the bed, which seems to have been left intact. I remain silent for a moment as I observe my sister standing on the other side of the room, fixing her hairstyle in front of the mirror. “I’m not sure what game you are playing, Yara, but if I were you, I’d put an end to it now.”

      My sister doesn’t say a word, she just stares at my reflection through the mirror, quite entertained at the whole thing. “It seems like someone’s been sneaking around,” she mutters in sarcasm before applying some lipstick on her lips. “Thanks, but I don’t need your advice.”

      I pace slowly in her direction and stop right behind her. Then, looking at her reflection, I ask, “Does Elliot know half of the shit you do behind his back?”

      “My marriage is none of your damn business,” she snaps back, still focused on her lips and makeup. “You can leave now.”

      “None of my damn business, huh?” I nod pensively and, in a sudden move, I yank her from the mirror and snatch her against the wall beside us, holding her by the neck. “Maybe I should tell him the meaning of your lovely tattoos then, huh? What about that? Or maybe that you aren’t really going to Venice every year because of a polo match?”

      Yara tries to push me back with all her might, but I just release her, because all I wanted was to bring her attention to the gravity of her actions.

      “I’m sure your husband and kids will be very proud of you.”

      “You know if you do that, I’ll have to report you to the council, right?”

      “The council?” I repeat, barely believing my ears. “I’m telling you I could go and tell your family who the real Yara is, but all you care about is reporting me to the council? I don’t give a shit about them,” I tell her. “I left many years ago.” Then I take one of her wrists and bring it up to her sight. “And you can do the same.”

      “This is who I am.” She pulls her hand back. “And I’m not ashamed of it.”

      “Does Emma know?”

      She cocks her head to the side, uneasiness setting in. “To a certain extent…”

      “Fuck…” A gush of air rolls off my lungs because I know exactly what she is up to. “I’m gonna make it very clear for you, Yara.” I grab her neck again, making sure she listens to me once and for all.

      “You are hurting me!”

      "If you drag Emma into that shit, we’re gonna have a problem.” I stare right into her dark-brown eyes, making sure she understands I’m not joking.

      “What are you afraid of, huh? That the little girl tells everything to your wife?”

      “Careful…” Then I release her and make my way out.

      Reaching downstairs, I stumble on my wife who takes my hand, and with a big smile on her lips, drags me outside to the terrace where everyone is gathering. Before I can even ask her what everyone is doing here, we see something going up in the dark sky and exploding in a thousand colors.

      “Look at the fireworks!” She points, looking at them totally mesmerized.

      I’m also mesmerized…but at the woman standing beside me. The woman I can finally call my wife. Jeez, I can still barely believe I married her, and my heart pumps faster as I look at the golden ring on her left hand. This feels surreal. And although I know all the relationships have their ups and downs, one thing I’m sure of—I’ll never take her for granted. I notice her hand is still on my arm, so I bring her hand up to my lips and give it a kiss. Everyone cheers and claps at the multi-colored fireworks embellishing the sky. The show is truly magnificent ,and the guests seem entranced as they record it. I glance around but I don’t see Mom or any of her agents. I try to relax, watching the rest of the show, but all I can think of is my dad. I just hope he’s still alive. Once the show finally ends, most people start leaving the party, and despite telling them goodbye with a smile, I can’t help but give a look here and there as I try to find Mom.

      Then it’s time for Julia and Sebastian to come over to us and say goodbye.

      As I embrace Sebastian, I lean toward his ear and ask discreetly, “Have you seen my mom?”

      “I think she left during the show,” Sebastian says before giving me a pat in the back. My face remains expressionless until he and my sister leave from our sight. Then I can’t help but let out a hard breath, knowing Mom did it on purpose to avoid further confrontations. “Damn it…”

      “Hey…” Petra wraps her arms around my neck, her gaze observing me attentively. “Maybe your mom was tired and went home. It’s already ten after all. Plus, the party is now officially over.”

      “I have to find my dad,” I insist, ruminating on how I can do so now that Mom is gone.

      “Sebastian asked the whole staff; no one has seen him,” Petra insists. “Maybe your mom was actually telling the truth.”

      Despite my concerns, I know she wants to relax and enjoy the rest of the evening with me. After all, it is our wedding night. So I brush those thoughts behind and focus on us. I sneak a quick glance around the terrace, finding most guests streaming away in greater numbers than before. “It seems like everyone is leaving, right?”

      A small smile tugs at her lips, and I can see the hunger in her gaze, begging to be left alone with me. “Yeah, the fireworks were the last thing in the program.”

      Closing the small gap between us, I hold her by the jawline and lean in, crushing her lips to mine. Soft and gentle, they taste like heaven, and as I deepen our kiss, a little moan escapes her. I slip my tongue inside her mouth, and with heat flaring between us, my heart pants in fury, craving for so much more than that. It has been a long day, and something tells me it’s also going to be a long night. Then as I break our kiss, I press my lips on her forehead, wondering how I’m gonna go back inside with the hard length pressed against my pants. We stand together a few more seconds, reveling in each other’s company so that I can calm myself down. Then looking her in the eye, I ask, “Should we go upstairs?”
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      I don’t think I could’ve dreamt of a better way to celebrate my nineteenth birthday than being here in this fairytale castle with my newlywed husband. Jeez, I can barely believe that I’m actually married. After everything Alex and I went through, here we are finally together and ready to start a new chapter of our lives. My heart is bouncing hard inside my chest, impatient to be with him. As we stand in front of a wooden door upstairs, Alex twists the handle, pulling and opening the door wide. He then steps aside, inviting me into our bedroom. After we get in, I give a quick glance around and realize the entire room is lit with candles, which provides us with a cozy atmosphere, perfectly matching with the neo-Gothic design and wooden furniture of the castle. After closing and locking the door behind us, Alex stands behind me and starts slowly but surely unzipping my dress. “I must say, I’m glad you wore a dress that is so simple to take off.”

      A quick chuckle escapes me at his observation. “Well, believe me, tomorrow that’s not going to be the case,” I tell him as he finishes to open the back of my dress.

      “But tomorrow we are flying away…”

      “We are?” I ask, surprised, turning to face him.

      His blue eyes, warm and piercing, drop to my mouth, and for a slip moment, a flutter hits my stomach. “At ten in the evening,” he explains further. I blink twice, barely believing it. “What? You think I wouldn’t want to have you all to myself for our honeymoon?”

      My lips part, still processing the news. “I didn’t even know we had a honeymoon planned,” I tell him, my heart racing in excitement.

      “Now you know.”

      “Where are we heading?” I ask instantly.

      He quirks a tight smile and looks down at me, his eyes serious. “You should already know that’s a surprise.”

      “But I didn’t bring any extra clothes.” While I say those words, Alex removes the sleeves from my arms and shoves the dress down, until it falls on the floor.

      A wicked smile flashes on his face as his eyes lock on my white embroidered lingerie. “You won’t need clothes…”

      I chuckle, loving how lost he gets in me. “Do you like it?” My tone is sweet and inviting.

      His mouth gapes, unable to hide his growing arousal. “I don’t like it, no…” And before I can ask him why, he adds, “I love it.” His hand cups the back of my head, pulling me into him, my lips crushing into his. His tongue slips into my mouth, caressing and tangling mine so sensually that a rush of wetness coats my thong, awakening all my senses. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I deepen our kiss, while his hands travel up to the clasps of my bra, which he unfastens at once.

      Breaking our kiss, I throw my bra away and a small smile settles on my lips seeing how much he’s enjoying the view of my bare chest. All of a sudden, though, Alex walks past me and goes to the end of the room, where he takes something from a drawer. Once he comes back, my eyes narrow at the silk blindfold he carries in his hands.

      “What is that for?” I ask instantly as he stands in front of me.

      The corner of his mouth tugs up with a dare, his eyes glittering with obsession. “Do you trust me?”

      “Um, yeah.”

      Alex goes behind me and puts the blindfold over my eyes. I tense as my sight becomes filled with darkness. He then ties and tightens it behind as much as possible so it won’t move. After, he takes my hand and guides me to the bed. There, he lays me in the center and spreads my arms wide apart. My mind keeps ruminating, wondering what he’s got in mind. He takes my right hand, and I feel a band being placed around my wrist. Then he pulls my wrist a bit up, and it seems like he’s tying it onto something.

      Wait—What?

      I try to push my right wrist, but I can’t— it’s restrained on the bed. And before I can open my mouth and ask him, I hear him saying, “Stay still.” His voice, stern and full of authority, slides through me like a cold shiver. He doesn’t seem to be playing around. Then Alex goes to the other side and does the same on my left wrist. Holy shit! He’s handcuffed me to the bed! A little grunt leaves my throat when his fingers run over the sides of my thong and pushes the fabric down my legs all the way to my feet, until he removes it completely. Then he bends and stretches apart my legs, letting my bare pussy be fully exposed and at his mercy. I let a shiver escape, worried about what is to come.

      Now he seems to be cuffing my ankles, and by the time I try to move them, I realize I’m totally restrained. And worse, I can’t see shit.

      Acutely conscious of my nudity, I swallow the lump in my throat, but remain quiet and still. I’ve got no freaking idea what he’s gonna do, and my heart starts racing at the anticipation of his touch, his voice, anything.

      Suddenly, I feel his warm body hovering on mine, taunting me hard. And I lean forward trying to taste it.

      Then his hot breath tickles my neck, up to my ear, and the sensation of it coats my skin with goosebumps. “Do you remember when I asked you if I could discipline you?”

      Oh dear Lord… The question itself leaves me without air, and I open my mouth wide, letting a quick moan escape.

      “Yes,” I breathe.

      His teeth pull softly at my earlobe, teasing me and making me gasp for more. “And do you have an answer for that?”

      I exhale louder than I should, but my heart is hammering inside my chest, and I feel myself drenching at his question. Millions of scenarios run through my mind at what he might do to me if I agree. And then I recall the night he spanked me in his trophy room—it was frightening and exhilarating at the same. But above all, it was good. It was so freaking good that I swallow, feeling my wetness spreading out from between my legs. And I can’t help but wonder if he’ll do something similar tonight. “I, um, I’m okay with that,” I manage to pull the words off, even though my excitement makes it hard to speak.

      While I can’t see him, my intuition tells me he’s smiling, reveling in my answer. To my surprise, he leaves the bed, and I hear him pacing around the room. Did I say something wrong? Wasn’t it the right answer?

      Then I hear the movements of his arms as he seems to be removing his shirt. Afterward, the sound of the buckle of his belt tells me he’s taking his pants off. My chest rises as I take a deep breath, impatiently waiting for him. The tips of his fingers start caressing the inside of my thigh at the knee level, and I shiver at the unexpected touch while trying to fight the growing heat that is taking over me. Then his lips softly brush on the same spot, and the heat between my legs intensifies, leaving me breathless. Oh gosh… Rolling my lips between my teeth and releasing it, I arch my back and try to move my legs, which are both bent wide apart. His mouth trails wet kisses from my thigh up to my center, and he’s close, so close to taste me that my pussy is soaking––anxiously waiting to be eaten. “Ah…" My pelvis sways in circular movements, craving to have his tongue pressed on me. But he’s taking his time, taunting me even more as he remains slowly kissing the flesh near my opening without yet going there. “Please…” I find myself saying, sounding desperate. I try to move my hands so that I can put his face right on the spot, but in vain. I give a sudden squirm once I finally feel him sucking on the swollen, little nub. “Oh yes…” I moan in release, my hips rocking into him and begging him to lick every inch of me. Alex holds my legs apart, pushing my pussy against him. He then slips his tongue inside me, and a frenzy of fire storms through my veins, my back arching at the intrusion. “Ah…” The sensation of his warm tongue exploring me leads to an instant rush of euphoric pleasure. “More…” I need more of his tongue inside me, more of his mouth pressed against my cunt, more of these delicious sensations that leave me gasping for air. My hips slowly rolls into his mouth; I’m entirely addicted to him. I lick my lips, overwhelmed with lust. All of a sudden, though, I no longer feel his lips or tongue in me, and my heart sinks, craving for the return of his touch. “Why did you stop?” Yet I hear no answer. And now I get it, he’s torturing me by controlling my pleasure, and I can’t fight back. I can’t use my hands, I can’t even see him, and I’m tied down. Tied and at his mercy. “Please,” I beg, growing desperate to feel him again.

      Fortunately, his thumb goes to my clit, and he starts rubbing it in circles. Oh gosh… My pussy throbs, heat spreads through me at the divine sensation, and I press my lips tightly, suppressing a moan.

      “Are you gonna be a good girl tonight?” he asks so sensually that I shiver.

      “Yes,” I moan, frantically waiting for more.

      “Will you do as you are told?”

      At this point, my head is a hazy field of desire consumed by lust, and I find myself repeating the same word. “Yes.” His thumb keeps rubbing harder and faster around my throbbing clit, bringing me to the edge of ecstasy. “More…” I plead, my pelvis twitching. Alex adds pressure to his movements, and I feel his finger soaked in my juice. “Oh, fuck…” The words roll out of my throat as my body simmers with rapture. I’m close, so damn close. “Please…” His wicked tongue penetrates me, and he holds me tight by the hips, so that I can’t move while he’s finishing me off. I can hear him making sloppy noises as he licks and sucks every single inch of me, and I tilt my head back, moaning at the rising orgasm. “Ah…” He keeps devouring me with so much ardor and devotion that I succumb to him, my mind overthrown by lust, and the sensitive little nerves in my body blaze like fireworks. “Ah…” I almost cry from the sheer impact of it all; I don’t think there is any better sensation on the planet than this. “Oh my…” His mouth on my cunt is as addictive as heroine, and while he’s pinning soft kisses on my swollen flesh, I drag some precious air into my lungs to regain my breathing.

      “If that’s the type of punishment you want to inflict on me in the future, I’m all in,” I manage to pull off, unsure if he’s still in between my legs or not. The orgasm left me exhausted but also in a bliss-filled state like no other.

      “That was not a punishment,” he says, walking away for a moment before he returns. “I just wanted to make you come before I give you one.”

      My body tenses instantly at the seriousness in his voice. “I did nothing wrong to get punished,” I chide.

      “You did.”

      I genuinely can’t think of anything though. So I press, “What?”

      “You told Emma my secret, despite promising me you wouldn’t.”

      Gosh! I’d totally forgotten about it! I remember well when Emma repeated it out loud in front of Yara. It was obvious his sister would report the incident to him. “Why are you punishing me only now, then?”

      “I figured you would be more compliant tonight.”

      A lump of anticipation lodges in my throat, and I swallow hard. My breathing becomes more elaborated and deeper, and my stomach lurches in morbid anxiety. “What are you gonna do?”

      “Nothing you can’t tolerate,” he says dryly. And before I can ask him more, I feel his hands on my skin, sensually massaging me around my abdomen. Is he giving me a massage? That doesn’t feel like a punishment though. His hands travel up to my chest, and I can smell a blend of lavender, jojoba, and almond in the oil he’s using. His hands rub around my tits in circular movements, and I can’t for the life of me believe that this is a punishment; it feels just too good. I press my lips tight, heat spreading through me at the heady sensation of his hands on me. They roam back down to my stomach, and I love how he adds some pressure as he rubs me. “Mm…” His fondling helps me to relax, but then he stops, and I let out a breath in annoyance.

      All of a sudden, though, a gasp escapes me as I feel something fiery hot dripping on my abdomen. It’s way too warm to be sperm, and it doesn’t feel like liquid either. “Ouch…” I squeeze my eyes tight while my body twists, and my back arches at the burst of heat that coats my skin. “What is it?” I manage to pull off from my lungs despite the soreness.

      “You will soon find out.” Alex seems to take pleasure in leaving me in the dark, and just as the drips seem to have dried or cooled, he pours some more onto my skin, this time just above my belly button. “Ah!” I open my mouth to curse but stop myself, clenching my teeth instead as I let the pain sink into me. My hands try instantly to go and remove what’s causing this burning sensation, but they are stopped just as fast by the restraints. Dammit! This is getting fucking hot! I whimper and my body trembles, apprehensively waiting for more. My heart is even racing in anticipation of what is yet to come. Another drip hits my skin, and another one, like a trail going up to my chest creating an intense sting of heat that makes me shiver and whimper. Gosh! That's definitely not as relaxing as the massage. “Ah…” I keep moaning feebly, while sweat starts coursing down my spine. But what the heck is it? I focus on all my senses and pay particular attention to the smell that comes from it. “Is it a candle?” I ask him, right before some drips coat my cleavage and course down to my right breast. Jeez! And it stings even more than last time! “Ah!” I cry out at the tingling sensation. The smoke coming from the candle hits my nose, and it’s obvious he’s tormenting me with its burned wax.

      “Are you gonna keep repeating my secrets to your friends?” he asks while pouring some more onto my flesh.

      “Fuck!” This time it hits my nipple, and my shoulders swing right and left, trying to create some air so that the wax can cool faster. My breathing is rushed, and my head is in a frenzy mess trying to process everything.

      “Petra?” He sounds impatient, most likely because I haven’t yet answered his question.

      “No, I won’t!” I say loud enough, hoping it’ll make him stop. But alas, all I hear is a strong rush of air coming out of his mouth. Is he blowing out the candle?

      “Good.” Despite his pleasant voice, I stiffen, and my back arches at the new drips that splash my left tit.

      “Ah!” My body is sweating, wriggling to free itself from this torture, but my pussy drenches at the mix of sensations that flow through me. What an asshole! Fuck! I already told him I won’t do it again. Can't he just chill? My mouth remains wide open to breathe, yet his hand grabs my cheeks, smashing his lips on mine. His kiss is as hot as the drips, driving me to the edge of insanity and pleasure. I wish I could have my hands free to run them on his wild hair and my legs free to wrap them around him. He then goes down and removes the dry wax from my nipple before sucking hard on it. “Ah…”

      While I can’t see anything because of the blindfold, I’ve got the sensation he’s now straddling me, as I feel his legs on each side of me. Then he takes the back of my head and guides my face downwards. “Now, be a good girl and show me how remorseful you are.”

      The position has me nervous. Being eaten out while tied up and blindfolded is one thing, but having Alex’s hard, pulsing cock jammed down my throat is another. What if I can’t breathe? My muscles are tense, but I’m trying to relax. Alex senses my nerves and loosens his hand in my hair, stroking my messy bun instead of pulling.

      “Easy, Petra,” he murmurs, “We’re going to take it slow, but you’re going to swallow all of me, you understand?”

      His command drenches me even more, and it takes everything in me to steady myself. I nod, and with that, I can feel the head of his length grazing my lips, running across them as if it was the seam of my pussy. Instinctively, my tongue darts out, tasting the salty precum on the tip. The taste and scent of him are heady: salt, sweat, and the intoxicating, manly smell that always surrounds him. Blind or not, I realize it’s the first time I’ll suck him off as my husband, and the simple word “husband” leaves me in a deep state of horniness. I’m gonna suck my husband off, I think again and let it sink in how sexy that sentence is. A sentence I could’ve never used before. And I want to make sure to give him the pleasure of his life. Feeling more confident, I part my lips, and without a second thought, he glides smoothly into my mouth.

      Alex doesn’t push too hard, giving me plenty of room to breathe, and to my surprise, he doesn’t thrust.

      “Run that pink little tongue of yours over the head of my cock,” he rumbles. “Get me nice and wet.”

      I do as I’m told, tasting him with my tongue, running circles around the head. His skin is so soft here, like flower petals over the hardest steel. He tastes delicious, Alex at his most potent.

      I continue sucking and licking the head of his manhood, saliva running down my chin. I’m unable to wipe it away, but I’m too awash with pleasure to give a damn. My heart is thundering loud in my chest as I start blowing around the tip.

      Alex is humming in his throat, hips ever so slightly thrusting him in and out of my mouth by small degrees. Then I flick the bottom of the head of his cock with my tongue, his most sensitive place, and he sucks in a sharp breath.

      “Goddamn, Petra. Do it again.”

      I comply, drunk on the power of making him feel good, even when I’m tied up at my most powerless. I flick my tongue one, two, three times before he’s grabbing his hands hard in my hair again, panting. I feel him thickening in my mouth while his hips start thrusting in and out at a faster pace.

      “Oh fuck, yeah…”

      I groan at his dirty words stoking the fire inside of me, raising my skin in goosebumps.

      “Now, open wide.” All hesitancy from earlier gone, I do so and let him inside. With the same smooth thrust that he does to sink himself into my pussy, he fills my mouth, steady and slow, until I feel him bump the back of my throat. Just when I think I might gag, he pulls back out, somehow knowing exactly how far he can push me before sliding deep again.

      I try to keep up, licking the base of his shaft as he bangs my mouth, but he is in control now, and all I can do is surrender and follow his motion. In and out he glides, dripping with saliva as he uses me. I squirm, squeezing my legs together to try and disperse some of the arousal building there, but in vain—the slurpy sounds coming from my mouth have me burning with desire, and I feel myself drenched madly with it. My nerves are alight with his touch, the gentle pull of his hands on my chignon, and his soft breaths filling the room while he thrusts back and forth, before he slams as far into my mouth as he can in this position. “Breathe,” he instructs as he senses me getting nervous.

      I feel him getting harder, jerking in my mouth before he tells me what I already know.

      “I’m gonna come down your throat, baby.”

      Oh, he called me baby, again! The simple word makes me feel all giddy and horny at the same time, leaving my own pussy tingling. There's an anxious anticipation churning in my stomach, but I moan my agreement, suddenly desperate for the hot, salty taste of his seed on my tongue. I don’t have to wait long, because within seconds I can feel him throbbing and a wetness coating my throat, which I swallow instinctively but slowly enough not to choke.

      I can hear a long guttural sound as he finishes, and when it’s all over, he slowly pulls out, still hard, but drained for the moment. I take a deep breath, the muscles around my mouth totally sore from being stretched for so long. He runs his hands down my face lovingly, rubbing his thumb over my swollen lips, and I can’t help but smile blindly up at him.

      “That was incredible,” he praises in a whisper, before leaning down and kissing the top of my head. Then nothing but our wild heartbeats can be heard. “Alright, I’m gonna release you, but don’t you dare leave the bed; I’m not done with you.” His voice is low and stern, but since I’m still too high in lust to speak, I just nod in return. All I know is that I’m addicted to him and I want everything he has to offer. Alex gets off of me and starts removing the straps around my hands.

      Once my hands are freed, I sit against the headboard, heave a sight of relief and massage my wrists to release the tension. “Can I remove the blindfold?”

      “Yes.”

      As I do so, my eyes alight on my husband removing my ankle cuffs, and my lips instantly curve upward as I see the devilishly beautiful smile he’s got on his face.

      He looks up at me, his locks of dark-brown hair falling on each side of his striking blue eyes. “Are you okay?”

      With my heart frantically beating in my chest, I say, “I still can’t believe we are married.”

      His smile only grows wider. “Me neither.”

      After he finishes taking off my last ankle cuff, he gets back onto the bed, straddles me, and leans in to press his lips on my forehead. I close my eyes, reveling in it; this pure and gentle touch is such a big contrast with his wilder side. But I do enjoy both; it makes him who he is. “Have you checked how beautiful you are with red wax?”

      My gaze drops, and a quick gasp escapes me as I find my chest and tummy filled with red drips of dry wax. “Jeez, wonderful job,” I say in sarcasm, trying to remove some with my nails. Fortunately it goes away pretty easily, and there’s only a red glow coating the skin afterward, maybe that’s why he placed oil on my body before.

      “Don’t worry; those candles were made for wax play,” he says. “I’ll help you get it off later. But now…” he flips us around, switching positions, him sitting against the headboard of the bed, cross-legged, while I straddle him, my legs wrapped around his waist. I drape my arms around his neck to find some balance and support as Alex leans in to press wet kisses on my neck, one hand holding me on the back and another on the ass. But I notice he not only didn’t finish his sentence, but also hasn’t yet fisted his length to enter me as I sit here pressed against his groin. “But now what?” I ask to remind him.

      He doesn’t reply immediately, but his gaze holds a glitter I haven’t seen before, his lips twisting into a smile of pride and admiration. “But now I’m gonna make love to my wife.”
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        De Haar, December 6, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      The loud sound of a ringtone bursts through the room, waking me up. But I’m too sleepy to open my eyes, so I remain resting on my pillow and praying the ringtone will eventually stop. But it keeps going, and as I timidly crack my eyes open to get aware of my surroundings, I turn and see Alex picking up his phone to answer the call.

      “Yes?” His voice is not too loud, but I’m already awake, so he shouldn’t worry about being quiet. “What? Are you sure?” His alarmed tone startles me, and I sit up, observing him more attentively; his expression switches and becomes deeply grave and concerned. “Okay, I will be there soon.” After hanging up, he leaps off of the bed and rushes to get dressed.

      “What’s going on?”

      He turns, surprised that I’m awake.

      “It’s my dad…” Alex goes and opens his luggage, taking from their a few clothes. “He was kept in the small chapel beside the castle for the whole night, which is why the staff didn’t find him,” he explains. “The agents just gave him his phone back.”

      I frown in confusion. “Why did they do so?”

      “My mom most likely asked them to.”

      And while I can see he’s in a hurry to go to the chapel, I have one more question to do. “But why did your mom keep him in there?”

      Alex sits on the armchair as he ties up his boots. “They want to shoot him at sunrise.” My jaw drops at his answer, and I freeze on the spot. Then he glances at his watch and says, “Which is in twenty minutes.”

      I gasp, my stomach twisting into a tighter knot. “Your mom is insane!”

      “Welcome to the family.”

      “I go with you then,” I reply quickly as I rush out of bed and head to my luggage to grab something to wear.

      “No,” he snaps instantly. “You stay here.”

      Despite his command, I open my luggage and take a pair of jeans, a sweater, and snow boots to wear. “Not a chance.” And I start getting ready for the freezing outdoors.

      “Petra, I’m serious,” he insists. “It might be dangerous.”

      But I don’t listen and, holding his hand, I say, “Wherever you go, I go.”

      Since I’m already on my way out, Alex is left with no choice but to follow me. “Look, no matter what happens there, you stay behind me.” His face remains just as grave, which is understandable given the circumstances. “And don’t make any brisk movements, you understand?”

      “I know, don’t worry.”

      We step foot outside the castle, and despite wearing thick clothes, I gasp at the freezing air. We speed up our pace until we can finally see the two agents from afar standing in front of the chapel’s doors. Alex reaches for my hand so that I can match his pace, but my legs aren’t as long as his. Once we get close enough to them, I notice they are wearing long double-breasted wool overcoats and black boots like those soldiers of the second World War. One thing is sure; they don’t really look like friendly lads.

      They give a nod in acknowledgment upon seeing Alex. “Good morning,” one of the agents greets.

      “Gentlemen,” Alex replies, shaking their hands and, to my surprise, his tone is agreeable and courteous. “Can we see him?”

      “Only at sunrise.”

      Alex steps a bit closer to them, and in a lower voice, says, “I’m sure we can reach an agreement…”

      “My apologies, Mr. Van Dieren, but we don’t work for you.”

      “What if I pay double?” Alex insists.

      “Not everything is about money,” the other agent tells him, and to make his point clear, he shows us the coats of arms embroidered in the sleeve of his overcoat.

      The expression of my husband instantly switches, and he gapes in terror at the sight of it.

      “What does that mean?” I ask, not recognizing the heraldic symbols.

      “It’s the coats of arms of the Van Den Bosch family…”

      My jaw drops immediately. “Julia and Sebastian knew?”

      “That fucking bastard!” he hisses in anger. “Yes, Sebastian knew my dad was here. They took pictures together during the groomsmen brunch.” Alex shakes his head and runs a hand through his hair, still digesting the news. The betrayal of his brother-in-law has left him in a total state of shock. I don’t know what else to say or do as I observe him pacing around in frustration. “Fuck!”

      All of a sudden, though, I hear the engine of two cars approaching, and as I turn around to follow the sound, my eyes alight on Margaret and Yara, followed by Sebastian and Julia as they leave their respective cars. All are escorted by two other men wearing the same military attire. To my surprise, they are all wearing long formal Chesterfield coats, gloves, and boots, while carrying a formal posture like generals reviewing their troops.

      There’s something different in the way Alex looks at them, though; I see disdain, but above all, I also see hate.

      They march in our direction, their faces as grave as if they were about to attend a funeral, which, given the circumstances, isn’t really that far from the truth. One thing is for sure, I’d have never thought these bunch of four to be as evil and revengeful as they are.

      “We need a plan to get Hendrik out of here,” I whisper to Alex. “There must be a way.”

      Whatever Hendrik did to Margaret, I’m pretty sure he doesn’t deserve to die.

      “I’ll talk to them,” Alex tells me, squeezing my hand.

      Once the four psychos reach the outdoors of the chapel where we are standing, the toxicity of their energy shivers me. Their souls are as dark as death, and I walk backwards, getting beside my husband.

      “Good morning, Alex. Good morning, Petra,” Margaret still has the nerve to greet us with a smile on her face. “I apologize for lying yesterday, but as you may understand, I’d have never let this little incident ruin the wedding reception. So I had to postpone it for today. And at least now you can tell him goodbye.”

      “Mom, I’m gonna make this very clear,” Alex begins, containing his rage. “Dad is gonna go back to Bermuda alive, or I swear Petra and I won’t attend the ceremony today, and I will make sure to let everyone know why.”

      Margaret just chuckles in return, unimpressed. “Oh, because you think they care about a man who has been disgraced for twenty years now? Darling, they don’t.”

      “If you care about the ceremony, set him free,” Alex insists. “Or else you can forget about it.”

      Margaret takes a deep breath, and while her face remains expressionless, I can see her chest rising high as she ponders his offer. “Let’s leave it to the hands of God, shall we?” What the heck is she talking about? I furrow my brows in confusion, my eyes squinting at her. “Yara?” Margaret exchanges a quick look with her daughter, and I watch as she smirks instantly as she opens her coat, removing a silver revolver from her belt. My body tenses up, and my heart skips a beat at the view of the firearm. Meanwhile the agents bring Hendrik out of the chapel, holding him by each arm. Hendrik barely manages to stand on his feet as they drag him in front of us. Then they drop him on the ground, and I have to look elsewhere because this is too infuriating to watch. Tears start forming in the back of my eyes at their horrific actions, and I reach for my mouth to silence my pain. Yet hearing Hendrik moaning as he rolls on the floor makes my heart squeeze even more. If they are capable of killing him, then they are capable of killing my mom and anyone else without any care. Yara opens the cylinder, showing us the six empty chambers, before she places one cartridge inside. She then closes the cylinder, spins it, and hands the gun to Margaret. “Here is what we will do; this is a six-shot revolver, and there is only one bullet inside. If it fires, Hendrik will die, and the ceremony will be canceled; if it doesn’t, Hendrik will attend the ceremony and then leave back to Bermuda as he intended.”

      “And what if we refuse?” Alex asks.

      Margaret nods at one of the agents, who immediately pulls a semi-automatic from his waistband and points it to Hendrik. “We can just kill him straight away, and I’ll cancel the ceremony right after.”

      “You’d rather have him dead than have the ceremony?” I blurt out at her, stepping forward. “What kind of monster are you?”

      “Petra,” Alex rebukes as he tries to push me back, but I release myself from his grip.

      “You have no idea how disappointed I am in you four! You are all barbaric!”

      “Petra, this is a very private meeting, and you shouldn’t be witnessing any of it.” Margaret keeps her tone formal and polite. “But you are right; it’s barbaric, which is why…” she walks over us and stands right in front of me. “You will be the one pulling the trigger.”

      She extends her hand, offering me the revolver, and my heart stops for a moment as her words rock me to the core.

      “You are totally insane, aren’t you?” I hear Alex saying. “Leave Petra out of this!”

      “The choice is yours,” Margaret tells me, her hand still in the air.

      After I take the revolver, Alex turns to me and says, “You don’t have to do this.” His tone is rushed and totally alarmed. I don’t think I have ever heard him talking with so much anger and despair as now. “Petra? Do you hear me?” He looks me in the eye, his hands cupping my jawline. “You can refuse, you know that, right?”

      Can I? As I look at Hendrik, his knees on the floor between the two agents, one of them pointing a loaded gun at him, I don’t think I have much of a choice, no. Unlike them, Alex is not armed, and I only have one bullet inside the revolver I’m holding. There is only one bullet and six chambers, which means there is around a fifteen percent chance that I kill him. The simple thought of it makes me want to faint. I take a deep breath in and out, look up at Alex and whisper, “If I refuse, they will kill him regardless…” Alex doesn’t answer back, because he knows deep inside him that it’s the ugly truth. “I’m terrified…”

      “Look at me,” Alex whispers, his hands caressing my jawline. “Don’t blame yourself for anything, okay? None of this is your fault. I should’ve been more clear that you needed to stay inside.”

      “If I fail, will you forgive me?”

      He pulls me into his arms, squeezing me tight. “Always.” My heart is pounding so damn fast that it hurts. And as I wrap my arms around him, I let the first tears to fall. I sniffle a few times, but I’m scared. So scared…

      I turn to look at Sebastian, Julia, Margaret, and Yara, and I wonder how can they be so cruel and vicious. How can they hate Hendrik so much? What has he done to bring so much hate upon himself?

      Despite the freezing air, sweat starts coursing down my spine as I position myself in front of Hendrik. I swallow the lump in my throat and glance over at him. Hendrik adjusts his posture but remains sitting on his knees. Fortunately, he doesn’t look at me and just closes his eyes.

      “Petra?” Alex reaches out and takes the hand that is holding the gun. “You have to cock the hammer back.” He does it for me, and I know in that instant the revolver is ready to shoot.

      I’m trembling, barely breathing. Oh my gosh… Tears are falling down as my nervousness grows inside me. I’ve got to calm myself down, but I’m terrified, and my hand is sweating around the grip. Despite my blurred vision, I point the gun at Hendrik’s chest, and I shut my eyes tight. I can only hear my heart racing inside my chest, and I feel like fainting at any moment at the scary thought I could kill him.

      Please, please, please, let him live… I can’t kill him…

      Tears keep falling down my cheeks so I sniffle to push them back. Then I inhale and exhale slowly while saying a prayer. And once all is said and done, I count until three in my head.

      One…

      I take another breath in and out.

      Two…

      A sob leaves my lips as my hand keeps trembling.

      Three…

      And I pull the trigger while squeezing my eyes as tight as I can, anticipating the worst.

      But nothing.

      I expected a loud sound, I expected dying from the whole thing, but I only feel Alex embracing me from behind and pulling me up in the air.

      “You made it!” he screams. “You fucking made it!”

      All of the tension vanishes from my body, and I barely have any strength left to hold myself on my feet, but I make the conscious effort to find some strength and steady myself. Once Alex releases me, I go and give the gun back to Margaret, who doesn’t seem very much pleased with the outcome.

      “See you at the ceremony,” I tell her with my biggest smile.

      Margaret passes through me and stands in front of Hendrik, who is finally on his feet, thanks to his son’s help. “May this bit of luck be a reminder for you to never step foot in this country again. Or else, you might not find yourself so lucky.”

      Hendrik doesn’t say a word, but he remains just as stoic as his ex-wife.

      I give a quick glance at Yara and Julia, before they all turn their backs and leave the property, escorted by their four agents. From that moment on, I’m pretty sure they know I’ll never trust them ever again. Today their masks have fallen, revealing how twisted they are. And to me, they are beyond redemption.

      Then I run toward Hendrik, who is well and alive, and give him a hug as tight as Alex gave to me.

      “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry…” I tell him repeatedly, tears staining my cheeks.

      “I knew you wouldn’t fail, I fucking knew it.”

      I might have lost three friends today, but I gained a new dad who despite all his flaws seems to be an angel compared to those demons.

      We bring Hendrik back inside the castle and serve him a slice of our wedding cake and some champagne.

      Then we finally take some videos and photos together, and words aren’t enough to describe how happy I am for him to attend our wedding at St. John’s Cathedral later on today. As I come to think of it, Hendrik knew he was risking his life to be here with us. And yet, he didn’t think twice before coming here. If that’s not love, then I don’t know what this is.
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Clarissa shows up into the reception hall accompanied by a hairstylist and a makeup artist and ushers me upstairs to get me ready for the big day.

      As we reach the bedroom that was assigned to me, she takes my new dress out of the wardrobe and lays it out on the bed.

      “Wow!” she utters in surprise. “That’s such a different dress from yesterday. The train is so beautiful and long, you will look like an Empress.” As I come to think of it, this was one of the dresses Julia had chosen for me, which leaves a sour taste in my mouth.

      Before I go and take a shower, I make sure to check on Emma so that she doesn’t arrive late again. To my surprise, though, there’s a notification of a new voice message from Mom. She left it yesterday evening, but I wasn’t with my phone back then.

      Going to the bathroom, I lock myself in it, and press play. “Petra, it’s me… Your mom… I, um, I suppose by now you must be married and partying with your friends and new family…” Her tone is heavily disappointed and serious, which doesn’t really surprise me. “I’m gonna take a break, um, I’m leaving the country for a few days, maybe weeks, who knows… I need some peace and quiet to think about my life, about me… Anyway, I wish you all the best and, um, I love you.”

      Wow. I call her straight away to catch up on her message. She doesn’t seem okay at all. Maybe she’s having a breakdown or something. Yet, her phone is turned off, and I land on her voicemail. “Hi, Mom, thanks for your voice message. I’m glad you are taking some time off from work, politics, and so on. My wedding was great, Dad was there, Emma too… Anyway, I hope one day you’ll find the will to leave the past behind and turn the page. It’d mean the world if we could be friends again.”

      A few knocks on the door interrupt me. “Petra, are you nearly done?” Clarissa asks.

      “Um, I’ve got to go. Call me when you can, I’d love to hear your voice. Bye.” And I hang up. “Just ten more minutes!” I say loud enough before I turn on the water and jump into the shower.
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        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      It’s impossible to describe the pain I feel from being lied to by my best-man and brother-in-law. The pain is so sharp and intense that I want to scream and punch walls. That my sisters and Mom want to kill Dad doesn’t surprise me, but the fact that Sebastian went along with it and lied to me? Fuck… How can he do that while keeping a straight face? I let the warm water of the shower pour on my head and shoulders as I try to process everything that happened since yesterday evening, and as much as I want to be in denial with reality, Sebastian knew, he fucking knew those agents were working for him, and he reported my dad as soon as he could. This was most likely Julia’s idea, and I’m pretty sure he just shrugged and thought he could lie and get away with it.

      After showering, I grab a new white shirt and a pair of black pants that hang on the wardrobe and get dressed. This time I won’t be wearing a tux but a black tail coat along with a white piqué waistcoat and bow tie––similar to what my dad wore on his wedding day. As I stand in front of the mirror, I hang the bow tie flat around my neck, and as I’m about to cross the long end over the short one, I hear a few knocks on the door followed by my dad asking if he can come in. After giving him an affirmative answer, I turn and find him already fully dressed in white tie formal.

      “Look at you,” he says with a twinkle in his eye, and we both smile at each other. “You look just like me when I got married.”

      I chuckle at his statement given the fact it was exactly what I was thinking a few minutes ago.

      “What? That’s true. I used to be young and charming.”

      “I’m sure you were…”

      Dad stands in front of me and takes the longer end of my bow tie and crosses it over the short one.

      “You know, after not being invited to any of your sisters’ weddings, something told me that with yours it’d be different.” Then he ties the long end around the short, pulling the long end up toward my collar. “I don’t blame them, I guess they only saw me as a mere decorative figure.”

      “Don’t say that.”

      But Dad keeps himself focused on my bow, like he wants to make it perfect.

      Once it’s done, he looks at me and continues speaking. “The point is, don’t let your kids look at you the way mine did.” There’s something in his gaze that has switched. It’s more melancholic and nostalgic than before. “Take time off, spend time with your family, get to know them, what they like, what they hate, go watch their games and celebrate their accomplishments.” He pauses for a beat, letting out a breath. “So that once they grow up and leave the house, they will cherish you and care for you.” We share a small smile, before he says, “Being estranged from your children is no fun, believe me.”

      “Thanks for the advice,” I tell him sincerely. Then I embrace him, and treasure this moment as much as I can. After all, it’s not every day that my dad is here in the Netherlands with me.

      I hear a few knocks on the door and Stuart, the butler, steps in. “Good afternoon…” He blinks twice, a bit troubled to see my dad here. “Um, Lord Hendrik, good afternoon, um, the driver is waiting downstairs.”

      “Thank you, we’ll be there in a minute,” I tell him as we pull away. I see my dad wipe a small tear from his cheek.

      “Oh, and I have to give you this.” Stuart walks over and shows me a boutonniere with white flowers; they seem to be jasmine. Dad takes the boutonniere from Stuart and pins it on my right lapel. “Um, I also need your ring since we will give it to the bishop to bless it.”

      What I wouldn’t do to make my Mom happy… I take the ring out and give it to Stuart. “Here.”

      “Ready?” Dad asks.

      “And you?”

      “Oh yes.” And we make our way out of the castle and into the car.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Den Bosch, December 6, 2020

      

      

      If the civil ceremony was something small and intimate, with just friends and family in attendance, the religious one is a totally different story. The families of my brothers-in-laws are all here, along with other families that Mom knows well, but I barely know their names. As I arrive in front of the cathedral, I see a few guests standing outside chatting and smoking a cigarette, all wearing white tie suits.

      “Oh, Gary is here,” Dad says.

      “Who’s Gary?” I ask.

      “Baron Bentinck?”

      His name doesn’t ring me a bell. “No idea…” I shrug.

      “That gentleman on the right.” Dad points out from the window. “His dad used to be my mentor.”

      “Really? How long ago?”

      “When I was around twenty-three…” I keep looking at him with some suspicion. “Yes, I too have been young.”

      I chuckle at his comment, because that seems like ages ago. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “Your face said it all.” Silence ensues as Dad seems to be thinking something through. “By the way, um, have you spoken to your mother since this morning?”

      “No, I haven’t. There’s not much to say honestly.”

      Dad puts a hand on my shoulder in understanding. “Well, let’s go.”

      As we walk in the direction of the entrance, I remain a bit apprehensive on how the noble families will treat him. Not that I give a shit about them, but I hope no one will bring to the conversation what happened twenty-three years ago or especially not his exile to Bermuda.

      Reaching the double doors, we go and speak to the ushers so that they can find him a seat in the front row. “Not beside my mom, though, somewhere else, please,” I insist.

      “Alright. The parents of the groom normally walk together down the aisle. Do you want to go alone, first?” the female usher asks him. “Or else, I can escort you if you want.”

      I see Dad hesitating whether or not to draw attention to himself by walking down the aisle.

      I glance quickly inside, and damn, the cathedral is full, and I nearly don’t recognize anyone in there.

      “Alright, I can go after Margaret,” he agrees. I can see how tensed he is because attending the ceremony without having to hide himself wasn’t really in the plan.

      “Shall we?” I hear a female voice asking behind me. As I turn around, my eyes lay on Mom, who seems a totally transformed woman from this morning as she sports an elegant navy blue stretch crepe sheath dress with matching jewelry and heels. The question was made to another usher though—not to us. And once the first processional song starts resonating across the cathedral, Mom, escorted by an usher, passes through Dad and I without saying a word, as if we weren’t even here.

      I press my lips tight, shaking my head at her attitude until she finally disappears from our sight. Fortunately, this whole thing will be over very soon, and by this evening, my wife and I will be out of here.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Beurs van Berlage, December 6, 2020

      

      

      To the utmost dislike of my mother, I made sure Dad would sit at the head table beside Petra for the official reception hosted at the Beurs van Berlage in Amsterdam. Roy didn’t mind switching seats with him and to sit beside Emma instead. A small favor, but it means the world to me.

      Despite talking to my sisters like nothing happened this morning, I can’t bring myself to do the same with Sebastian. After we take the official wedding picture with the Van den Bosch family, Sebastian walks past my dad, ignoring him completely. Should I have expected that he would give my father an apology or some sort of explanation? I don’t know… what I do know, though, is that I despise that asshole for breathing the same air as the man he wanted to kill just a few hours ago. I’m glad he won’t be making any type of speech today because there would be nothing sincere to say.

      I spend the whole evening avoiding him and, given the fact there are over eight hundred guests in attendance, it’s not that hard to do. I find myself spending most of my time with Dad and Roy, and as I come to think of it, I realize Roy is also kind of my dad too, which is weird as fuck.

      “My driver has just arrived,” Dad tells me.

      I give a quick glance at my watch, and my eyes widen in surprise seeing it’s nearly ten p.m.

      “Are you sure he is trustworthy?” I ask once more.

      “Yes, it’s the same that dropped me at the De Haar. Don’t worry, nothing will happen to me.” While Dad tries to reassure me, I will only feel at ease when I know he’s back on his island.

      “Alright, Petra and I will escort you outside.”

      I text Petra to meet me at the entrance, knowing she went to change clothes to get ready to leave soon. A few minutes later, I find her, standing by the door, sporting a casual white dress and a pair of boots. Yet, she’s just as radiant and gorgeous as when I saw her at the cathedral.

      As her eyes meet mine, she seems surprised. “You didn’t change yet?”

      I glance at my watch, and I realize our driver shall be here in less than ten minutes. “I’ll do it right after.”

      We escort my dad to the outdoors and find his car parked right in front of the stairs with his driver waiting outside. I check the plate, making sure it’s him, and Dad smiles, noticing it.

      “Well, here we are,” he mumbles, a bit undecided on what to do next. He rests his hands on Petra’s shoulder and mine, and looking at us, he says, “It was an honor and a privilege to attend your wedding. I wish you all the best and much happiness.” His words make my lips curve up, and I put my other hand on his shoulder, showing my appreciation. “And next time, I’ll visit you in New York.”

      “Thank you for coming,” Petra replies, before plunging him into a hug. “And yes, New York should be a safer place to visit us.”

      Then I also embrace him tightly, and it feels great to know my dad managed to attend our wedding. Given the fact that he didn’t attend the ones of my sisters, I also didn’t have high hopes he’d attend mine. “Alright, well, have a safe flight and call me when you land,” I tell him.

      Dad gets into his car, and we wave at him until the car drives him away. My eyes remain pinned on the horizon, and I think how, each time he leaves, my heart aches a bit. Not because I’m gonna miss him, but because if he had had some goddamn discipline and kept it in his pants, his separation with Mom would’ve been much more peaceful. Or maybe—just maybe—they’d have remained together.

      “I think your dad had the time of his life today,” Petra says, breaking our silence.

      “Yeah, I’m actually glad he came.”

      She then reaches for my hand and brings herself closer to me. As she stands right in front of me, she starts playing with my bow, and asks, “Don’t you think you should wear something a bit more comfortable for our flight?”

      My face beams with joy because flight means traveling away with her and going to an exotic island where no one but us will be there.

      “I’m gonna go change now.”

      As we get back inside the venue, Petra goes to say goodbye to her dad and Emma, while I go into one of the rooms, where my luggage is, to change clothes.

      I switch from this ultra-formal suit to a pair of pants, white shirt, and navy blazer. All of a sudden, though, I hear a few knocks on the wooden door before it cracks open.

      “May I?” And to my biggest surprise, it’s the asshole I managed to avoid the whole evening—Sebastian.

      “What are you doing here?” I snap as I give a quick glance at him.

      Despite my question and rude tone, Sebastian walks in and closes the door behind him. Then, cautiously enough, he paces in my direction, and says, “I wanted to talk to you before you go.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about,” I tell him, finishing adjusting my collar in front of the mirror. “It’s all said and done.”

      “It’s not what you think.”

      I turn to face him, but my blood boils in rage at the simple sight of that piece of shit. “Oh, it’s exactly what I think; you pretended to be on my side when in reality you couldn’t wait to kill him.”

      “No—I’m the one who saved him.”

      I frown in confusion upon hearing his answer. “What are you talking about?”

      “I persuaded your mom to just scare him with Russian roulette, which is why your dad called you over so that you could see it for your own eyes.”

      I huff at his stupid reply. “Man, what a liar you are. Just admit it; Julia wanted him dead, and you went along with it.”

      “I swear it’s the truth, no one except your mom wanted to kill him.” But I shake my head, because I know he’s just trying to dupe me. “Yara even put a cartridge without a bullet inside the gun. We just wanted to scare him so that he wouldn’t come back. That’s it. Ask your sisters and you’ll see.”

      “Who told those two agents that my dad was upstairs, huh?” I ask, glaring at him. “Because last time I checked, those two guys were working for the Van Den Bosh, and you were the only one who knew my dad was in there.”

      “It wasn’t me who gave that info away…” his tone is barely audible, and I can see the embarrassment in his eyes.

      “So who was it then? Your wife?”

      I let out a quick chuckle at his pathetic expression; he can’t even hide his game properly. Of course it was my sister. I shake my head and get my luggage, ready to leave this room.

      “I thought your wedding could be a great occasion for her to see her dad again and forgive him.”

      His answer halts me, but not in a good way. “Wow,” I utter, looking at him in the eye. “After twenty years of marriage, you really thought she’d give a fuck about him? How can you be so damn naive?”

      “I never thought she’d go and share the info with her mom, okay? She’d promised me to keep it to herself,” he finally fesses out. “And she was the one who brought our agents for extra security. I didn’t take care of that shit.”

      Blowing out a breath, I shake my head at his credulous attitude toward his wife, which nearly resulted in the death of my dad. “Look, I’ll remain polite and courteous with you given the centuries-old alliance and friendship between our respective families, but that’s it,” I tell him, my patience running low. “No matter how well-constructed your excuse is, what we had to go through this morning is absolutely unforgivable.” I give a quick glance at my watch and say, “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got a plane to catch.”

      I pass through him, and as I reach the handle of the door, I hear Sebastian asking, “You gonna end twenty years of friendship because of that shit?”

      “You lied to me,” I remind him, since it seems like he forgot that. “You are the one who ended it.” And without further ado, I turn around and leave.
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        * * *

      

      Despite being on our way to an exotic island in the Indian Ocean, the discussion with Sebastian keeps replaying in my mind. After all, it’s not every day that you get betrayed by your best man. But no matter his good intentions, I can’t forget or forgive what he did. I’ve gotten used to the cruelty of my family toward my father, but coming from him? That's a whole new low. No matter his excuse, I can’t bring myself to accept it.

      “Julia spoke to me,” Petra mumbles as I remain exhausted in my seat. “She told me they did the Russian roulette thing just to scare him.” I watch as she fiddles with her wedding and engagement rings, and the sight of it warms my heart.

      “Yeah, Sebastian told me the same…” I rub my eyelids tiredly for a moment, before saying, “But I don’t trust them anymore.” Then looking at Petra, who’s seated in front of me, I add, “They could’ve given him a heart attack. Their little game could’ve ended pretty badly.”

      “I know…”

      “Petra, I’m so sorry for this morning, you should’ve never had to go through that.”

      “I can forgive you under one condition.” The smirk that forms on her face almost makes me smile. In fact, I do so, and I even laugh. She has something on her mind as she goes and sits on my lap. Then, wrapping her arms around me, she says, “You have to tell me why your mom hates him so much.”

      A quick chuckle escapes me because I knew it was about something she wanted to know. “How come you are so damn curious all the time?” I try to find the answer in her blue eyes, but instead I just get lost in them.

      “Because I love to know new things, especially when it comes to you and your family. They are so, um, strange.”

      Her answer keeps me smiling and I cannot not agree with it. “They are.” As she keeps patiently waiting for me to delve into my family past, I finish my drink and take a deep breath. “Mom’s youngest child is not Yara,” I tell her, gauging her reaction. “It’s Jimmy, who was a stillborn.” Her lips part at my answer, but she doesn’t say a word. “Mom tried to have another child, but didn’t manage for a long, long time. After three miscarriages, though, she was finally about to deliver her new baby into the world… when his heartbeat stopped six hours before.” I pause for a beat, trying to chase away the images of Mom crying when I saw her holding her dead son. “The experience of giving birth to a stillborn is traumatizing enough. Yet, just a year later, Dad was having another Jimmy Van Dieren from his secretary.” I close my eyes for an instant, exhaling slowly. “The humiliation she felt… I don’t think it’s something she ever recovered from.”

      “Wow…” Petra drops her gaze as she remains speechless, thinking something through. “When I thought your dad was the least evil of them all…”

      “My family is fucked up, Petra,” I tell her. And I truly mean it. “I won’t pretend they aren’t.” I clench my jaw at the thought.

      A gush of air rolls off her lips, and she softly grazes her fingers around my cheek. “Now you have me.”

      Her voice soothes me and makes me smile. “Now I have you, yes.” Then she leans down and presses her glossy lips against mine in a kiss filled with so much devotion and love that everything else fades away, and I just close my eyes reveling in it. My hand cups the back of her head, and I pull her closer to me, claiming her mouth. Her hands travel down to my open collar and start lingering on my skin. Breaking the kiss, I watch her unbuttoning the rest of my shirt with hunger in her gaze. That’s one of the gazillion things I love about her; this hunger she has for me. It makes me want to have her right here, right now. Biting my lip, I lean toward her earlobe and ask, “Have we ever fucked in the sky?”
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        North Island, December 7, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      After over ten hours of flying, the pilot finally lands at the Seychelles International Airport, located on Mahé Island. As we reach outside, the humidity in the air smacks my face, and the heat reminds me of a sauna. Jeez! What a big contrast with the freezing winter of the Netherlands. Glad there was a pair of shorts and a sleeveless top in the cabin for me to change into before landing.

      We are welcomed by blue sky and palm trees and our driver waiting for us on the tarmac. Upon entering our car, the driver takes us to another terminal; though, this one seems to be for helicopters.

      As we exit the car, I take in my surroundings and try to handle the quick switch of temperature from the air-conditioned interior to the tropical heat. I notice the staff is already putting our luggage into the helicopter that is waiting on the platform, the pilot getting ready. And I can't help but ask, “We are flying in it?”

      “Yep,” Alex answers. “We are going to another island that is only reachable by helicopter.”

      “Wow,” I utter, taking Alex’s hand as he helps me climb into the backseat of this whirring beast. My heart is pounding, slightly anxious of what is to come. After all, this is my very first time flying in one, and I know helicopters crash more often than planes. Alex helps me buckle and leans down to kiss the tip of my nose.

      “Nervous, sweet thing?”

      “A little,” I admit, clasping my hands together so he doesn’t see them shake. Alex fits a headset complete with a mic over my head, explaining that we would be able to hear each other over them since the helicopter would be so loud.

      “It’s quite the view. Try to enjoy it,” he suggests before sitting beside me.

      He takes my hand and gives it a reassuring squeeze as the helicopter lifts smoothly into the sky. Alex wasn’t lying. The view is absolutely amazing! The ocean is so blue and endless; the smell of salt tickles my nose as we soar above it.

      “Look!” I say, pointing at a school of manta rays flying along under the water, their fins flapping like those of a bird. Alex leans over to see them, and I hear him exclaim out of surprise over the headset. He seems so happy! It warms my heart seeing him like that.

      The flight isn’t too long, but just long enough for me to stop being terrified. Alex and the pilot chat over the headset about the multiple islands in the area and must-see places, but I’m concentrating on all the sea life I can see from up here. There are so many creatures I have never seen in real life.

      An island comes into view ahead of us, covered in leafy palm trees, granite peaks, lush vegetation and sugar sand beaches. The island looks like it is still wild and natural. No kitschy tourist destinations for Alex apparently, just a real paradise far out in the ocean. It reminds me of a postcard.

      The helicopter starts to circle the island, kicking up sand and scaring away the seagulls before it lands on a flat ground made of grass, surrounded by palm trees and a pathway to the nearest beach.

      “Welcome to North Island,” the pilot announces.

      When we touch down, Alex helps me climb out on my shaky jelly-like legs, and he wraps his arm around my waist. We take in the gorgeous island together, and I rest my head on his shoulder as he places a kiss on my hair.

      “It’s so beautiful,” I whisper, barely believing my eyes. Alex smiles down at me, his handsome face relaxed and glowing. It sounds cliché, but the island looks like an untouched paradise. A dinosaur could stroll by, and I wouldn’t be surprised.

      While Alex goes and greets the guest manager and the staff who are already starting to take our luggage out, I follow the pathway until I reach the sand, which is white and soft under my sandaled feet. In the distance, on the other side of the beach, I can see some villas stretching on the coastline, and I can’t wait to see what Alex has booked as our getaway accommodation.

      “Happy?” he asks, tugging me along behind him.

      My lips twist into a grin, and I nod, unable to articulate as I take in the turquoise water and the white-tipped waves on the shore.

      “Let’s go check it out.” We go back to the platform made of grass where a guest attendant invites us to a waiting golf cart. Chatting to us about the history of the island, he drives us over the bumpy terrain amid the lush vegetation of the interior of the island. We pass a number of palm trees bedecked with fat brown coconuts and green iguanas sunning themselves on the rocks, until we reach the winding driveway of our place. When he stops the golf cart in front of what seems to be the entrance to our private habitation, a man dressed in a breezy linen shirt and shorts comes to meet us.

      “You must be Petra and Alex. Welcome! We are so glad to have you here. I’m the resort manager, Sergio. Did you have a good flight?”

      After greeting him and exchanging a few words, we follow Sergio, hand in hand, as he tells us about the island, the activities, and the weather. He says the forecast is clear for the next few weeks, so we should enjoy nothing but the bright sun and a warm ocean.

      We walk into a plank wood pathway leading us to the gardens, an open terrace, and our villa, and holy moly, it is enormous! From the vast gardens, I can see a huge wooden deck extending almost into the waves, and an enormous bubbling hot tub and pool at the center of our backyard. But then, amid the shades of a few palm trees, I see the most exciting thing yet. I nearly jump up and down with excitement.

      Giant tortoises.

      “Alex,” I breathe in amazement, “Look at them!”

      “The turtles?”

      “Yes!” I turn to Sergio, “Please, can I go and pet them?”

      “Yes, of course, they are extremely docile. Just don’t sit on them, please.”

      Thrilled, I walk slowly enough not to scare them, kneel next to the closest tortoise and peer into his wise old face. He lifts his long neck up to me as he chews some grass, and I run a hand down his head and neck. His skin is dry, warm, and leathery. I almost squeal in excitement. They are so wonderful!

      “She loves animals,” I hear Alex telling Sergio, who nods. But to my surprise, no teasing or jokes about vegans. How odd… Alex must be tired.

      Sergio reaches into his pocket and pulls something out, walking over and handing it to me. It’s a bright red apple, its shiny skin reflecting the sun overhead.

      “If you want to be his best friend, feed him this. This one’s name is Fred, and the way to his heart is through his stomach.”

      I take the apple and hold it reverently out to Fred. Slowly, as if he has never hurried for anything in his long life, Fred extends his neck and takes a huge bite from the apple. The juices run down my hand, but I can’t find it in myself to care. I’m feeding a freaking giant tortoise!

      “Come on, love, The turtles aren’t going anywhere. We can see them later.”

      “Tortoises, not turtles, Alex.”

      Alex looks bewildered before he breaks out into laughter.

      “Alright, alright, tortoises. Let’s go. I promise we will revisit them.”

      “Bye, Fred,” I tell him, giving him the rest of the apple and a quick pat.

      We follow Sergio into the villa, and it takes me a second to take it all in. It’s incredible! Everything is made from bamboo and local wood, with an open floor plan that connects the outside deck with the inside. Then he shows us our bedroom, centered all around a huge king-sized bed topped with a mosquito net with a terrace that connects to the outdoors. The deck itself is almost as big as the house, dotted with outdoor furniture which is covered with plush cushions, and along with the hot tub, there is a fire pit surrounded by cozy reclining chairs. I’m immediately thinking about taking a nap there. Even just looking at the place has me relaxed. I lean into Alex, surrounded by the romantic atmosphere of our own personal paradise.

      A tall, older man exits the home, making his way over to us. He’s dressed in professional clothes that still seem to be cool enough to be bearable in the humid air.

      “Good afternoon,” he says. “My name is Kenneth, and I will be your personal butler. Anything you need, sir or madam, I will take care of it for you.” He bows to us with a flourish, showing the top of his balding head.

      “Please, call me Petra,” I tell him, smiling brightly, before we thank him for his warm introduction.

      “You are too gracious, madam. I’ll show you the rest of the villa. Follow me, please.”

      Alex rests his hand on the small of my back as Kenneth gives us the tour to the other parts of our accommodation. The perfect views combined with the smell of the salty air and the ambient noise of the island are so peaceful. I’m only paying half attention as Kenneth shows us the library/theater room, the outdoor bathrooms, the kitchen. I’m just too anxious to dip my toes into the water, stretching out on the hot sand… I just can’t wait.

      Finally, Kenneth’s tedious tour has concluded, and we both thank him as he heads back to retrieve our luggage. I wander to the bed and fall back onto it with a huff, sleepy and happy.

      “What a day,” I breathe, the jet-lag setting in.

      “Do you like the island? I hope it’s not going to be too boring for you.”

      I pop up on my elbows to stare at him where he is leaning against the doorframe. “Too boring?” I repeat in shock. “There are giant tortoises eating grass in our garden, like, this place is insane!”

      Alex laughs, his deep voice bringing butterflies to my stomach. “I’m glad you like it. I’ve been dreaming about you, totally naked, walking out of the sea here.” He waggles his eyebrows at me, and I laugh as he recounts his fantasy. “In slow motion, of course.”

      “Of course…” I give him a smirk, nodding. “Have you been here before?”

      “Not to this island, no. But Prince William and Kate Middleton spent their honeymoon here; George and Amanda Clooney too, so I thought, why not us?”

      “Oh, what a helpless romantic you are,” I say with a tease as Alex walks slowly over to the bed. Then he lays down next to me, gathering me into his arms.

      “I know. I can’t help it.”

      I grin silently under his voice, glowing with it. Then I catch his mouth in a passionate kiss, and he growls as our tongues swirl together, holding me tight to him.

      “Thank you for this, it’s perfect.” I snuggle my face into his shoulder, laying a kiss there, breathing in his comforting scent.

      “I’m glad you do, ‘cause we’re gonna be here for the next two weeks.”

      “Two weeks?” I repeat, surprised.

      “And there’s only us on the island,” he adds. “Along with the staff, I mean.”

      “Wait—there are no other guests here?” I ask again, having a hard time wrapping my head around having our own private island!

      “Nope, only us.”

      And wanting to provoke him even more, I ask, “What in the world are we going to do for two weeks?”

      “I can think of a few things…” I feel him squeeze my butt, and I giggle.

      “But seriously,” he says, “I want to teach you how to dive, for one. On the west side of the island, there is a large area of coral reef where the most beautiful fish congregate. There are even dolphins around, so if we are lucky, we should be able to swim with them.”

      “That would be so awesome.”

      Alex pulls me close again. I feel like asking more questions, but being in his arms makes me warm and sleepy, even though it’s the middle of the day. A ceiling fan is turning above us, dissipating the heavy, humid air and blowing a cooling breeze on us. It has been a long trip to get here. That, combined with the adrenaline of the helicopter ride and the elation at seeing our private resort, has me exhausted, and it is slowly catching up to me.

      Sensing my sleepiness, Alex lays a kiss on my forehead, and we cuddle closer. I drift off into a brief nap, surrounded by paradise and the arms of my husband.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake up, sleepyhead. Our luggage arrived,” I hear Alex whispering in my ear.

      I sit up, rubbing my eyes and watching Kenneth shuffle in with the last of our luggage. “My apologies to come so late, but I saw you were having a nap, so I didn’t want to interrupt.” He gives us another ridiculous bow before heading out. Looking out, it seems we slept for a few hours as the sun is now way lower on the horizon than before.

      I see my luggage on the table by the door, and I have a sneaking suspicion that it looks like not quite enough luggage for two weeks. I slip out of bed, feeling Alex’s eyes on my back as I open my suitcase. Just as I suspected—hardly anything except for my winter clothes. “Where are my summer clothes?” I ask as I see only the clothes I brought for the Netherlands inside. I dig around, pushing things to the side, feeling more panicked by the second.

      “I’m pretty sure you won’t need clothes here.”

      Please, don’t tell me he didn’t bring anything for me… “So what am I supposed to wear for dinner?”

      “Here.” Alex goes and opens the closet and steps aside to show me what’s on the hangers….

      There’s nothing in there. It’s totally empty.

      I shoot him a scowl; he’s up to something.

      “If you behave well, maybe I can get you a dress… maybe,” he teases, reclining on the bed, looking smug.

      “Oh you better get me one, or else I go naked. Naked to breakfast, naked to dinner, naked to the beach, naked everywhere.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” he says, mocking me, nonplussed. I put my hands on my hips and glare at him. It’s annoying that he knows me so well.

      “True,” I admit reluctantly. I sit down on the bed with a huff, and he laughs, pulling me to him and back down on the bed. He maneuvers me into the little spoon position and nuzzles my hair.

      “Calm down, grumpy girl. You’ll find the clothing I’ve brought you to be perfectly adequate.”

      His phone starts beeping, and as he looks at the screen, his face brightens up with a big smile. “Dad is finally in Bermuda,” he informs me, sounding way more relaxed. Then he turns the screen to me. “Look, he already printed and framed his wedding picture with us.” As I look at the photo Hendrik sent him, I can’t help but remember how he gambled with his life to be there. Alex types some quick answer to his dad before sliding his phone back into his pocket. Then he cups my jaw into his hands and leans down to kiss me.

      His joy in knowing his Dad is safe, combined with how happy he has made us both with the island getaway, seems to have cooled him down like I’ve rarely seen before. There is no work Alex, or worried Alex, just my husband Alex.

      My husband, I squeal to myself internally. I’ll need time to get used to this word.
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        * * *

      

      After eating some room service in bed, I suggest we go and check out the beach so that Alex can show me if he truly brought any clothes or even swimwear for me. To my surprise, Alex opens his suitcase and hands me a gift bag with a brand I don’t recognize, but I raise my brows, seeing Made in Brazil on it. We quickly change into our suits, and I shoot Alex a dirty look as I hold up a white string bottom. He, on the other hand, grins wolfishly.

      “I picked it out specially for you,” he says, knowing perfectly well it’s not the type of swimwear I’m used to.

      I shimmy into the bikini and catch a look at myself in the adjacent mirror. I look so scandalous! I’d never be seen in something like this at a public beach; heck, I wouldn’t even let the butler see me like this! “How come you get to wear regular swim shorts, but you have me parading around in these tiny squares of fabric? Between being naked and wearing this, there isn’t much a difference.”

      “You’re asking too many questions,” he taps the tip of my nose with his finger. “Now turn around and let me put your sunscreen on. There’s a lot of beautiful bare skin here we need to protect.”

      

      Then, we walk the waterline and take in the setting sun, which turns the sky all different shades of orange and pink, glinting off of the waves. The water is warm, and we take a few moments to swim in the ocean, splashing each other and laughing joyously. After everything we went through these past days, it’s so wonderful to see him relaxed, unburdened from the real world.

      Alex spreads a beach blanket out on the sand, and we collapse on it together, breathing hard from the exertion of swimming. He then sits up on his elbow, brushes my salty wet hair from my shoulder, and leans down to place his lips on mine.

      We roll all over the beach blanket together, taking joy in each other. He kisses me from my jaw down to my collar bone before rolling me on top of him. Then I pepper kisses all over his face, rubbing my cheek on his to feel his rough beard growing in. I catch a mix of his cologne and the salty notes of the sea, creating a new aroma.

      I take in everything around me, hearing the ocean and seeing my husband beneath me. I can’t get enough of this moment. Of this pure bliss to be here only with him. I put my hands on his face, tracing the lines of his jaw and brow with my fingers, then I catch Alex looking me deep in the eyes like he’s considering me.

      “What?” I ask.

      “I still can’t believe we are married,” he whispers, and the sincerity in his voice makes my heart jump.

      I smile at his words, reveling in the moment. “Neither can I.”

      His fingers thread through my hair lovingly. “Thank you for not giving up on me,” he says with the same tone. “Even after giving you so many reasons to.”

      “It wasn’t an easy decision,” I admit, even as it hurts my heart to do so. I hate causing him pain, but I want him to know how serious this decision was for me. “I hope you understand that.” I kiss him again, holding his eyes with mine.

      “I do.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        North Island, December 17, 2020

      

      

      It has been ten days since we have been on the island, and it has been ten days since Mom left me that voice message. Since then, she hasn’t called me like I asked her to. While Alex is doing his morning run around the beach, I decide to call Mom just to check on her. I wonder where in the world she ended up traveling to, if she’s enjoying her new life, and above all, if she has come to peace with herself and us. Despite my many attempts, though, it seems like her phone is still turned off. Wow. Does that mean she hasn’t turned it on for ten days? Impossible… Maybe she just ran out of battery. Or could she have gotten a new phone all together? All I hope is that her voice message was sincere and that she isn’t planning some twisted revenge against us behind my back. As I remain sitting on the sofa, my phone in hand, ruminating about Mom, I notice Alex stepping into the terrace from the pathway that leads to the beach.

      “Hey,” he greets, entering into the lounge of the villa. Then he turns to look at me and asks, “Is there something bugging you? You look worried.”

      His question pulls me back from my thoughts, and while I’d have preferred to simply smile and tell him that everything is fine, I decide to tell him the truth. “Um, Mom left me a voice message on my wedding day,” I fess out. “She said she’ll be leaving the Netherlands to take some time off.”

      He runs a hand through his hair before blowing out a breath. “Well, that’s not a bad idea.”

      “Yeah, but then I asked her to call me back, but she hasn’t done so since then.”

      “Give her some time…” He lets his words trail off, observing me. “It must be hard for her to accept we’re married.”

      “I’m not worried about her, I’m worried about us. What if she moved away from the Netherlands to plot something against us?”

      “Relax…” Alex sits beside me on the sofa and wraps an arm around me, pulling me on his lap. I love to nestle myself on him; the energy that radiates from his body heat has always managed to soothe me. “You’re overthinking.”

      With my head resting on his shoulder, my mind starts relaxing, and I feel myself at peace. “I’ve had nightmares this whole year,” I tell him for the first time. “Louise is not the first soothsayer saying our relationship would destroy me; my mom told me the same.”

      “And you believe them?” He looks me in the eye, waiting for my answer.

      I shrug in return, keeping myself nestled against him. “I just want to be cautious.”

      He presses his lips on my head, giving me a long kiss while I close my eyes, reveling in it. “Look, I won’t do anything unless you tell me to, but don’t you think we should take care of her once and—”

      “No deaths,” I say, cutting him off, and I frown immediately at him. “Killing her for the sake of prevention is out of the question.”

      “But that will solve our problems once and for all.”

      While we keep looking at each other, my jaw drops at his blunt answer. And I’m not even sure how to process that. “Alex,” I begin. “I saved the life of your dad despite what he did to your mom. You can do the same with mine.”

      “Except my dad wasn’t trying to destroy us,” he replies. “He actually helped us and treated you like his own daughter from day one.”

      “I know, but I can’t let you do this.” I let out a hard sigh, observing him. “I can’t… It goes against everything I stand for.”

      “What are our options, then?”

      I drop my gaze, thinking something through. “Elections are in March,” I tell him. “She has to be back before that, and depending on what she tells me once she decides to call me back, we’ll act accordingly.” And before I forget, I add, “But please, don’t make any decisions about her behind my back.”

      “I told you, I won’t.” His reply appeases my heart, and a small smile plays on my lips. “You know, I think it’s great you have morals, but sometimes, those can be a handicap.”

      I can’t help but chuckle at his comment. “Yeah, I understand it might come as a surprise to you that I don’t want to kill one of my parents.”

      “It does,” he bluntly states. “But to tell you the truth, you remind me of myself when everyone wanted to kill my dad after Mom found out about his bastard.” My brows raise up in surprise by his revelation. “I was the only one objecting it.” And my heart aches in pain as I recall that terrible morning where Margaret gambled with Hendrik’s life. No matter what he did, just like with Mom, I can’t bring myself to justify his death. “They thought I was against them because I didn’t support his murder.” The air grows heavy as we discuss such a delicate matter, and as I don’t know what to say, I just remain quietly observing him. “So I understand where you are coming from.” I give him a quick smile in appreciation. “But in our case, this is not killing for revenge, it’s killing to protect ourselves.” In a brisk move, I leave his lap and go to sit beside him. Then, crossing my arms over my chest, I shake my head at his insistence. Damn. I can’t believe he’s still trying to persuade me that killing her is okay! As I keep staring at him with annoyance laced all over my face, Alex finally gets it. “Alright, no murder.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        North Island, December 20, 2020

      

      

      The sun is quietly settling down in the horizon while I remain lying on a wooden lounge chair on the beach. It’s insane how time flies in this secluded piece of paradise. As I come to think of it, in a few days we will be back to New York and to its grey and freezing winter. I’m trying to finish a book, yet seeing my husband rambling from one side to the other as he speaks over the phone leaves me more anxious and curious than ever. Who on earth has he been talking to for the past twenty minutes? Ah! He finally hangs up, looking slightly annoyed. Then he walks back to where I’m lying, and once he gets close enough to me, I ask, “Is everything alright?”

      He runs a hand on his wet and salty hair, still visibly far away. After a few moments, though, his gaze finally alights on me. “Sebastian called me.” My eyes widen in surprise; Sebastian is definitely the last person I expected to give Alex a call. “I mean Jan called, and Sebastian was there with him.”

      “And?” I ask, patiently waiting for the rest.

      Alex takes a seat on the lounge chair beside me, his elbows resting on his knees, and lets out a sigh. “And Jan is hosting a Christmas Eve dinner in our honor.”

      The more he talks, the more surprised I am. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means he really wants us to attend.” Yet, Alex doesn’t look very excited about the invite.

      “Do you think Sebastian is behind that?” I ask.

      “Oh yeah, one hundred percent,” he answers straight away. “He most likely told Jan we aren’t speaking.”

      “Forgiveness is a virtue you know.”

      Alex cracks a quick laugh. “I’m not that virtuous.”

      “You don’t have to trust him ever again, but keeping Sebastian as an ally is a good idea given everything he knows about you,” I tell him as I keep observing how his body is tensed up and his expression is filled with distress. “I don’t think you should keep holding a grudge against him.”

      But Alex remains just as stiff. “He betrayed me. It’s not that easy.”

      After putting down my book, I sit on the chair, my feet on the sand, and take his hands on mine. “Look at my dad, he did so many bad things, and yet we forgave him.”

      Alex doesn’t seem convinced. “It’s different…”

      “Is it though?” I ask, forcing him to analyze the situation from another angle. “Julia told me Sebastian persuaded your mom not to kill him, but just to scare him enough so that he doesn’t come back.”

      “Yeah, but that could’ve been easily avoided if he had kept his damn mouth shut,” Alex snaps, his tone irritated. “He told Julia my dad was there, and she didn’t waste time in telling Mom.”

      “It’s also her dad. Sebastian just wanted them to talk.”

      He removes his hands from mine, leaning backward on the chair. “Why are you siding with him?” he asks, furrowing his brows in confusion. “You don’t even like him.”

      “Because I genuinely believe he told Julia in good faith,” I tell him. “I’m sure he wanted them to finally meet and talk after all these years.” Alex shakes his head, chuckling at my answer. “He most likely never thought it’d escalate so quickly.”

      “Well, maybe he should’ve thought about it before betraying my trust.”

      “Family is not easy. Sometimes we think we’re doing the right thing without properly assessing the consequences.”

      “My dad nearly died because of his ‘good intention’,” he reminds me.

      Jeez, he can be so stubborn sometimes. “Alright, it’s up to you. If you want to stay mad at him, by all means.” Then I take off my sunglasses and get up from my chair. “I’m going to the water, you wanna come?”

      Suddenly though, Alex leaves his serious face behind, beaming at me. “Always.”
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        The Netherlands, December 24, 2020

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      I don’t know much about the De Vries family. All I know is that they come from a dynasty of powerful industrialists and landowners. I know more about Jan—Alex and Sebastian’s friend, who lost his daughter, Janette, twenty years ago by the hands of the man I ended up marrying. And if that wasn’t bad enough, it’s at his property that we will spend Christmas Eve rather than in New York like we intended to. Not surprisingly, given his public reputation, there’s security at every corner of his estate and a very diligent review of every guest coming in. As we get into the main reception hall, we are greeted with flutes of champagne and a classical band playing warm-hearted Christmas songs. I glance around, taking in my surroundings—the chandeliers glow with a warm, mellow light, gowns and tuxes fill the room, along with laugher and smiles. Among the crowd, I see Julia and Sebastian standing afar and talking to a couple I recognize from my wedding reception at Beurs van Berlage.

      “Alex! Petra!” we hear a male voice calling, not too far from us. As I look in his direction, my eyes alight on Jan, coming over us with a big smile on his face.

      “Jan!” Alex goes to meet him, and the duo embrace each other warmly in a long hug.

      Somehow, I feel a bit guilty for knowing the truth about his daughter’s death and not telling him. It’s none of my business anyway, but there’s a strange heaviness weighing on my heart at the idea that Jan might never know what happened to her. Don’t we owe him the truth? I know it could destroy their friendship and create a myriad of conflicts, which is why I kinda understand why Alex prefers to keep it to himself, but still, wouldn’t facing the truth be more dignifying than perpetuating a lie?

      “What a wonderful reception,” Alex praises, and his words pull me back to planet earth.

      “Thank you for having us,” I say as I greet Jan.

      “I’m so glad you managed to come,” he tells us, always with such a friendly tone. In fact, it’s hard to believe that Jan could ever be revengeful. He seems such a kind and peaceful person. Then looking particularly at me, he asks, “How was North Island? Did you enjoy it?”

      “Oh, it was amazing, we saw so many giant tortoises there.” I can’t hide my excitement as I recall our wonderful trip and all the memories we created there. “And even vegetarian bats.”

      “Vegetarian bats?” Jan asks in surprise.

      “Yes, we saw bats that would only eat fruits,” I explain.

      “I’m sure they were eating vegetarian only when you were around,” Alex teases. “Just like me.”

      I shake my head as they both laugh.

      Jan then takes over. “So wait—you mean Petra doesn’t let you eat meat?”

      “Just when we are eating together,” I reply before Alex can do so.

      “And given the fact I’m now living with her…” my husband is particularly witty today.

      “Oh c’mon, with the amount of lunches you have without me, there’s plenty of room to eat whatever you want.”

      As Jan keeps laughing at our banter, Alex wraps an arm around my waist and leans in to plant a kiss on my temple. Even after being married, it’s still so rare that he shows affection like that in front of his friends and family, but I can only rejoice as I look at him with a smile up to my ears.

      “Good evening,” I hear someone saying from behind us. And as we turn, we find Julia and Sebastian standing in front of us. I try to match their joy as she takes me into her arms. “How are you guys doing?” Julia asks with her usual sweet tone. “Petra, you look great with this tan. Wow.”

      I wonder if the compliment is a way for her to put down my guard and make herself appear more likable to me. And while I’ve promised myself I will remain polite with all my in-laws, I will never forget that she was okay with killing her dad and my participating in that monstrous Russian roulette.

      “Thank you so much,” I tell her, giving her a smile for the sake of courtesy. “You look great as always.”

      Discreetly enough, Julia puts an arm around mine and starts slowly dragging me away from the group. After taking a few steps, she lowers her tone and says, “I wanted to talk to you privately and, um, ask you if you are still mad at me?”

      Well, at least she is direct. “I’m not mad, but I must say, what happened that morning left a pretty bad taste in my mouth.” That’s the most diplomatic way to put it.

      “I know I disappointed you.” She keeps her tone low and discreet. “But I want you to know that my dad was a horrible man and—”

      “Nothing justifies killing him,” I had to step in. Julia stops walking, and there’s something in her gaze that changes; it’s now more serious, with an ounce of annoyance. But nevertheless, I proceed, “Sebastian trusted you and thought you could leave the past behind and forgive your dad. Or at least be kind to him.”

      “Dad doesn’t deserve any of my kindness,” she snaps. “He was barely present in my life, and he was certainly not present in my sisters’ either.” Julia stares away for a brief instant as she seems to be thinking something through. “You are seeing it with fresh eyes, without the suffering and pain that we endured.”

      I drop my gaze, recognizing her point. “I know.”

      “Where I come from, we keep our promises. And we told him before he left for his exile that if he ever came back, he’d be greeted with a bullet in his head.” A cold shiver runs down my spine at her threatening tone, and even if the threat wasn’t directed to me, it makes me freeze on the spot. “It seems like he didn’t believe us.”

      “But that was so long ago—”

      “And?” she cuts me off before I can even finish. “A promise is for as long as both shall live. Or do you expect your vows to stop mattering after twenty or thirty years?”

      Letting out a breath, I ponder her question. “Julia, I agree with you. But I just think after so long, you could be a bit more, um, forgiving?”

      “Forgiving?” She chuckles at me, shaking her head. “No, dear. Leave forgiveness to God. People who forgive those who hurt them can be sure they will be hurt again by those they forgave.”

      “So if Sebastian does something bad, you won’t forgive him?” I ask.

      “Depends how bad it is.” She pauses, considering me. “But I think Sebastian is smart enough to know what I’m capable of if he ever dares to step out of line.” Boy, this conversation is getting so awkward… I didn’t need to know how crazy she is. “Petra?” I blink, focusing back on her. “You are still young and deeply in love with my brother, but if you become too forgiving… Even the most honest man might feel tempted to take advantage of that.” It sounds like a warning, and I can’t prevent myself from frowning at her words. Does she know everything that happened between Alex and I? Does she know all the lies I forgave? Despite hating to the core how she treated her dad, I cannot disagree with her. Alex lied many times, and many times I forgave him, hoping he would finally stop deceiving me. I just hope this time he stops for good. Then, she leans in and gives me a kiss on my temple just like her brother did. Before I can dwell on what she just told me, though, she adds, “Oh, by the way, Sebastian and I are hosting a New Year’s Eve party.” Her tone now has totally switched to a festive one. “And no, you can’t decline. We are gonna have fireworks, and Andries is gonna play the piano for us.”

      “Andries?” I ask, walking down my memory lane to remember who he is. “You mean, your oldest?”

      “Yes, he’s a fine pianist,” she says with pride in her gaze.

      I have no idea what I’m supposed to say, but all I want is to have a decent relationship with her. “Alright then, um, I’m sure we can extend our stay for a few more days.”

      

      ***

      

      As Julia and I are escorted to our table in the dining hall, I realize Jan’s hosting his dinner in a ballroom with a similar style and design to the one in the De Haar Castle. There are at least ten tables spread across the room, and on one end stands the band, this time playing jazzy music for the evening. As the usher leads me to my table, I shouldn’t be surprised to find Alex already there talking with Sebastian and Jan. Truthfully, I hoped we wouldn’t have to sit beside Julia and Sebastian, and yet here we are. Alex appears to be quite engrossed with them, and if he’s by any chance still holding a grudge against his brother-in-law, then he’s hiding it quite well.

      After a few more minutes though, Jan stands up and the music stops. As I look around, everyone seems to be already in their seats. Jan takes his flute of champagne and starts to give a speech. “My dear friends, I wanted to take this opportunity to thank everyone for coming here tonight. We are here not only to celebrate Christmas but also to raise a toast to the newlyweds, Alex and Petra, who just came back from their honeymoon.” Just hearing his last words makes me go red up to my ears. Oh gosh, and now everyone is looking at us, including Jan. “With so many divorced families, including myself twice, I truly admire that you guys took the eternal vows. I wish you both a prosperous marriage. It’s not an easy journey, but with love and mutual respect, there’s nothing you can’t overcome,” says the man who was recently convicted for raping his wife. How ironic. As I come to think of it, I wonder if he knows I’m the daughter of the nonprofit founder who helped her win her case. Jan then raises his flute of champagne and, looking at his guests, he says, “To Alex and Petra.”

      We do the same, and I wet my lips with the bubbly, looking instinctively at Julia and Sebastian.
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        * * *

      

      After dinner, I excuse myself and walk down the hallway to go to a quieter area of the manor so that I can make a few phone calls. With so many guests filling every corner of the entryway and reception hall, it’s hard to find a place where I can be left alone. As I walk through the corridor, the slightly open door on my right sparks my curiosity, and as I push it further to get a full view into the room, my eyes alight on a sumptuous library. Perfect! I get inside and close the door behind me. Then, I glance around, making sure that there is no one else here, and spend the next twenty minutes catching up with Emma, who is spending the rest of winter in Tulum at a spiritual retreat.

      Afterward, I call Dad, making sure he isn’t too mad at us for not spending Christmas in New York with him.

      “Do you know when I will see you again?” he asks, probably containing his disappointment that I won’t spend New Years Eve there either.

      “Well, I suppose in January for the board meeting.” My first board meeting actually. “Why? Is everything alright?”

      Dad doesn’t answer immediately. Instead, he draws out a breath before finally saying, “Well, it’s my first Christmas without you, so…” He lets his words trail off as he takes a sip of his drink. “It’s a bit harder than I thought it’d be.” There’s some nostalgia and sadness in his voice that I wasn’t expecting. “Today, I went to your atelier, I mean, what’s left of it.” My heart squeezes tight as I feel the pain in his words. I knew he wouldn’t cope well being left alone in that big apartment, but I never thought solitude would hit him so hard. “And I found the first brushes Alex offered you when you were seven.”

      Before he can proceed, I say, “Oh, I left them there as a souvenir along with a few paintings.” The truth is I didn’t even manage yet to check all the paintings and brushes I want to take to my new atelier in Bedford Hills. “Um, I also left your vinyls there.”

      “Ah, yes,” Dad mutters, thinking something through. “The point is, I, as your dad, should’ve bought those brushes for you. I should’ve taken you to those galleries, and I should’ve bought you those books about art and—”

      “Dad, why are you thinking about it now?” I ask, cutting him off. “You can’t change the past. It’s alright. Really.” I imagine he must have had a few drinks by now, which is making him more nostalgic and self-conscious than before.

      “Well, because today it’s Christmas Eve, and for the first time in nineteen years, you aren’t here. Janine asked me if I wanted a Christmas tree, but what’s the point if you aren’t here?” He pauses, his melancholia sinking into him. “I want to apologize for having taken you for granted.” My brows raise up, and I barely believe his words. He must be beyond tipsy to be saying that with so much conviction. “For some naïve reason, before you got engaged, I thought you’d stay living with me until your mid-thirties or something.”

      A chuckle escapes me at his last comment. Jeez! That’s really naïve of him, indeed. “Dad, I’m really sorry we didn’t spend Christmas with you,” I tell him once more. “But we will be back in January, and I promise we will do a few dinners, all the three of us, to catch up.”

      While I thought my words were cheering him up, I hear Dad saying, “Alex is so damn lucky to see you every day. I miss your company so much—your sarcasm, your laugher, your endless questions about everything and nothing. I even miss the times when you were mad at me and you’d go upstairs and lock yourself inside your atelier.”

      A smile settles on my lips at his kind words. But he’s already so depressed and down, it’s better to change the subject to something else, so I ask, “Have you spoken to Mom recently?”

      “No, I haven’t. And I hope I will never have to again.”

      “Did you know she left the Netherlands and moved somewhere else?”

      “Did she?” he asks rhetorically. “I had no idea, no. Maybe it’ll do her some good.”

      “Yeah… she left on my wedding day, and so far, she hasn’t said anything.”

      “You shouldn’t worry about her, Petra,” he answers. “After everything she did to you…”

      “I know. But she’s still my mom, and I only have one.” I pause for a beat. “I still have some hope that one day she will turn the page and be part of the family,” I tell him, knowing that I sound just as foolish as Dad a few minutes ago.

      “Good luck with that.” After a few more seconds, Dad adds, “Well, I’m gonna go, I don’t want to take more of your time.”

      “Do you have plans for tonight?”

      “Eh, yes, some client is hosting a dinner, so that’s where I’ll be heading.” Despite his confident tone, I know there’s still some frustration behind it.

      “Dad?”

      “Yes?”

      “No matter the flaws you have, I’m very proud of you. You supported my relationship with Alex since the very beginning when I’m pretty sure most parents wouldn’t even consider it,” I tell him from the bottom of my heart. “And that matters so much more to me than the galleries you didn’t take me to or the brushes you didn’t buy me.” Since I hear nothing on the other side after a few seconds, I ask, “Dad? Are you still here?”

      “I am,” he answers, his voice barely audible. “Thanks…” I hear him struggling with his emotions as his breathing grows heavier. “Those are the words I really needed to hear.” He sniffles back, and I’m glad to know that what I said truly means to him.

      Then a moment of silence ensues as Dad recomposes himself from everything. And for once, I wish he could have someone besides Janine who could be there by his side to give him some emotional support. It shouldn’t be that hard to find a woman who would love him for him, and not for the brand he built of himself. Because deep down, I’m sure he’s capable of showing that side of himself to a woman other than me.

      “Alright, um, I’ve been taking way too much of your time,” he says with an ounce of embarrassment. “I should get going. Take good care of yourself, okay?” He seems to be much better now. At least, I hope so. “And whatever you need, don’t hesitate to call me.”

      “I will. Thanks for everything, Dad,” I say, before adding, “And Merry Christmas.”

      “Merry Christmas, Petra.”

      And we hang up.

      This call left me with such a heavy heart that I’m still slowly recovering from it. I should’ve called Dad first and then Emma. Not the other way around. Incredible how Dad regretted so many things he never thought about before. “I want to apologize for having taken you for granted.” His words replay in my head because this is such an easy mistake for us to do. Taking a deep breath in and out, I go to my recent calls and decide to press on the one that says Mom. As I put my phone against my ear, I hope at least for Christmas, Mom would have the decency to pick the call.

      “Hi, this is Tess Hagen, I’m currently unable to take your call so kindly leave me a message after the beep and I’ll get back to you as soon as possible. Thanks!”

      My heart falls to the ground as I hear once more the same empty words from her voicemail. Yet, as I hear the beep, I decide not to hang up, but to say, “Hi, Mom, it’s me, your daughter…” I glance around once more, making sure no one is listening. “Um, I wanted to wish you a Merry Christmas, and, um…” My words trail off as I remain searching for what to say next without sounding pathetic or annoying. “I hope you are enjoying your trip, and I hope you’ll get back to me soon.” I hesitate whether to say three more words or not, but for better or worse, I say, “I miss you,” and I hang up.

      I’m about to leave the library when an unknown number calls me. Maybe it’s Mom. Without thinking twice, I take the call and put the phone against my ear.

      “Petra?” It’s a female voice, but definitely not Mom’s.

      “Who is calling?” I ask immediately.

      “Hi, I’m Carice Knowles, Tess Hagen’s attorney. Am I talking to her daughter?”

      My heart suddenly starts pounding at the word attorney. “Um, yes, it’s me.”

      “Hi, Petra, how are you? I know you don’t know me, but I wanted to reach out, as your mom has been missing for the past twenty days…”

      Wow. Mom didn’t even notify her attorney? “Oh, um, I got a voice message from her on my birthday, and she told me she went on vacation,” I tell her.

      “I know your mom very well; I’m also her best friend,” she announces. “Your mom wouldn’t leave the country without telling me beforehand, she knows we need her at the nonprofit.” Her anxious tone is quite understandable. “The police are currently investigating her disappearance, but I think she got abducted.”

      “What?” I blurt out. Jeez!

      Carice is overreacting, but before I can tell her to relax, she proceeds, “We tried to call her many times, but her phone is turned off. Not even Anika knows where she is.”

      “I’m sure she’s just taking some time off after everything she went through this year,” I tell her. “Some people really need to be left alone after going through a lot.”

      “Petra, Anika went to her house, and her suitcases are still in there and all of her clothes too.” That’s not a good sign, but I can’t help trying to find another plausible reason behind that. “I think your mom was being coerced to send you that voice message so you wouldn’t worry about her.”

      “There must be another explanation…” Yet, I’m not seeing any. If she went on vacation, why wouldn’t she take a suitcase and let Anika know? I mean, advising your maid that you won’t be back for a while is the least one should do.

      “Look, I understand you don’t like her, but if your husband knows anything…” she lets her words trail off, yet fewer words can often say more. 

      I don’t know what else to say to her, except, “I’ll talk to him.” But the fact she’s implying my husband might have something to do with her disappearance is troubling. “I must go now. Merry Christmas.” And I end the call.

      “Enjoying the library?” a sudden voice startles me, and as I turn, I see Jan entering into the room with a nostalgic expression. Still in shock, I remain staring at him as he paces slowly in my direction, a bit lost in his own thoughts.

      “Oh, um, I’m so sorry, I just needed to do a few phone calls, and this place was quiet compared to everywhere else.”

      “My daughter loved to come here.” His comment about his daughter casts a sadness in me I wasn’t ready for. “She’d lay on this sofa and spend hours reading while listening to some old classic.” The gravity in his voice breaks my heart, and I can perfectly imagine Janette doing just that. Why? Because I would do the same.

      “Alex told me about her,” I tell him. “I’m deeply sorry for your loss.”

      Jan seems genuinely surprised that I know about Janette. “Did Alex also tell you we found her cadaver?” A gasp of air expels from my lungs at the news. “We held her funeral four days ago.” Four days ago? Wait, so that’s when he called Alex while we were on the beach? Why didn’t Alex tell me anything about it?

      But I’m too embarrassed to tell him my husband kept it to himself so instead, I say, “Yes, and, um, I’m sorry we couldn’t attend her funeral. We just came back to the Netherlands yesterday.”

      “Janette was just two years younger than you when she died,” he tells me with a twinkle in his eye. “She had big plans for her future, too. She was a great fencer. Training nonstop. You’d have loved her, I’m sure you’d have become great friends.” I try to smile, but the sadness of her death doesn’t help.

      “Do you know what happened to her?” I ask, interested in getting to know his version.

      “She was most likely abducted and, um, taken far away by a bunch of scumbags that don’t deserve to live.”

      Ah, yes, my husband and my dad. Lovely description. “Did you do an autopsy?”

      “Of course I did. How else would I have known that it was her?”

      Despite his derisive tone, I ask, “And did you find what she died from?”

      “After twenty years, it’s pretty hard to tell. There’s nothing but bones.”

      “Were her bones fractured or anything?”

      “No, her bones seemed to all be in place,” Jan says.

      Well, if I ever needed a confirmation that Mom was telling me the truth about Janette’s death, here it is. A car accident would have obviously fractured some, I know that well.

      “I’m glad she managed to be reunited with her family,” I tell him, and I truly mean it. “She deserves to rest in peace.”

      “Thank you for your kind words, Petra.” There’s something in his tone that switched, something that makes him less stoic. “There wasn’t a day that passed by without thinking about her and where she was.” I see Jan looking away for a moment, struggling to keep his composure. “I was scared her body had been burnt and that I’d never be able to bring her back home.”

      The sadness in his tone moves me, and despite knowing Jan doesn’t have the best reputation, I’m glad to know that, at least, he genuinely cared about her.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the romantic music playing on the backseats while Alex and I are on our way back to the estate, the phone call with Carice hasn’t left my mind. I remain steadily looking out of the window and wondering how I will ask my husband if he has anything to do with the disappearance of my mom. Well, there aren’t a thousand ways to do it, so I just turn to him and, after taking a few deep breaths, I break our comfortable silence and say, “Do you have any idea where my mom is?” His brows raise up, and he looks at me with some confusion in his gaze. “I mean, it has been nearly twenty days since she left me that message.”

      “Didn’t you tell me she was taking some time off?” he asks, surprised.

      “Yeah, but apparently she isn’t.” And I know at this point, I’ll have to tell him the rest. “Carice, her attorney, just called me asking if I knew where she was since the police are investigating her disappearance.” His expression remains just as serene, giving nothing away. “Do you have anything to do with it?”

      “No, I don’t,” he answers, quite confidently. “I promised you I’d leave her alone, and that’s what I’m doing.”

      “Maybe your mom, Julia, or Sebastian know…”

      Alex blows out a breath, annoyed at my insistence. “This is none of my business. If you want to know, ask them directly.”

      His nonchalant tone doesn’t sit well with me. “It’s my mom we are talking about, and she might be held captive.”

      “Petra, you are exaggerating…”

      “I’m not,” I hiss back. “It has been twenty days, and no one knows where she is. Not even Anika.”

      “Maybe your mom doesn’t want to be found. Have you thought about that?” he asks, his eyes pinned on mine. “People sometimes willingly disappear and leave society behind.”

      I cut eye contact, my gaze returning to the window. At this point, it’s clear Alex won’t help me. And no, Mom isn’t the type of person who disappears without telling at least Anika, her loyal help of over twenty years, where she is going first. I know her well enough. Plus, if Mom was going on a trip, she’d have taken at the very least a suitcase with her; why didn’t she do that? I feel tempted to ask him that very same question, but it’d only bring more friction between us, and there’s no need for that.

      My heart aches because I truly want to believe him, but I can’t… After all, when we were on the beach and I asked him about his phone call with Sebastian and Jan, he simply hid the fact that Jan had found his daughter’s body and they were hosting her funeral. Maybe he thought that wasn’t worthy to mention, but I’d have preferred to know it from him, rather than from a man I barely speak to.

      Once we arrive at his estate, Alex starts talking to Stuart while I go to my bedroom, close the door behind me, and call Carice. I just hope it’s not too late for her.

      “Hi, Carice?” I say, upon hearing her voice. “Um, I’m sorry calling you so late, but I just spoke to my husband. Um, he told me he doesn’t know where my mother is. But I think the police should check with Margaret, Yara, Sebastian, or Julia Van Den Bosch… They might be onto something.”
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        Den Bosch, December 31, 2021

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      My period is two weeks late. Although I’ve never had regular periods, they’ve never been that late either. I throw the clean tampon away, and as I remain stuck in the guest bathroom at the Van Den Bosch’s, I feel tempted to call the lady’s maid and ask her to go and get me a pregnancy test. But I know she’ll immediately tell Julia, and that doesn’t sit well with me. Plus, something tells me I shouldn’t try it so soon. After my previous loss, I don’t want to fill my heart with futile hopes. The ringtone of my iPhone breaks through the walls of the bathroom, startling me. After seeing it’s Carice calling, though, I pick up the call with a bit of apprehension. “Yes?”

      “Your mom sent me a voice message to my email,” Carice says. “To my email! Like, who does that? Something isn’t right…”

      “What did she say?” I ask immediately, wondering why Mom didn’t do the same with me.

      “She wished me a happy new year and told me she’ll be spending the rest of winter away, reflecting on her life and that she doesn’t want to be found.” Carice’s voice is rushed, and the frustration and anxiety in it quite palpable. “Tess was crying by the end of the message, her tone wasn’t confident or joyful, but rather alarming like she’s afraid.”

      “But why didn’t she call you directly, then?” I ask, confused. “Did you try to reach her?”

      “Of course, I tried. No answer. Her phone is still turned off. I don’t get why she wouldn’t talk to me. I sent her another email asking her to call me, but in vain. I’m her best friend, for fuck’s sake.” Carice heaves a long sigh in frustration while I remain processing everything she told me

      “They don’t want her to be found,” I find myself saying. “If they sent it via email, it’s because they can use VPNs to mask the real location.”

      “I think you are right. The police didn’t find any woman named Tess Hagen flying anywhere out of the Netherlands. They checked all her recent card statements, and she didn’t buy any ticket, or car rental, or vacation package, or hotel.” The more Carice speaks, the more my heartbeat keeps rising. “I truly believe she’s being held captive somewhere.”

      “Fuck,” I breathe out, reality sinking into me. If that’s true, then Mom is really in danger. “I think it’s gonna get worse.”

      “You think they’re gonna kill her?” Carice nearly gasps for air at the end of her question.

      “Yes…” The word rolls off my tongue instinctively. “And they’ll find a way to make it seem like an accident.” Silent tears course down my cheeks; not really because of my mom, but because I know deep down that Alex might know the truth behind her disappearance. And just like with Jan, he prefers to live in a constant state of denial and lies in a failed attempt to protect our relationship. If I confront him again, he’ll know I’m still in contact with Carice, and it might put her in danger too. Cold chills spread through my body knowing I married a monster and I was too much in love with him to realize it. The way he handled Janette’s death should have been enough to make me want to stay away from him once and for all.

      “Petra?” Carice’s voice pulls me back from my thoughts. “Petra, are you okay?”

      “Did the police find anything against my in-laws?”

      “Nothing. The police posed a few questions to their lawyers, and that was it.”

      “No one answered directly to the police?”

      “No, just their lawyers.” A silence filled with sadness ensues as Carice draws out a breath, her concerns matching mine. “I miss your mom so much.”

      “Have they tried tracking her iPhone?” I ask, trying to find anything that could help us. “They should be able to track her location.”

      “Unfortunately, her phone has been turned off since the fifth of December, and the last location they found was her house.”

      “Maybe her phone is still in there.” If Mom was abducted, then that means they might have gone into her house, forced her to do that goodbye voice message there, and then took her away. I drag some precious air into my lungs as I picture those images. Closing my eyes, I focus on breathing to tame my growing pain and anger. “Carice, I’m gonna have to go, but please, don’t give up on her. I think if you follow my in-laws, you should find something.”

      As I reach the terrace from where we’ll be watching the fireworks, I find Alex idly chatting with his Mom, Julia, and Sebastian.

      “Some champagne, Miss?” a waiter asks, carrying a tray with flutes which are being distributed among the guests to cheer at midnight.

      “No, thanks.” I glance quickly at my phone to check the time; only three minutes to go.

      I try to put on a festive mood to match the evening and forget the call I just had with Carice, but as I look at my husband and my in-laws laughing and indulging themselves in champagne, I feel tempted to march over there and demand answers to my questions: where is my mom? What happened to her? While I don’t have any evidence against them, my instincts tell me they are all guilty, and the only reason they haven’t killed Mom yet is because they know that once I figure out the truth, I won’t take it lightly.

      “Petra?” I hear Julia calling. As my eyes grace her, she gestures me to join them, her face glowing with a beautiful smile and a pair of diamond earrings. Damn. Incredible how the more you know someone, the more disappointing they become. I used to look at Julia and see a beautiful, kind woman, someone I admire and respect. Heck, even some sort of role model. But now… Now I only see a psycho hidden behind beautiful looks and a fake smile. I give her a quick nod of acknowledgement before heading toward them. “Are you okay?” Her sweet voice annoys me even more. “I was searching for you. The countdown is about to start.” I make the conscious effort to put on a pleasant expression to avoid any suspicion. “Oh, you need a drink.” She calls the waiter who carries the non-alcoholic drinks and gives me a cranberry juice.

      Despite the heaters spread all around the terrace, it’s still freezing, but no one seems to mind as they start counting down for the new year. Then, at three seconds to go, I notice a little something rising up in the sky, and once everyone screams cheerfully Happy New Year, the first fireworks explode in a thousand colors.

      “Happy New Year, my dear sister.” Julia takes me into her arms and gives me a deep hug. “I’m so happy for you to be part of the family,” she whispers in my ear, like it’s some sort of excuse for her to do what she’s doing to my mom. Sorry girl, it’s not because I married you brother that you can just go and kidnap my mom. Maybe I should remind her of that. After she releases me, Margaret does the same, followed by Sebastian. And as everyone gives me a hug and wishes me happy new year, I want to bury all the negative feelings I have for them, but I can’t. I want to look at my in-laws just like before, but my perspective on them has been changing and getting worse after each new call with Carice. “Thanks,” I manage to pull off.

      Then comes my husband, and as he pulls me against him and kisses my lips, I want to claim his mouth and beat him at the same time. “Happy New Year, little Petra.” Oh, little Petra… he knows I have a soft spot for that nickname… he fucking knows it, and I hate him for exploiting that weakness of mine.
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        * * *

      

      While everyone is now partying on the dance floor under the beat of the DJ, I remain alone by the terrace, my elbows resting on the balustrade. The waiter was kind enough to place a heater right beside me, so I have been staying here alone and enjoying the quiet beauty of the night. I hear a few steps approaching, and after turning my head to check, I find Alex, hands in his pockets, walking in my direction.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, breaking the silence that fills the space between us, before stopping beside me. “You’ve been quite distant the whole evening.”

      Yeah, when you and your family are hiding the truth from me, it’s kinda hard to fake it. The answer is on the tip of my tongue, but I can’t tell him that. They can’t know I’m still in touch with Carice, or they might do the same to her.

      “Um, I was just wondering why Mom never returned my calls,” I tell him instead.

      “And you spent the whole evening thinking about that?” he asks, rather annoyed. “After everything she did to us, you are still wasting your mental energy on her?”

      “I know, it’s stupid. I shouldn’t care,” I say for the sake of avoiding another argument. “But it’s also understandable that she was worried, given your past.”

      He doesn’t seem convinced. “Petra, your mom did everything she could to tear us apart. Don’t you get that?”

      “Does that give you permission to kill her though?” I snap, my eyes glaring at him.

      Alex frowns in confusion at my question. “What are you talking about? I already told you a thousand times; I don’t know where she is.”

      “And I’ve got the feeling you are lying once more,” I blurt out at him.

      Alex lets out a sigh before running a hand on his hair as he considers me. “Why would I be lying?”

      “To protect yourself. Just like you did with Jan,” I tell him simply. “Speaking of which, how can you look at him in the eye and never feel any shame or guilt for what you have done?”

      “I told you, it was an accident,” he says nonchalantly. “I did what I had to. I won’t be ruminating over my past, since I can’t change it.” Shaking my head at his robotic answer, I turn away, looking to the gardens instead. “Hey…” Alex takes my hands that are resting on the balustrade and puts them on each of his shoulders, forcing me to turn and face him in the eye. Then he holds me by the waistline and says, “I’m sorry that your mom has been ignoring you and not returning your calls. But I’ve got nothing to do with it.” Despite his charming and soothing voice, I’m not sold. Maybe he’s just trying to manipulate me. And that is the problem with lies; one lie is enough to question all truths. It creates walls between us, and it becomes harder and harder to tear them down.

      “How am I supposed to trust you?” I ask him, my eyes on his. “After all the lies…”

      “Do you have any evidence that goes against what I’m saying?”

      “No, I don’t…”

      “So, why wouldn’t you trust me on this? I don’t know where your mom is.”

      Despite searching for the truth in his gaze, I’m torn between believing him or not. Yes, I have no evidence to prove that Alex is involved in my mom’s disappearance, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t privy to it.

      “So, why don’t you help me to find her?” I keep asking.

      Alex exhales loudly at my insistence, looking away for an instant. “Because I don’t care about her,” he retorts. Well, now he sounds quite honest. “I don’t care if she is in Japan or in Thailand living like a monk and having an existential crisis because her daughter married someone she doesn’t like.” He seems sincere, but who knows for sure? One of his hands go up to stroke my cheek, and the gesture feels so familiar and so ridiculously good that I’m ashamed to admit it. “I care about you, and that’s all.” A blooming heat spreads through me at his words because those last ones are truly sincere; they were said from the bottom of his heart, and I felt it. My lips part slightly, and I lean into him, bringing them to his for a kiss. Alex holds me against him, and my heart starts racing at the touch of his delicious lips on mine. His love has always been given with conviction and an open heart, and I know that no matter the issues we have with my mom, what he feels for me has always been true.

      Alex breaks our kiss, and as we look at each other, he asks, “You know how much I love you, right?”

      His question brings a smile to my lips while my heart keeps pounding loudly in my chest. “That I know.”
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        Manhattan, February 7, 2021

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      It has been over two months since Mom disappeared, and despite Carice’s insistence, the police have somehow dropped the investigation due to the lack of any trace or evidence. “There’s not much we can do,” they had told her. But I’m pretty sure the police might have been dissuaded from searching. Just like when they erased my mom’s report from their system twenty years ago, they are most likely being financed by my in-laws to do the same now. Is Alex also involved? Despite him denying it multiples times, I can’t help but think he is. I don’t have any evidence to prove it, but something tells me he is.

      The reality of life pulls me back from my thoughts, and I remain sitting in the bathroom, staring steadily at the pregnancy test between my fingers. After two cycles without periods and yet without any other symptoms, it was time to be sure once and for all.

      It’s positive.

      I should be freaking happy, and a part of me is, but there’s always a dark cloud over my thoughts that prevents me from smiling as I look at the result. There’s the uncertainty of the future, and then there’s Louise playing again in my mind. “I only see death and misery…” I shut my eyes, forcing her words out of my system. But they are trapped inside me, like truths that I don’t want to face. “This relationship is going to destroy you, my dear…” Truths that you can’t silence, they come back to the surface and terrorize you. A sudden sound startles me, and I drop the test on the floor.

      It’s just my iPhone, gosh!

      I stand up and pick my phone, which is resting beside the sink. As I read the name of the caller though, I freeze on the spot. It can’t be true! I blink twice, making sure I read it properly, and I answer immediately.

      “Petra? Can you hear me?”

      “Mom?” Recognizing her voice, I put a hand over my mouth to cover my gasp, but it’s too late. “Gosh, everyone thought you were dead! Where are you?”

      “It’s a long story. Are you in New York?” Her voice is rushed, like she’s in the hurry to go somewhere.

      “Um, yes, we came back last month,” I answer, my mind barely processing that she is talking to me. “What happened to you?”

      “Great, can I talk to you in person?” she asks instead.

      “Um, yes, sure. But, wait—are you coming to New York?” Wow. Is Mom really talking to me right now? “Is everything alright?”

      “I don’t have much time to talk right now. Shall we meet in Park Avenue at around one tomorrow afternoon?”

      “Tomorrow? Um, okay, but what happened?”

      “Petra, it’s not safe to talk over the phone,” she says, stumbling over her words. “I’ll explain everything once I’m here. Please don’t tell anyone we’ve been in contact. No one,” she asks, and her tone sounds truly frightening. “Do you hear me?”

      “Mom, you’re scaring me. Please, call Eric, he’ll arrange security once you land.”

      “Eric is already informed I’m traveling. He and Matt are the first ones I reached out.”

      “What about Carice, did you call her?” I keep asking. “She was so worried about you.”

      “Yes, I did too. Well, I have to go. I love you so much. See you soon.” And she just hangs up.

      Jeez! I gape in shock at her rushed phone call. Was this even real? Did she really call me? I go and check the recent calls, and yes there is her phone number right on top. I delete it straight away, just in case, as I remain under a wave of shock at the whole thing.
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        * * *

      

      I try to spend the whole day studying, but I can barely concentrate as I think about my phone call with Mom. Maybe Matthew knows what’s happening since she called him and his dad first. So I leave the dining room where I’m studying, go to the ensuite bathroom, lock myself inside, and call him.

      “Hey,” Matthew greets, his tone as joyful as always. “So good to hear from you again. How are you?”

      While I can’t match with his excitement, I do my best to be polite and not sound too alarmed. “Hey, I’m doing great. Um, did my mom call you like yesterday or today by any chance?”

      “Oh, yeah, she and her attorney are on their way to New York as we speak.”

      “Do you know what happened?” I ask impatiently.

      “Yeah, I do…”

      My heart sinks into my stomach at his straight answer. “What happened?”

      “Well, I think it’s better she tells you directly.” Matthew seems to be just as secretive as Mom. “We’re gonna attend the meeting too.”

      But I keep asking, regardless of his advice. “Was she abducted? Did you manage to find any evidence? Do you know who did it?”

      “Yeah, we do know who’s behind all of that.”

      “Oh, my gosh…” I close my eyes, because the tone in his voice tells me what I already feared I knew deep inside me. But I’ve got ask. I need him to confirm it once and for all. “It’s him, right?”

      Matt blows out a breath, not wanting to admit it. “Petra, tomorrow we meet at your place and we speak,” he says again. “Please, just don’t say a word to Alex about your mom. Her life is at stake.” His request leaves a sour taste in my mouth. I can’t believe Alex was involved. It can’t be true! He promised me he’d leave my mom alone.

      My eyes remain shut, and I focus on breathing, but the reality that I have married the man who abducted my mom makes me want to throw up. And worse, if Eric has evidence, Alex will go on trial and I don’t know if this time, he can win. Jeez, I’m not even sure I want him to win, especially if he’s guilty.

      “Petra? Are you alight?”

      “I… Um, I am,” I lie. “Do you think the evidence is strong enough to send him to jail?”

      “Woman, drink some tea, do some meditation, and relax. You are getting overly anxious right now,” Matt sounds like he’s teasing, but I know he means well. I just can’t comprehend how he can be so calm after everything that’s going on.

      “You don’t understand; he promised me he wouldn’t do shit to my mom, and that he’d always be honest with me.”

      “Lol,” Matt blurts out. “I mean, it’s easy to say whatever you want to hear if the goal was to marry you.” The honesty in his tone shatters me to the core. “Men lie all the time to get laid, so I imagine he did the same but to marry you.”

      I wish I wouldn’t have to say that, but Matt is right. Margaret told me her son used to manipulate women to get what he wanted. And he most likely did the same with me.

      “Thanks for your honesty,” I tell him. “It was very enlightening.”

      “We see each other tomorrow,” he says. “Please, not a single word about your mom to Alex, okay?”

      “I won’t. Thank you for being here,” I tell him, my heart still racing at the reality I’m living in.

      “Always, girl.” His bright tone makes me feel slightly better. “See you tomorrow.” As he hangs up, I didn’t want the call to end. I wanted to stay longer on the line and talk to him, so that I could forget that I married a compulsive liar and a manipulative man.
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        * * *

      

      A cold chill spreads through me as Alex steps into the dining room where I’m studying. “Good evening,” he greets with a gentle voice as he walks toward me. “Did you have a good day?”

      I nod, putting on the best smile I can, and greet him with a kiss.

      “Are you alright?” he asks, observing me.

      “Yeah, just struggling a bit with monetary policies…” I make this up for the sake of justifying my nervousness. “It’s kinda boring, and I need to know them for the mid-terms.”

      “I’m sure you are gonna be fine.”

      I return the smile, and as he walks back out of the dining room, my anxiety quietly vanishes.

      But before he crosses the doorway, Alex stops and turns to face me. “By the way, um, do you have any news about your mom?”

      My heart drops at his question, and it takes everything in me to prevent my jaw from doing the same. With a poker face, I look up at him and say, “Um, why are you asking?”

      “You’ve been trying to reach her, no?” Despite his question, I don’t answer, and wait for him to delve a bit further. “I was just wondering if you’d managed.”

      Fucking liar. He is just asking because he knows Mom escaped, and he is now trying to help his family to find her.

      “No, I haven’t managed to talk to her…” And I just hope I’m a decent liar and my nervousness is not betraying me.

      “I see…” His lips slightly curve up and then he adds, “If she calls you, tell her I’d be delighted to receive her here for a dinner or something.”

      What? I frown at his answer in utter confusion. “Really? You would do that?”

      “Yes, if she ever wants to turn the page, I’m happy to do the same.” What a liar. If you find her, you will probably kill her. While I’m burning with anger inside me, outside I have to show the precise opposite. So I just nod with gratitude and say, “Thanks, I really appreciate that.” My eyes then slowly drift back to my books, and I pretend I’m focusing on them until he leaves me alone. Mom is in danger. My instincts are screaming at me to act, to do something before it’s too late. So I discreetly grab my iPhone and text Matt immediately: Matt, is Mom with you? Please check on her! Alex knows she escaped!

      Fortunately, he doesn’t take long to reply. Hey, your mom and Carice just landed an hour ago, and they are now here with us. It’s all good. We're gonna drop them at the hotel. See you tomorrow. If you need anything call me.
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        Manhattan, February 8, 2021

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      I have been awake pretty much the whole night, unable to disconnect and relax. While Alex has been sleeping beside me like a baby, my eyes remain wide open, fixated on the ceiling. My heart is still racing in apprehension for the meeting with Mom. On one hand, I’m glad to know she’s well and alive, but on other, I’m terrified to know the truth. What if she confirms Alex is involved? What if she has evidence against him and gives it to Eric and Matt? Evidence that could put my husband in jail? Fuck… I just hope Alex has told me the truth since the beginning and that he doesn’t have anything to do with it. But if he does, I don’t even want to imagine the consequences of his actions. And us? Where would that leave us? How am I supposed to forgive him if he truly is involved in the abduction of my mom? Jeez, I’m gonna be so tired if I don’t get some sleep. I roll over and grab the pill bottle, take a Melatonin pill and swallow it, hoping it’ll help to silence my mind for a few hours.
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        * * *

      

      The ringtone of my iPhone doesn’t stop echoing around the room, but despite my eyes still being shut, my hand finds its way to the phone resting beside me and presses the snooze button. Silence ensues for five more minutes until this stupid sound breaks through the room again. Dammit! I crack my eyes open and turn to the nightstand to grab my iPhone, ready to turn it off. But it’s not the alarm that I had set up that is making noise… it’s Matthew calling me. I give a quick glance around the bedroom to make sure Alex already left and thank God, he did. So I pick up the call and bring the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

      “Hey,” Matt answers, his voice always so friendly and heartwarming. “Have you spoken to your Mom or Carice today yet? I tried to called them this morning but nothing.”

      “Huh…” My mind is still asleep, and I take a bit longer to process his question. “I haven’t tried calling them yet.” After a few more seconds though, I add, “Wait—what time is it?”

      “Eh, nearly midday.”

      WHAT? I jump from the bed, my heart leaping into my chest as a gasp lodges my throat. How did I manage to sleep until so late? “Oh jeez, um, I’m gonna shower now and we meet at my dad’s place, alright?”

      “It’s still yours too, you know,” he corrects me. Yet, I no longer live there, and to me, it feels odd to say, “my place” even though I know I still have my bedroom there. “Anyway, try to get your mom or Carice over the phone, we have tried a few times but haven’t managed yet.”

      Oh gosh… my nerves are rising up again at his words. “Alright, will do. See you soon.” And I hang up before he can throw some more bad news at me while I haven’t even taken a Xanax yet.

      After taking one, I try immediately to call Mom, but just like with Matthew, she isn’t picking the phone. Oh gosh… I don’t like it. I truly don’t like it. Then I call Carice, but nothing either.

      I head to the bathroom and take a shower at light speed. Once done, I get dressed, and as I step into the hallway, I find Maria, who greets me with a big, friendly smile.

      “Good morning,” she says, her tone always so sweet. “I didn’t want to wake you up as you seemed to sleep so peacefully.”

      “Oh, well, no worries.” I return the smile and walk past her.

      As I stand in the corridor and take my coat, I hear Maria asking, “Don’t you want to have breakfast first? I can do something for you.”

      “Thanks, but I’m gonna head to my dad’s house to pick up some books and will eat there,” I tell her, knowing she will most likely inform Alex that I left the house without eating. They are so freaking annoying when it comes to what I eat.

      “Do you want me to call Zach for you?” she asks.

      While I’m already on the Uber app, booking a car, I say, “I’ll just book an Uber, it’s fine.” Fuck! I bite my tongue, but it’s too late. I know Alex hates Ubers, and I’m pretty sure he gave a word to Maria about it.

      “Um, your husband was quite clear about what kind of transportation is safe for you.”

      Rolling my eyes, I can’t help but say, “I’ll be fine, Maria. Thanks for your concern.” I’m not an idiot, I know perfectly well that Alex wants me to use Zach, not because it’s safer, but because he reports directly to Alex.

      After I step outside and get into the Uber, my heart keeps racing as he takes me to Park Avenue. Meanwhile, I decide to call Mom, but once again, she isn’t picking up. This is insane! Is there a reason for her not answering? Fortunately, I see a text message from Carice, and a huge weight slips off of my shoulders.

      Hey! I can’t talk right now, but I’m on my way with Matthew and Eric, see you soon.

      Why didn’t she mention Mom? Are they going in separate cars for security reasons? My heart is stuck in my throat, and I’m glad this Uber has got a complimentary bottle of water for me to drink from.

      Once the Uber stops in front of my building’s entrance, my legs are nearly numb by the stress and anxiety boiling within me. Somehow I manage to rush out of the car and run into the elevator that will take me to my dad’s place, I mean, my place. Yes, it’s mine too, as Matt said.

      As I get inside the entryway of the apartment, I see Janine standing in front of me, totally startled by my unexpected visit. “Oh, God, you scared me!” she chides, a hand on her heart. “I thought it was a thief or something. Why you didn’t warn me you were coming?” Despite her scolding, she walks toward me and gives me a hug.

      “Hey,” I greet as we embrace each other. “I just wanted to surprise you guys,” I tell her for the sake of courtesy. “Is Dad here?”

      “No, your dad is out. Shall I call him?”

      “No, no, no,” I answer quickly. “That’s okay. Um, I’m meeting some people for lunch now, and I wanted to make sure he wasn’t coming home.” Yeah, the last thing I need is for him to find me and Mom here.

      “Oh, shall I prepare something, then?”

      “Um…” I remain undecided, not knowing if I’d have appetite or not, but for the sake of my guests, I agree to it.

      After Janine leaves to the kitchen, I hear the doorbell ringing, and my heart nearly freezes at the sound of it.

      Here they are.

      I hurry up to crack the door open and welcome them inside. Yet, I only see three people: Matt, Eric and a woman who I assume is my mom’s attorney, Carice.

      “Where’s Mom?” I ask immediately, forgetting my good manners. Despite looking at them for answers, no one bothers to say a word.

      “Hi, Petra,” Matt greets. His voice is totally different from earlier; it’s now so much more serious. “Um, can we come in?”

      I stand beside the door, gesturing them to step inside. After closing it, I lead them into the living room because I need to sit before I faint or something. I’m nearly sweating at the tension in the air. Something is going on, and they know it well. Once we all sit, I force myself to breathe slowly and to relax my tensed body. They all remain silent though, and the fact that no one dares to speak first makes me even more nervous.

      “As you might have assumed by now, I’m your mom’s attorney and best friend, Carice Knowles.” She takes a business card from her purse and gives it to me.

      “Where’s my mom?” I ask again, having no patience whatsoever for introductions, formalities, or anything that isn’t about telling me the truth once and for all.

      “At the morgue,” Eric informs me, his eyes avoiding mine.

      My jaw drops, unable to process those three words. “Wha, what?” What the fuck is he talking about? I keep observing the gravity their expressions carry, and my heart freezes as the word morgue sinks into me.

      Eric heaves a sigh, then glances briefly at Matt and Carice, who remain mute, before proceeding. “Carice found your mom lying on the bed with no heartbeat just a few hours ago.” I don’t think I’m able to close my mouth; I need the gap to breathe and to keep my composure despite my wanting to break into tears right in front of them. “Her autopsy hasn’t been conclusive yet.” My fingertips go to my eyebrows, and I rub them to alleviate the pain that is taking over me. “I’m really sorry for your loss, Petra…” My hands remain covering my face, and my eyes remain shut, like I don’t want to see the reality that is in front of me. Reality is too ugly to face. I want to go back to that moment in time where I was unable to sleep. Instead of taking that stupid pill, I should have taken my phone, gone outside the bedroom, and called Mom once more so that I could tell her everything that I never did. “Mom, despite all our fights and differences, I’m extremely proud of you and of your unwavering courage to face those criminals.”

      But I didn’t do any of that. I took that fucking pill, and I slept until midday.

      Deep down, I knew this would happen. I knew it. And yet, I did nothing to prevent it. Words aren’t enough to describe how I feel for not being able to save her. I’m unable to think, unable to process anything. All I can feel is the climbing tears.

      “I need to see her…” I mumble between my hands.

      “I don’t think going to the morgue—”

      Dropping my hands, I cut Eric off before he can bring some bullshit excuse. “I need to see her, god damn it!” I repeat once more, glaring at him. “If she died, I want to see her.”
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        * * *

      

      The last place I expected going on a Monday afternoon was to the morgue to see my dead mom, but I have to make sure it’s her. Words aren’t enough for me to believe in anyone anymore. After identifying ourselves at the reception, we are finally escorted by the forensic pathologist who did her autopsy into a cold room with body freezers on one side and two stainless steel autopsy tables in the center. The idea that there are corpses stored in those freezers makes my already nauseous stomach churn more. Yet I keep a stoic expression like everyone else as we stop in front of the table where my mom’s body is lying. Her naked body is covered with a long white sheet up to her collarbone, letting only her face be seen. My mind is suddenly blank as I observe Mom resting peacefully. Thick tears brim my eyes, but I push them back. It’s hard though, so hard knowing those closed eyes will never see the light ever again. All the hopes I had for us to turn the page are now gone. And I didn’t even have the chance to tell her goodbye. The thought that Mom will never get to know her grandchildren fills my heart with indescribable sorrow. The back of my hand softly goes and caresses her cold cheek, and it takes everything in me not to let my tears fall, so I try to fill my mind with something positive despite her death being all I can think of. Well, at least they didn’t bomb her car, which would have left nothing but ashes. Looking at her, Mom just seems to be asleep. Her facial features are exactly like before, except for her skin that is now colder and devoid of color. “Do we know what she died from?” I ask the examiner, after wiping my tears away.

      “Not yet; right now, we’ve observed signs of asphyxia,” he tells us. “But we are still waiting for the results from the lab to give us further details.”

      “Asphyxia?” I repeat, frowning in confusion. “You mean she couldn’t breathe and died from it?”

      “Yes, something led to the paralysis of her respiratory system, and she died from the lack of oxygen.”

      “Do you have any idea what it could’ve been caused by?” Eric asks.

      “So far we didn’t find any injuries, whether external or internal, or disease that could have led to it. I’m not an expert in toxicology, so I need to wait for the results, but it might have been from something that she took before going to sleep. We found an empty teacup on the nightstand, and there was some remaining tea in the pot, so we took it to the lab too.”

      “You think her tea was poisoned?” I keep inquiring.

      “As soon as I have the results, I’ll let you know,” he replies. “Otherwise, we are just speculating.” Then the examiner turns to Eric and says, “We already have your contact information, so you should hear from us in the next twelve hours.”

      “Thank you,” Eric replies.

      “Where are her belongings?” I ask the examiner, looking around the room for her clothes and everything else.

      “Everything is still in her hotel room,” the examiner tells me. “Just the clothes and the jewelry she was wearing are here. Follow me, please.” We leave the autopsy room and go to another room where they keep all the belongings of the cadavers. He opens a vault and takes from there a plastic storage box containing her clothes and jewelry. I find in it her pajamas, her cross, and her Tiffany’s gold heart locket pendant that I gave her on the last Christmas Eve we spent together. To my surprise, as I open the locket, I find the selfie we took together on Christmas Eve placed in one side and a picture of me when I was a baby with her on the other side. A wave of emotions consume me, and I let some tears course down my cheek in silence while everyone else waits for me outside. I give a quick kiss on the heart like it was hers and put the pendant on my neck; then I take the storage box and leave the room.
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        Manhattan, February 8, 2021

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      As we step onto the floor which holds the State Attorney General’s office, Eric takes us to a meeting room so that we can get the rest of the paperwork filled out and continue with our conversation. I find it ironic that his office is located in the financial district, on Liberty Street, which is not too far from where Gatt-Dieren is.

      His assistant brings us some water while we all take a seat around the table. I sit between Matt and Carice, while Eric goes to his office before coming back with a few files and his laptop. Then he pulls a chair and sits in front of us.

      A short silence ensues as Eric takes a deep breath before starting. “Your mom was an incredible woman.” I wasn’t expecting such a personal comment coming from him, but I appreciate his words. “I know you didn’t have the best relationship with her, but she truly cared for you.”

      “Thank you,” I say just above a whisper.

      Eric then opens his laptop and turns it to me. “Your mom sent me this video a few days before your wedding. She asked me to show it to you if something ever happened to her.”

      My brows raise up in surprise at his statement, and I take my AirPods out and connect them to his laptop.

      “Do you want us to leave so that you can watch it alone?” Matthew asks me, and his voice is so caring that it makes me smile.

      “No, it’s okay.” I’m pretty sure I can handle watching a video of my mom without breaking out in tears. Or at least, I hope so.

      With the screen positioned in front of me and my AirPods connected, I press play, and the video starts.

      I watch Mom with her short blonde hair perfectly styled seated in front of the camera of her laptop, adjusting her blazer. “Petra, my little angel…” Her words trail off as she tries to remain calm in front of the camera. I can already see her eyes watering, and her expression deepening. She looks upwards, letting out a sigh filled with frustration. “Well, that’s harder than I thought.” Then she swallows, her gaze now dropping. Damn… I can hear my heart pulsing loud and hard inside my chest as I anxiously wait for her to speak. “If you ever see this video…” She finally looks at the camera, and I can see the tears resting on her eyelids, “it means I’m no longer alive.” How did she know that? How? “Eric most likely told you, which is why you are seeing this video today.” The accuracy of her words, the accuracy of everything she’s telling me… “Petra, never blame yourself for this. Alright, baby? Never,” she insists. “Eric has the key to my private vault; in there, you’ll find my will and all the evidence you need surrounding my death. I’m leaving my entire savings for you, and the house in the Netherlands, along with my shares of my nonprofit. It’s not much compared to your dad’s inheritance, but with my life insurance, you should also get something.” I close my eyes to rub my tired eyelids. I don’t think I have yet realized that this is real. This is Mom getting ready for her death. She knew it would happen. She fucking knew it. “After knowing about his past, I hoped you’d understand how twisted the man you are about to marry is, but alas, I was wrong. So I’m left with nothing but the truth to bring to the spotlight. If something ever happens to me, it’s because he or his family killed me. I know my time will come soon. Most likely after you get married, but who really knows for sure…” Mom sniffles, but some tears course down her cheek, and my heart is swelling seeing her like this. “As long as my memory remains alive in you, my body can go.” I shut my eyes tight again, because it hurts, it fucking hurts me to the core. “If I may ask, bury me near you, and, um, if you ever have a daughter, please tell her about me. Tell her who I was and why I died.” I give a sniffle, and I wish I could give her a hug and tell her that despite all our problems, I always hoped we would turn the page and move on. Mom takes a deep breath, staring away for a moment. “Well, I have to go. I’m sure one day you’ll understand why I fought the way I did for you.” She kisses her fingertips and blows the invisible kiss in my direction, and the video ends.

      “Can I have a copy of this?” I ask Eric.

      “Of course,” he says, already taking his laptop to share it via AirDrop. Once I receive the copy on my phone, a small smile escapes me because this is the only video Mom ever made talking directly to me, and I will always keep it with me.

      Then Eric takes his laptop and goes back to his chair. “Petra, as you may know, my office has already opened an investigation regarding the death of your mom. We already have a few suspects and some very strong evidence of who is behind that.” He pauses for a beat, observing me with some pity in his gaze. “You probably recognize this…” he slides a file to my side, and as I open it, I find the same police report Mom showed me when I went to see her, which means Eric knows everything. He knows Alex and Dad are behind Janette’s death, and if my mom didn’t manage to tell Jan the truth, then I’m pretty sure Eric won’t waste time doing so.

      There are no words to express what I feel. No words to explain how blank my mind is. I notice my breath has stopped for a few seconds as I remain blinking at the report with parted lips. A gush of air finally rolls out of my throat, and then there are tears leaving my eyes and streaming down my cheeks. I sniffle in a failed attempt to prevent them to fall, but the pain I feel is too great. “Nothing will ever happen to your mother,” I remember Alex saying. “I promise you.”

      Matt puts his hand on my back, rubbing it to give me so strength. After I calm myself down, I take a few breaths and ask, “Do you have any evidence that Alex was involved in my mom’s death?”

      “We have clear evidence about his involvement in her abduction, yes. So it’s not hard to make the link between her escape and her death.” Eric takes his phone and presses a button for something to  play.

      “Hey, how are you?” My heart sinks into my gut recognizing Julia’s voice. It’s a call they taped from Alex’s phone.

      “Hi Julia, look, I just spoke to Petra, and it seems like Carice, Tess’s attorney, just reached out to her.” My jaw drops hearing Alex’s voice. Fucking asshole! He knew since the beginning Mom was abducted! He fucking knew it! “I’m not sure what they talked about, but Petra is having some suspicions, so be careful.” My breathing grows dramatically dense, my chest rising and falling at an amplitude that is borderline heart attack inducing. I can’t believe he lied again. Fuck…

      “Should I ask Tess to talk to Petra?” Julia asks.

      “No, she could tell her the truth even if it’s the last words she says. We can’t risk it.”

      The last words she says? Oh my gosh… I cover my mouth as I try to silence my heart, but the betrayal is so great that it takes everything in me to hide my pain.

      “You’re right. I will ask her to do a voice message to Carice to appease her, then.”

      “That would be great, yeah. Be careful with the GPS tracking. Make sure your agents take care of it.”

      “I know. Well, talk later.”

      “And this is just the first conversation we intercepted,” Eric tells me. “To put it bluntly, your in-laws and your husband are done.”

      Rage. I think the boiling blood in my veins comes from rage. Rage because I married a man who made a promise that he never intended to follow. Rage because I disregarded the only person who told me the truth, and rage because I let myself get lured into his fucking lies.“How did Mom manage to escape?” I ask.

      “That’s classified information,” Eric replies, leaving me even more shocked than before. “We can’t say how without making sure you are cooperating with us.”

      “I can’t cooperate,” I tell them. “Despite her death being a tragedy, I can’t help you out.”

      “You can’t?” Carice snickers at my answer, looking away with disdain in her eyes. “After everything you just found out about Alex and your in-laws, you are still on their side? How blind can you be?” Carice shakes her head, her eyes looking away for a moment. “Your mom was right; he really got you under your skin.”

      “He’s my husband, Carice. I can’t go against him. Marital privilege is still a thing in this state.”

      “There are exceptions to every rule,” Eric interjects. “They abducted your mom and then killed her minutes before she could meet with you to tell you the truth. If you don’t help us, then you’ll become a suspect with motive.”

      What! “Me? I did nothing,” I retort immediately. “I just want to stay out of it!”

      “I’m afraid you don’t really have a choice here,” he replies, his tone cold and contained.

      My heart takes a reel at his words. “What do you mean?”

      “You are either with us or against us,” Carice interposes.

      But Eric takes over with a more composed posture as he says, “If you don’t cooperate, you’ll be considered a suspect, and we will have to arrest you.”

      “This is a joke, right?”

      But Eric doesn’t seem to be joking, no, and he remains steadily looking at me. “You had just as much motive to kill your mom as your in-laws and your husband.” I can’t believe it! So that’s why they brought me here? To consider me as a suspect if I don’t cooperate? “You knew Tess was a threat because of what she knew, who knows if Alex didn’t get your consent before going ahead and killing her.”

      “That’s a lie!” I tell them. “I have absolutely nothing to do with this.”

      “Except she died here in New York and no one else knew she was here but you,” Eric points out.

      I keep looking at them in total disbelief at their little insinuation. “A lot of people knew; Carice knew, you and Matthew too.”

      Carice steps in. “Yes, but we don’t have any motive to kill her… unlike you.”

      The fact that I’m being suspected to have killed my own mom is beyond offensive! I feel tempted to leave the meeting, but it’ll only get worse if I do so.

      Matt lowers his voice and says, “Petra, if you don’t cooperate with us, then you will be considered a suspect like your husband and his family.” His eyes hold genuine concern as he keeps observing me. “It’s a very serious homicide, and being an accomplice can get you fifteen years.”

      Fifteen years? This is a nightmare. I don’t want to go to jail, that’s the last thing I want. Fuck… What am I supposed to do? “What does it mean if I cooperate?” I ask Eric.

      “It means you will be removed from the list of our suspects and granted immunity. But in exchange, you will need to be a witness and help us in our investigation against those who might have killed her.”

      “So you’re basically telling me to go against my husband and his family?” Of course that’s what they want, and despite being furious at Alex, I can’t go against him. “It’s impossible, I can’t do it.”

      “What is right is never impossible,” Carice says.

      “Petra, this is your ticket out of this mess. Think wisely which side you want to be on,” Matt warns me. “If they find anything that can make you an accomplice, you can get fifteen years easily. Is that what you want for your future? Fifteen years behind bars?”

      Why on earth is he trying to scare me like that?

      “I have to talk to Alex…”

      “This deal is confidential,” Eric points out. “He can’t know you will be cooperating with us. That’s the essential part of the plan.”

      “But that’s betrayal!” I chide.

      “That’s what he did to you, no?” Matt replies, his tone quite aggrieved. “He abducted your mom behind your back and lied to you about it. Don’t you care about that?” he asks. “Or are you an accomplice?”

      “I’m not an accomplice to anything,” I snap. Despite hating the tone Matt is speaking with, I have to admit he’s right; Alex betrayed my trust and broke the promises he made to me. Yet, I remain on the fence whether or not to accept this deal. Especially because it feels like they are trying to coerce me to get me on their side, so I look at them and say, “I need to talk to my lawyer.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fortunately, Anna Griffith, Emma’s lawyer, who happens to also now be mine, didn’t take long to cancel her plans and be on her way to see me. Once she arrives, she first holds a private meeting with Eric, Matthew, and Carice in Eric’s office, while I wait patiently in the meeting room for her to come back.

      After over an hour waiting, my attorney finally walks in so that I can have a face-to-face with her.

      Anna sits in front of me and takes from her briefcase a pen, a notebook, and her phone, which she places on the table in between us. “This talk is going to be recorded so that I can work on your defense,” she tells me. “Rest assured, that’s only for me.” She then opens her notebook and takes her pen. “I’m gonna ask you a few questions and please be very honest with me because this is not a case to take lightly.”

      I nod, my stomach in a total knot. I’ve never seen her so serious and worried before.

      “Did you know that your husband was behind Janette’s death?” Jeez! I can’t believe that’s the type of questions I’m gonna have to answer.

      Since I know she’s here to help, I answer as honestly as I can, without putting Alex in trouble. “Yes, Mom told me about it when I went to see her in Rotterdam.”

      “Did she also tell you that your husband threatened her after reporting him to the police twenty years ago?”

      “Yes, she told me that.”

      Anna looks down to her notes and then proceeds. “The first voice message you received from your mom was on the fifth of December on your wedding day, correct?”

      “Yes.”

      “You called her back, but her line wasn’t going through, so you also left her a voice message, is that right?”

      “Right. And in it, I asked her to call me back.”

      “Did she call you back?” Anna asks, most likely already knowing the answer.

      “No, she didn’t.”

      She reads a few more lines on her notebook and says, “On Christmas Eve, you tried to reach her again, and since you didn’t manage to, you left another voice message right before Carice called you. Is this correct?”

      “Um, yes, I tried to call Mom many times between my wedding day and Christmas, but her line never worked.”

      “What did Carice tell you when she reached out to you?”

      “She told me she hadn’t spoken to Mom for about twenty days and that the police were looking for her since she was now considered missing,” I explain, trying to remember as much as possible. “She then also asked me to speak to my husband and ask him if he knew something.”

      “Did you speak to him?”

      “Yes, and he told me he wasn’t involved.”

      “Carice calls you again on the thirty-first of December to give you an update, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you go on with your life, until yesterday when your mom calls you and wants to meet you at your dad’s residence in Park Avenue, today at one p.m.?”

      “Yes.”

      “You wait for her there, but only Carice, Matthew and Eric show up, letting you know that she died.”

      “Correct.”

      “Alright…” she closes the notebook, stops her phone from recording, and ponders for a few moments everything I had just told her. “This is now off record,” she informs before she leans in and asks, “May I ask you why you don’t want to take this deal?”

      “Because it means I have to cooperate with Eric and betray my husband,” I tell her, despite knowing she might not like my answer. “It seems quite obvious to me.”

      “I understand that, but if you reject his deal, you will be arrested and charges will be pressed against the both of you for homicide. You knew your mom had escaped and was on her way to New York, even Matthew texted you letting you know she was on her way to her hotel.” She sounds genuinely concerned as she continues, “This isn’t a good sign at all.”

      I heave a long sigh because I know Eric can be a son of a bitch and I know nothing will stop him if he wants to destroy me. If I reject his deal, I’m sure he will go against me with the same hate and conviction as when he went against my husband.

      “If you don’t want to take the deal, let me know and we’ll discuss your defense after the arrest.” She pauses, taking a deep breath. “But as your attorney, I’d suggest you to side with your late mother, and protect yourself from prosecution.” What the hell? I can’t believe she is also siding with them! “Your husband has got a great lawyer to defend himself, and I’m sure he’d prefer for you to take this deal than risk jail time for being considered an accomplice.”

      I rest my head between my hands in total despair and confusion. Fuck…

      “Petra?” Her voice is smoother and more carrying than before. “I know it’s hard, but it’s a deal that protects you. We can negotiate your cooperation with them, but having an immunity in this case is important.”

      “But even if I cooperate, can I legally testify against my husband?” I ask. “Don’t we have marital privilege or something?”

      “Yes, but there are several exceptions to this privilege, it’s not entirely bullet-proof,” Anna tells me. “For instance, under our state law, marital privilege protects only communications that happened during the marriage. Meaning you can be compelled by the court to answer questions about communications that happened before getting married. Plus, the privilege can be lost under the ‘crime/fraud’ exception, where both spouses planned or committed a crime in collaboration with one another, which is why Eric is offering you this deal at all.”

      I shake my head, totally lost at what I should do. What kind of monster did I marry? The disappointment I feel for him is unbearable. Because of his lies and broken promises, he’s now risking the future of our family and forcing me to do things I don’t want to do.

      “I—I need to get some fresh air…”
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        * * *

      

      Across the road, I find a small park with some greenery and trees where I can disconnect from a reality I can barely cope with. I sit on a bench, taking a few deep breaths in and out. Then I close my eyes for a moment, trying to tame my unsteady heart. Yet, all I can think of is the deal Eric offered me: immunity from all this nightmare as soon as I cooperate with the justice department to bring my husband and his family down.

      “Your attorney told me I’d find you here.” I jolt back into reality as my attention goes to my right and I see Matt, casually walking in my direction. “May I?” He points at the available space beside me on the bench.

      “Yeah, sure.”

      As he sits beside me, I give him a quick smile before I look again in the void, busy ruminating.

      After a few minutes of silence, though, I hear him sighing and saying, “I know it’s a hard decision for you, but…”

      “I’m pregnant,” I announce, looking down at my lap. I don’t know why I told him that, but I needed to get it off of my chest and share the news with someone. “Having a baby while the father is in jail is not really what I hoped for when I married him.”

      Matt keeps staring at me, his expression revealing nothing. “Does he already know?”

      “Not yet, I just did the test yesterday,” I say, feeling a mix of shame and regret to have ended up in this situation. “I want to check with a doctor first to make sure there’s a heartbeat.” I pause to take a breath, inhaling deeply. “I hope this time it will go alright.”

      “This time?” Matt repeats, his eyes narrowing on me in confusion. “You were already pregnant before?”

      “Yeah, last year, when I had the accident,” I tell him.

      “Fuck,” he blurts out. “How many weeks were you?”

      “Thirteen.” I smile at him, trying to light up the mood a bit.

      But Matt remains just as perturbed. “I’m so sorry, I, um, I didn’t know about your loss.”

      “It’s okay,” I say straight away. “I didn’t tell you either.”

      “May I ask you something?” I nod, curious to know his next question. “Why do you exclude me so much from your life?” My eyes widen in surprise; that’s definitely not a question I was expecting. My lips part, not knowing what to say or do. “Like there are so many things you keep to yourself and never let anyone see.”

      Well, maybe because you were against my relationship just like Mom was? Yet, as I look at where my relationship with Alex led me, I can only come to the conclusion they were both right from the beginning. “I know, Dad says I’m a closed shell.”

      “You don’t have to be like that with me.” He pauses, his hazel eyes still pinned on me. “I know you’re going through a lot, but if you need anything, I’m here.”

      “I just…” My eyes drift down as I search for the best words to put on. “I feel so betrayed.” As I look at him, Matt remains mute, but I see no judgment in his gaze, only empathy and willingness to help. “A few days before our marriage, I asked him to promise me to leave my mom in peace; No more lies. No more secrets. No more deaths,” I tell him. “I forgave him for so many lies, so much shit, but this…” I shake my head, my heart feeling empty. Just like his empty promises. “I knew his past would catch him sooner or later. And now, with all the evidence against him…” I exhale loudly, my anxiety spiking. “I’m so scared he’ll go to jail. And worst of all, your dad wants my help.”

      “I know you are conflicted between helping us or not, but… Petra?” I look at him in the eye as he says, “You married a criminal—a man who killed the daughter of his close friend, and instead of telling him the truth and face the consequences for his actions, simply buried the body and moved on.” The reality check hurts more than I would like to admit. “And now he just killed again, most likely thinking we weren’t tapping his phone and that he could get away with it. He’s a fucking criminal.”

      “I’m insane to love him, I know…” I heave a sigh, perfectly aware that I forgave that man—that criminal, as Matthew said—way too many times. “I’m ashamed at myself, believe me…” I cut eye contact, staring away for a moment. “I used to have standards and morals, but I forgave him so much more than I’d ever forgive myself for.”

      “I think your mom deserves justice,” Matthew tells me. “Regardless if you liked her or not, I think she had legit reasons to be concerned about you, and, at the end of the day, she paid the ultimate price.”

      “I know… I’m all for a proper investigation and trial.” I remain pondering my attorney’s advice. As she told me, I can always negotiate the terms of my cooperation with Eric and his team, but at least I won’t be considered a suspect. “If Alex goes to jail, do you know the minimum he can get?” I ask, my heart tightening at the word jail. Just the simple thought of it leaves a terrible taste in my mouth.

      “I’d say between fifteen and twenty-five years.”

      “Wow…” That means he wouldn’t even see his child growing? Jeez… How unfair life can be.

      Today must be the worst day of my life; not only did I find out my mom died at the hands of the man I married, but he might spend fifteen years in jail while I end up raising our child alone. What kind of marriage is this?

      “Do you know how many weeks along you are currently?”

      My eyes widen at his unexpected question, pulling me back from my thoughts. “Um, I don’t know yet, but I’d say around ten weeks since I didn’t get my period for the past two months.”

      “Can I go with you to the doctor?”

      “Matt!” I snap, thinking he’s joking or something.

      “What? I’m serious. If you want, I can go with you and give you some support.”

      I can’t help but chuckle at his reply. “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know, but I want to.”

      Shaking my head at his offer, I say, “It’s not you who is supposed to go with me.” Except that we both know if Alex is sentenced to jail, he won’t be able to go. And that is the most terrifying reality ever. I just hope it won’t happen.

      “All I’m saying is that if you need anything, I’m here.” His caring attitude brings a smile to my lips, and my stomach flips slightly. It feels good having a friend like him by my side, especially without a criminal past. “I can find the best books about pregnancy and schedule you to see the best obstetrician in the city.” Matt seems even more enthusiastic about the pregnancy than I am.

      “Thank you for everything,” I tell him, before opening my arms to give him a hug as my emotions clog my throat. I rest my head against his and, reveling in his warmth, I say, “I don’t know what I did to deserve a friend like you.”

      I truly do not. Matt can be an ass when it comes to philosophy, but apart from that, he has always cared for me—much more than I cared for myself.

      His hands keep rubbing my back, giving me some much-needed comfort and strength. “It’s gonna be alright.”
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        * * *

      

      We find ourselves reunited in the meeting room where Anna will negotiate my immunity and the terms of my cooperation. To my surprise, I notice there’s a camera mounted on a tripod standing behind Eric. Are they recording the meeting?

      “It’s not recording,” Eric answers, and I wonder if I asked my question out loud. I also wonder why it’s sitting there if it’s not actually recording anything.

      Once we are all seated, Anna finally gets started. “My client agrees to cooperate in the case, but the terms and limits of her cooperation must be clearly stated and defined, so that there is no confusion.”

      “There are only two things we want from you, Petra,” Eric states, counting on his hand. “One—that you agree to be one of our witnesses. And two—that you record as many conversations as possible between you and our suspects so that we can get a confession on tape.” Fuck… I can’t believe he is asking me to do that. “Needless to say, this deal is totally confidential. No suspect can be aware of it.”

      “What if Alex finds out?” I ask him. “My husband is not stupid, he’ll most likely figure out that I’m helping you out. Are you gonna cut me out of the deal if that happens?”

      “If you cooperate, we won’t make a fuss about it, no.” I notice how Anna is taking notes of what he just said, which slightly puts me at ease. “But obviously, if he finds out because you told him to help him out, we might have a problem.” My eyes drift down as I remain pondering his words. “Look, I’m a flexible guy; you help us, we help you.” Eric leans back on his chair and then adds, “We just want to bring justice to your mom. She deserves it.”

      I cannot disagree with his statement; Mom put her life at risk for me, and because of that, she lost it.

      “So, to recap: Petra will be a witness and answer your questions during the trial, and she will also provide taped conversations that can help to advance the case?” Anna asks, reading from her notes.

      “That’s it,” Eric answers back.

      Anna turns to me and, lowering her voice, she asks, “What do you think?”

      While being a witness doesn’t bother me, I can’t say the same about recording private conversations between Alex and I without his consent. Jeez! After everything he has done to me, why do I still care so much about him? I’m in this position right now because of him and his lies. He doesn’t deserve my sympathy, loyalty, or help!

      “And, um, is taping a private conversation even legal without consent?” I ask, although I’m in a meeting with the State Attorney General himself.

      “Yes,” Anna answers me. “Since New York’s wiretapping law is a “one-party consent” which means that only the one who is recording needs to consent to it, but the taped conversation must take place in New York.”

      Without much will to speak, I just nod at them.

      Then Eric opens the file that lies in front of him and takes from there what seems to be a contract. “It’s a Statement of Cooperation,” he explains to us, before giving it to my attorney. “Petra needs to read it out loud in front of the camera and then sign it.”

      My jaw drops at his request. “What?”

      “We need to have a recorded declaration from you,” he says like it’s no big deal. “You just have to stand up, look at the camera, and read the statement out loud.” Well, now I know why they placed a camera there.

      After scrutinizing the document attentively, Anna passes it to me, and I also read it first silently in my head. Wow. Having our deal written in black and white tenses my entire body, but I make a conscious effort to shelve my emotions and feelings as I read sentence by sentence. After Eric turns the camera on, I stand up, the document in my hands, and, despite the hammering in my chest, read the statement out loud. “I, Petra Van Gatt, agree to cooperate with the office of the State Attorney General and the Department of Justice in the prosecution of Alexander Van Dieren for the alleged homicide of my mother, Tess Hagen.” All the air has left my lungs as I say those words. I pause for a beat, hoping somehow I will wake up from this nightmare, but alas, I’m still here in the meeting room, standing in front of the camera. So I take another breath and proceed. “In exchange for immunity, I accept that I will be a witness in the upcoming trial and provide taped conversations that can help the case. I shall only assist the prosecution and not the defense and keep my cooperation totally confidential.” This looks more like a confirmation that I will be a mole under the guise of a wife. But ultimately, Alex betrayed me first, and I can’t forget that. I told him many times to never take me for granted and to stop keeping secrets from me. Yet, my husband never listened, thinking he could get away with it by constantly lying to me. And this, right here, is just a consequence of his lies. “If you become too forgiving, even the most honest man might feel tempted to take advantage of that,” I remember Julia saying at the Christmas Eve party. I just didn’t realize at the time that it wasn’t a warning, but a revelation.
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        Manhattan, February 8, 2021

        Alexander Van Dieren

      

      

      On my way home, I try to call Petra once more despite knowing she hasn’t been answering her phone this whole afternoon. Shit. I already left four messages asking her to meet me at our condo as we need to talk—urgently. Then I call Ryan once more and see if he knows more.

      “She isn’t answering,” I tell him straight away. “Are you sure it’s Tess Hagen, the dutch politician and Petra’s mom, that you were talking about?”

      “One hundred percent,” he says. “Petra was brought to the morgue at around three p.m., escorted by Eric, Matthew, and Tess’s attorney, Carice. And by what they told me, Tess passed away in her hotel room during the night.”

      I run a hand through my hair, my heart beating at a thousand miles an hour. “Do you know what the cause of her death was?”

      “Not yet.” He lets out a breath in frustration, before adding, “I have no idea what the three of them are up to, but you better talk to Petra and fast.”

      I steady my breathing and say, “Alright, thanks. Give me a call as soon as you know more.”

      “I will. And needless to say, if you need something, call me.”

      After finishing our discussion, I look at my screen and fortunately find a text message from her: I’m at the condo waiting for you.

      I heave a sigh of relief, knowing at least she is back home. “How long until we will be there?” I ask the driver.

      He looks at me from the rearview and says, “Just fifteen more minutes.”

      A gush of air leaves my lungs as my impatience grows. Fifteen more minutes to wait in this car feels like an eternity. I feel tempted to call Petra once more, but if she didn’t answer until now, I doubt she will any time soon.

      Then my thoughts go to her dad, and I wonder if Roy knows anything about the death of his ex-wife. I press the call button and put the phone against my ear.

      As he picks up the call, my heartbeat intensifies. “Yes?”

      “Roy? How are you? Um, do you know what happened today?” I ask, not telling him directly.

      “Um…” By his indecision, he seems to have no idea. “I don’t really see what you are talking about.”

      Well, looks like the Bradfords kept everything under the table, but I’m pretty sure they are planning something, I can feel it. “Tess was found dead in her hotel room this morning,” I tell him as calmly as possible.

      I hear nothing but silence from the other side.

      “Roy? Are you there?”

      “I am…” He sounds pretty disoriented right now. “I, um, I didn’t know that, no.”

      “I have nothing to do with that, for the record,” I tell him before he starts running some theories in his head. “You should call Petra, though, she went to the morgue to see her mom.”

      “Fuck,” he blurts out, reality finally sinking into him. “I can’t believe it…”

      “It’s true, though.” While I can’t see him, I can sense how confused and destabilized he is. “I’m impressed you had no idea about it.”

      “Why? I don’t spy on Tess. How was I supposed to know about her death?”

      “Because the Bradfords knew, and I thought they’d share the news with you.”

      “They didn’t,” he says, keeping it short. Yet I can nearly taste the disappointment in his tone. “And, um, did you speak to Petra yet?”

      “No, she hasn’t picked up my calls all day long. But I’m on my way home to speak to her.”

      “Do you want me to go there too?” Roy asks, sounding genuinely concerned.

      “Let’s meet, all three of us, tomorrow for lunch,” I tell him. “I imagine that tonight she might be tired.”

      “Alright… And, um, do you know how she died?”

      “Not yet, but I will soon find out.”

      “If you need anything, just call me. I’ll keep my phone on.” It has been a long time since Roy has been genuinely worried and caring like that.

      “Thanks,” I say, my tone low. “I appreciate it.”

      “See you tomorrow.”

      After hanging up, I notice the car finally stops, and my lips twist into a smile as I hear the driver saying, “Here we are, sir.”

      I rush to leave the car and get into the building; my heart keeps racing as I get inside the lift, waiting to arrive on the last floor. I wonder how I will find her: Sad? Angry? Confused? I don’t know, but if she hasn’t answered my calls, she must be pretty mad at me. And something tells me the Bradfords must have spent the whole afternoon painting me as someone I’m not. But fortunately, she is home, and after telling her everything about the disappearance of her mom, hopefully she’ll understand why I did what I did.

      Once I finally get into the entryway of my condo, my gaze lands on the sitting area and at someone I was definitely not expecting.

      “Ah, here he is.”

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” I snap at Eric, who stands up from the armchair, pacing in my direction along with two police officers. “Who the fuck let you in?”

      And my eyes go instantly to Petra, sitting on the sofa with her little friend Matthew—she is the one who brought them in. Fuck… I can’t believe she did that. What did they tell her to turn her against me so quickly? Or maybe they forced her to let them in. Who knows what they are capable of?

      With a wicked smile on his lips, Eric stands in front of me and hands me a document—it’s a warrant for arrest. “Mr. Van Dieren, you are under arrest for the alleged murder of Tess Hagen.”

      I chuckle at the whole charade. So that’s what they were up to since the beginning?

      Looking at my wife, I say, “Petra, I’ve got nothing to do with it.” The cops halt me from approaching her, and I feel instantly tempted to punch them, but they are armed and I’m not. For some stupid reason, I dismissed my bodyguards, and there’s no one here but me against them.

      “Oh, I’m sure you don’t,” Eric answers sarcastically. “Don’t worry, you’re gonna have enough time to explain that in court.”

      Despite my loud comment, Petra remains sitting between her little friend and her mom’s lawyer while staring down at her lap the whole time. I can’t help but shake my head as she ignores me like that. Well, it didn't take much for them to make her hate me.

      Looking Eric in the eyes, I say, “Count your days. You’re making a big mistake here.”

      “Me?” he answers back, snickering before he stands inches from me. “Let me tell you something…” He then leans forward and whispers, “You have no idea the shit you are in.”
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        Rotterdam, December 5, 2020

        Tess Hagen

      

      

      A small squeak catches my attention. I don’t typically sleep well at night, especially on a night like tonight, and any little noise can easily wake me up. I crack my eyes open, and turn to the nightstand to check the time. My room is as dark as it gets, with only the red light from the alarm clock flashing the digital numbers. Oh gosh, it’s already 4 a.m. but the creaking sound is still present and it’s giving me goosebumps. I then recall Carice's insistence on me keeping a gun by my bedside––at the time I found the idea totally ridiculous––but now, it doesn’t seem that far-fetched. Jeez… I keep hearing footsteps somewhere but they are too low to be from inside the room. Maybe it’s just the wind blowing against the windows that is causing such strange noises. No, I should know better, it sounds more like a tiptoeing across the tiles. They are barely audible, but I have good ears and they must be coming from somewhere else in the house—maybe the entryway? The living room? Yet there are no other sounds, nothing that would indicate that there is, in fact, a stranger in the house, just the wooden-floor creaking from time to time. There it goes again! My skin prickles with a shiver and I look around for my iPhone to call the police. But I draw out a breath in annoyance just as fast as I remember I left it in the living room to avoid texting Petra again and trying to dissuade her further from not to get married to that monster. As Carice said, if Petra wants to go ahead after everything I’d told her, then I should also go ahead and expose her lovely groom to Jan and let him know what he did to his daughter. I’m sure the marriage at the cathedral will be very entertaining once Jan knows the truth.

      Alright enough of that, I need to gain some courage and go get my iPhone. As I come to think of it, good grief, it’s most likely just the dogs that managed to get out of the kitchen. They are smart boys and I’m more than sure that they managed to twist the handle with their mouths. I leap off of my bed, put on a warm robe, and head outside rather slowly. I turn the lights of the hallway on immediately, and see nothing—just an empty hallway. Heaving a sigh of relief, I’m perfectly aware it’s most likely all just in my head. Strange noises that we can’t identify usually fuel our wildest fears. Though my eyes suddenly fix themselves on the semi-open door of the living room, I see it’s just as dark as it had been out here before flicking on the light. I roll my eyes at my own paranoia. I open the door a bit further, my gaze landing on the fireplace and the paneled-walls that stand on my left. Stepping in, I turn on the lights, and turning to my right side, I am startled immediately.

      “Oh God!” I shout in shock, gasping for air, as my eyes alight on Margaret who’s sitting on an armchair as if she was waiting for me there.

      “Finally,” she says. “I wondered if I had to send someone to go and wake you up.”

      I blink twice, then rub my fingers on my eyelids to make sure this is not a dream. “How did you get in here?” I bark immediately, my nerves boiling under my skin.

      “Your security is non-existent, Tess…”

      Her snickering is even more irritating than her voice. My heartbeat is racing at everything that is happening, I squeeze my eyes tight like I could throw bullets at her and then pointing my index finger at her, I shout, “Get out of my house!”

      Despite the loud-pitched sound of my voice, Margaret doesn’t even bat an eye. “Or else what?” She asks, just as serenely as she remains calmly in the armchair.

      I’m about to step back but my foot touches a shoe and I nearly scream as I turn to look at the tall, bulky man that stands behind me in his long, greenish coat and black boots. His stern eyes make me swallow the lump in my throat and I instinctively glance around the room, trying to find a sharp object that I could throw at him. Yet, his hands are now holding my wrists and despite trying to pull them away, he isn’t letting me go. I don’t even know how he grabbed me so quickly.

      “Don’t touch me!” I bark at him as I try to release myself from him. Then I look back at Margaret who remains quietly sitting on the armchair, her face revealing nothing. No emotions, no fears, no rage. Nothing. How can someone be as monstrous as her? How?

      She eyes at her security, giving him a nod and the man ushers me forward as he drags me toward her. Then he forces me to sit on the sofa beside Margaret. Even as I am sitting, he keeps me within arm’s reach—I suppose it is in case I try to make any sort of moves.

      As I refocus my attention, my eyes narrow at the note that is resting on the low table in front of us.

      “A very kind message from you, isn’t it?” Margaret takes the note, and opens it for me to see. “If you thought I’d let you threaten me without facing any consequences, you are very mistaken, my dear.”

      “There’s nothing you can do to prevent Jan from knowing the truth,” I snap just as fast. “You can kill me, but he’ll soon find out.” My lips twist into a smirk as her anger grows. “His end is near.” And to my greatest shock, my throat gets squeezed right away by that stranger. My mouth remains wide open as I try to drag some precious air into my lungs, but I find myself gasping and failing to do so. My heart brisks up, pumping faster at every second he keeps tightening around my neck.

      “You’re testing my limits, Tess…” I hear Margarets mumbling despite feeling my face turning red at the lack of oxygen. Margaret eventually gives another nod at the man and he finally releases me. I gasp for air, tears starting to form in the crevices of my eyes. She then leans forward, her eyes, cold and stern, focused on me. “I’m not gonna kill you, yet. But your time will come soon.” She raises up from her seat and leaves. The man gestures me to do the same, so I stand up, wondering what she is up to. Margaret goes in front and leaves the living room, and her security pushes me forward to keep walking. I follow because I’m pretty sure he must be armed, and as I step in the entryway I see two more agents guarding the front door where Margaret is heading. I stop for a second, realizing they are taking me away with them. I try to run back inside, but the security that stands behind me, holds me again. So I punch him as much as I can, kicking him from right and left, my anger consuming me. “Stop it! Release me!” I bark. “Help! Help!”

      Then I feel another man walking from behind me while I’m battling with the first one and screaming as much as I can. Yet I can see from over my shoulder that he’s carrying something. Oh gosh! No! “Don’t touch me! Help!” I keep screaming as loud as I can. But in a quick move, he slams a handkerchief over my nose and mouth, and despite battling as much as I can, my mind starts feeling dizzy and my body goes numb.
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        Manhattan, February 8, 2021

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      I still can’t believe Eric took Alex to the police station. The pain I felt while hearing my husband pleading with me and being unable to answer him makes my heart reel.

      “You did the right thing,” Carice says as she remains sitting beside me with Matthew. “It’s hard to see the man we love for what he truly is. But you did the right thing, I mean it.”

      I heave a long sigh, exhausted after such a mentally and emotionally draining day. I have to remind myself that Alex is a murderer, a kidnapper, and at the end of the day, a criminal. But my heart is too stubborn, and despite all these things, I still manage to love him and it hurts like hell seeing him being taken away. Oh, stop it! I slap myself mentally just as fast, bringing back some rationality to tame those stupid feelings. He killed your mother for fuck’s sake! I remind myself. And even lied to you over and over again about so many things!

      Matthew steps in, draping an arm around my shoulder––small goosebumps appear on my skin at the sentiment, though I don’t really notice. “Hey…” his voice, low and warm, soothes me. “It’s gonna be okay. We are here for you.”

      Yet I can’t stop thinking about the arrest that just happened a few minutes ago. “Do you think he will get out today?”

      “Well, I guess so,” Carice is the first to answer. “He’s gonna call his lawyer and will, most likely, be released on bail.”

      Despite the annoyance thick in her tone, a small smile settles on my lips knowing he should be back home before I go to sleep.

      I hear the creaking sound of the main door opening, so I stand up from my seat to check who’s coming. I watch as Maria enters, carrying  a plethora of grocery bags. I go and talk to her so that she knows Alex might not come back home in time for dinner. Then, Maria gives a quick glance at the living room where Matthew and Carice are seated before asking me discreetly, “Are they staying here for dinner?”

      “Um,” that’s a question I wasn’t expecting, but today I’d rather have some company in case Alex doesn’t come back. “Yes, they are staying here for dinner.”

      “Alright, then,” she nods knowingly and leaves to continue with her task.

      As I’m about to return to the living room, my iPhone starts ringing inside my pocket. Maybe it’s Alex! I can’t help but think to myself with a wistful smile.

      As I take it out to check though, my smile fades away just as fast seeing Emma’s name pop up on the screen.

      “Hi, Emma,” I greet once I pick the call, my voice slightly monotone.

      “Hey, how are you?” Emma asks, her tone hurried. “Oh my gosh, I just read the news! Why didn’t you call me?”

      “Wait—you read the news?” I ask, quite surprised.

      “I mean, my maids did. And according to them, it’s like everywhere that Alex killed your mom. Is it true?”

      Well, I see Eric’s office didn’t waste time to do a press release. “Um, they have strong evidence against him, yeah, but Alex told me he had nothing to do with it before being arrested, so who knows…”

      “Shit!” Emma exhales loudly in return, without saying much more. “This is insane! And, um, do you know what she died from?”

      “We don’t know yet, we are still waiting for the results from the lab,” I tell her.

      “Damn,” Emma utters, still in shock. “When is the funeral? Are you gonna do it here?”

      “Yes.” I press my lips tight, remembering the video Mom left for me. “Mom’s last wish was to be buried somewhere close to me. So I’m thinking to do the funeral in Bedford Hills.”

      “What?” she snaps in disbelief. “Are you serious right now?”

      “Of course I’m serious,” I answer back. “Honoring her last wish is the least I can do.”

      “And have you spoken to Alex about that?” she keeps enquiring.

      “When he gets back home I will.” Then I pause, thinking something through. “Tomorrow I’ll call Father Thomas, Mom liked him a lot. It’d be great if he could come here and do the Mass.”

      “Alright, if you need help with prepping the funeral, you can count me in.” Before I can thank her though, she adds, “Can I invite Yara?”

      My jaw nearly drops at her question. And I’m not sure what I’m supposed to make out of it. “You want to invite my in-laws to the funeral?” I repeat, making sure that’s what I heard her saying. “Because you know, if you invite Yara she’s gonna bring her sisters, her mom, and basically everyone else…”

      “I mean, they are your family too. No?”

      I blow out a breath, remembering what that lovely family did to Hendrik and now what they did to my own mother. “Yeah, but they might have something to do with her murder,” I tell her bluntly.

      “One more reason to invite them in, then.” I raise my brows, taken aback by her answer. “At least Eric can interview them and gather more info for the case.”

      To be fair, that’s not an entirely bad idea; if they come to the funeral, Eric can have a word with them, and maybe even have them arrested too. One thing is for sure; Julia is just as guilty as Alex. She was involved in Mom’s abduction and Eric has the proof on tape. Inviting them to the funeral would be a good way to bring them to New York without raising any suspicion…

      “You know what?” I say. “I think it’s a great idea. Do you mind helping me with the funeral preparation?”

      “Of course not! Tell me what you need and I’ve got you.”

      My lips raise up at her enthusiasm. “I will give you the contact of Carice, my mom’s attorney, so that you can both work on a guest list, and, um, we have to contact the mortician to get everything ready for Sunday. What do you think?”

      “Alright, sounds doable. Meanwhile I’ll reach out to a few event planners that work around the clock.”

      “Thank you for everything, Emma.” My tone is lower, but it’s warmer and filled with gratitude for having her in my life. And if there’s one thing I know, it’s that whatever happens between Alex and I, Emma will always be there for me.

      “Do you want me to come over? Are you doing okay?” As she asks, I notice that her tone has also switched, now matching mine.

      “I’m good, Matt and Carice are here too, and we’re gonna have dinner soon.” As I say those words, I see Maria from afar walking into the living room carrying two lemonades which she hands to Matt and Carice while they patiently wait for me. I find it rather noble seeing Alex’s housekeeper treat his enemies with courtesy and respect. Though I’m not entirely sure if she knows who they are, but regardless of that, it reminds me that even at war, respect goes a long way.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After dinner, and while Matt and Carice have become new besties, I check discreetly my phone hoping to find a new text message from my husband.

      Yet, there’s nothing…

      Dammit! It’s already ten p.m. though.

      Amid the giggles emanating from a joke Carice is telling, I type in while pretending to be paying attention: Did you get out of jail yet? Are you coming home tonight?

      Regardless of the arrest, I just hope he’ll come back soon so that we can talk about everything that has happened. I’m not sure how he will justify himself for lying yet another time though. I’m not even sure what we will become even if he does come up with an excuse.

      “Is everything okay, Petra?” I hear Matt asking.

      I slip my iPhone back inside my pocket, and turning at him, I smile innocently. “Yes, of course. I’m just getting sleepy.”

      Carice glances at her watch, before standing up from her seat, looking a bit embarrassed. “Oh my, it’s already ten. We should really get going. I’m sorry for staying so long.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I tell her immediately as Matthew and I also stand up. “I really appreciate that you both took the time to stay with me.” It’s actually true, they were a great distraction and I needed just that. Plus, we spoke in length about the funeral that would be happening on Sunday in Bedford Hills.

      “Thank you for the lovely dinner,” Carice says as she gathers her coat and purse. “Tomorrow I will get in touch with Emma and we will finalize the arrangements for the funeral.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her, putting on a pleasant smile. “I really appreciate it.”

      I escort them to the front door, and to my greatest surprise, Carice plunges me into a tight hug as if she’d known me for years. Since she’s around the age of my mom and they look quite similar, her hug feels a bit maternal yet oddly foreign at the same time. “If you need anything, call me,” she whispers near my ear. “No matter the hour of the day or night.”

      As she releases me, I give her a nod in acknowledgment and then turn to Matt, who’s standing beside the door.

      “Thank you for coming,” I say before opening my arms to give him a friendly hug.

      “Always,” he mumbles as we embrace each other. Then he leans in and gives me a quick peck on the cheek. The touch was unexpected, but a small smile pulls on my lips in response.

      Once they head out, Matt mimics my smile, right before they get into the elevator.

      Closing the door, I heave a long sigh, mixed with both relief to be finally alone and exhaustion. Then I can’t help but take my iPhone again and check if Alex replied to my text.

      Nothing, still…

      My heart drops to my knees seeing my message has been left unread. It’s already late, but for the better or worse, I call him. The ringtone goes on and on, until it ends on his voicemail. Well, either he’s in a cell without his phone, or he’s purposely avoiding me. I just hope it’s the former.

      I go and say goodnight to Maria, before heading back to our bedroom.

      

      My eyes grace the bed––the ironed sheets still perfectly stretched over the mattress. Then I undress and put on my pajamas, I don’t usually sleep with them anymore as I end up too warm because of Alex’s body heat, but I don’t really think he’s gonna spend the night here. And as I come to think of it, if he’s found guilty, I might have to spend the next fifteen years or more without him sleeping with me in our bed. The idea petrifies me, I can’t accept a reality where I might live here alone and raise our baby all by myself. What a freaking nightmare this is!

      I open the bed and get inside—I’m happy I decided to wear my pajamas because despite the heater, it’s pretty chill between the sheets. Turning off the light, I look at my right side, the sheets still stretched, and I can’t help but despise him for lying to me, for breaking his promises, and to have put our relationship in jeopardy.

      The more I think of Alex’s behavior, the more I know I lured myself to him, glossing over his flaws, despite knowing perfectly well that his habit of lying could lead to our downfall.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Manhattan, February 9, 2021

        Petra Van Gatt

      

      

      I wake up, and instinctively turn to check the right side of the bed which, as expected, is still empty. Given the amount of sunlight casting through the room, I’d say it’s already way past nine o’clock. And yet, Maria didn’t come in to wake me up. I know she never had to do that with Alex, but if no one wakes me up, I’ll end up sleeping until far too late. And today, I’ve got a lot to do when it comes to the funeral. As I leap off of bed, I take my iPhone from the nightstand and check immediately my text messages. Despite being already nine-thirty a.m, Alex hasn’t replied to anything yet. I do have a new text message though, but from Matthew: Good morning! Thank you for yesterday dinner, it was lovely. I hope you spent a great night and managed to sleep well. If you need anything, just let me know. X

      His message manages to warm my heart and it feels good to read something like this when I’m feeling pretty alone. I write back: Hey, thanks for your kind words. It was great having dinner with you both. I slept okay, yes. I was really exhausted. I’m getting started with the funeral arrangements. I’m gonna invite my in-laws too. I press send. Then I leave the room and head to the terrace. I’m not sure why though, but I think it’s the habit of going there and finding Alex sitting at the table while drinking his usual espresso. But as I reach the outdoors, my eyes alight on the breakfast table with only one place setting—mine.

      There is no one there that is sipping an espresso, or reading on an iPad, and no one to make me smile either.

      I take a seat as per usual, but my heart aches, feeling so incredibly empty—just like the chair in front of me.

      “Good morning, ma’am,” Maria greets as she walks in, carrying a matcha latte and a plate with scrambled vegan eggs. Damn, even the freaking eggs remind me of him. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Good morning, Maria,” I tell her, though I am unable to match with her melodic voice. “Yes, thank you.”

      I give a first sip on my matcha and as I look again in front of me to the empty chair, I can’t help but heave a sigh filled with sorrow. Despite hating him for what he did, I wish he could be here, eating his breakfast with me. Heck, this reminds me of what Yara had said a few days before our marriage, “Petra, I know you are furious at him but can’t you be furious and married to him?” I’m definitely furious at him, yet I’d rather be furious at him and be taking my breakfast with him.

      My phone starts beeping and my heart nearly jumps out of my chest. I look at the new text message immediately, only to be smashed with disappointment.

      Alex told me yesterday about your Mom. Are you doing okay? Shall we meet for lunch and have a talk? I tried to contact Alex but he ins’t answering. Call me back when you can. X

      Now that’s new… How come Alex told my dad about it? Well, in any case, I call my dad just as fast. In the middle of everything, I’d totally forgotten to tell him about her death. In a way, I’m glad Alex actually called him to deliver the news, it’s still better than reading it on the New York Post or God knows where else.

      “Hi, dad,” I greet once I hear his breathing from the other side of the line. “How are you?”

      “Petra,” his tone sounds more joyful than usual. Well, in a way, Mom was his bully and his blackmailer, so I’m pretty sure Dad won’t miss her looming around. “I’m alright. Ryan told me Alex got arrested.”

      “Oh, Ryan called you?” I repeat a bit surprised that he called my dad but not me. “That’s very kind of him… Um, do you know if Alex has been released yet?”

      “He hasn’t answered my calls, so I think he’s still in there.” His answer eases me a bit, at least that would mean Alex isn’t mad at me because of what I did. “What if I pass by and have lunch with you? We could discuss your Mom’s funeral and where to have it.”

      I can’t help but find it amusing that Dad is very much looking forward to his ex-wife’s burial. “I’m thinking of doing it in Bedford Hills, actually. I’m gonna call Father Thomas after breakfast and—”

      “In Bedford Hills?” There’s an ounce of astonishment in his tone. “You mean you want to bury her there?”

      “Dad, we have land that stretches for miles, I don’t see what the problem is.”

      “The irony,” Dad snaps. “When your mom was alive you never wanted to be with her and now that she’s gone you want to bury her in the backyard. I don’t get it.”

      “It’s her last wish, I’m just honoring it,” I tell him. “Don’t worry—if she start bothering me, I will send her back to the Netherlands.”

      A quick laugher erupts from the other side of the line and I’m glad I managed to light up his mood. “That’s a viable option. Well, shall I pass by around one-thirty?”

      “Yes, that would be great.”

      Before I can finish the call though, Dad asks, “You aren’t gonna miss her, are you?”

      “Um,” his question leaves me a bit speechless and I wonder if it’s truly a question he’s asking to me or to himself. Regardless, I press my lips tight, pondering it. “I don’t know. I, um, it’s a weird feeling for sure,” I venture. “In a way, I’m not gonna miss her, but in another, I had hopes we could somewhat get to a better relationship and that she’d finally turn the page…you know?”

      “Ah, yes, hope never dies…”

      “And you?” I ask him.

      “Well…” I can sense the uneasiness in his voice as he search for the best words to put on. “Despite everything we went through, she was my ex-wife and your mother so I guess I also hoped she’d have turned the page after seeing how you and Alex were living happily together.”

      “Yeah, but alas she didn’t. I think she’s by far more stubborn than both of us combined,” I tell him.

      Dad exhales loudly in return. “It’s a pity she was so obstinate, a bit of flexibly would’ve gone a long way. But her sense of moral righteousness has always gotten in the way.” As he says those words, I can’t help but remember when Mom reported him and Alex to the police twenty years back. Dad had only told her the truth about Janette, but Mom didn’t waste any time with betraying him. Maybe that’s why he never considered dating again afterward.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, I finally received some good news: I managed to persuade Father Thomas to fly on Saturday to do the Mass. A pity I’ll see him again under such circumstances, but I’m sure Mom would’ve appreciated the gesture.

      I check my iPhone once more and since Alex hasn’t texted me back, I decide to call his attorney directly. After all, I’m pretty sure Ryan knows what’s happening. I press the call button and put the phone against my cheek. The ringtone starts radiating through my ear and I wait and wait…

      “Yes?” I hear a male voice asking from the other side at long last.

      “Hi, Ryan, um, it’s Petra…” My voice sounds way too soft so I steady it a bit. “How is Alex doing? Um, do you know where he is? I’ve tried calling him many times but he isn’t answering me.”

      “Hi, Petra,” he greets, his tone polite as always. “Yes, he just got released an hour ago or so and is spending the rest of the day in his private residence.”

      “His private residence?” I ask immediately. “I’m here at our condo, and he isn’t here.”

      “I meant, he’s staying in a hotel which provides private residences.”

      “Oh,” I utter, the news troubling me even more than I’d like to admit. “And, um, is there any reason why he isn’t coming back home?”

      “Your husband is taking a few days off.” What? His unexpected answer crash me to the core. “He needs some time alone. Don’t take it personally, but he needs time to process everything that happened over the last 24 hours. I’ll keep you updated.”

      Despite the best of his intentions, his answer doesn’t satisfy me. “But why? Why doesn’t he want to talk to me? Where’s he staying?”

      “Petra…” He takes a deep breath, trying to find the best words to put on, yet nothing seems to come out. “Give him some time, alright?”

      That’s all he has got to say? Wow. It’s clear Ryan wants to keep me in the dark, but I can’t figure why he can’t just tell me what’s really going on.

      “Alright, thanks.” And I hang-up, still barely believing my husband isn’t coming back home after everything that happened. Why on earth is he doing that? Despite wanting to call him one more time, I refrain myself from doing so. The last thing I need is for him to believe I’m desperate. Hell, no! If he wants to play and torment me with his stupid game by all means, he can do as he wishes. I do however send him one last text: Just spoke to Ryan who told me you aren’t coming back home for the next few days. Wow. What a responsible adult you are. Btw, I’m doing the funeral in Bedford Hills this Sunday. You are welcome to join. Father Thomas will be flying in to do the Mass. Enjoy your private residence.” I want to call him a few names, but I refrain myself from doing so.

      A minute or so after sending the text, my iPhone starts ringing again, and for the split of a second, I thought it was my husband who had just read my message and decided to explain himself to me. But alas it isn’t, and despite the disappointment, I draw out a breath, and pick the call.

      “Good morning,” Matt sounds like a ray of sunshine casting light on my gloomy mind. “How are you feeling today?”

      “Hey!” I try to match his tone but fail miserably. “Um, I’m okay more or less…”

      Despite my answer, Matt keeps his voice just as joyful. “Guess who’s having her first prenatal check-up Friday at four p.m.?”

      “Matt!” I snap back. “I can’t believe you booked it for me.”

      “Of course I did, and I’m pretty sure if I hadn’t done it, you wouldn’t do it yourself until maybe next week or even the week after that.”

      He isn’t wrong though. We still have to finalize the funeral arrangements and there are another gazillion things to do following the death of my mom.

      “I’m not even sure if that test is accurate or not,” I insist. “Like, I don’t even have any symptoms…”

      “One more reason to go, then,” he says just as fast. “At least you’ll be a hundred-percent sure.”

      Heaving a sigh, I ponder his words. “Alright, I should be free around that time. But please, no more appointments without checking with me first.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he teases and his sense of humor brings a much-needed smile to my lips. “By the way, um, did you manage to talk to him? My dad told me Alex just got released an hour or so ago.”

      His question takes my smile away, and I drop my gaze as I think of an answer to give him. “No, he isn’t answering me right now. I guess he’s just doing it as some sort of revenge because I did the same to him yesterday.”

      “Damn,” he utters, before falling silent for a moment, most likely not knowing what else to say. “I’m sorry for his behavior.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I tell him. “I guess it’s what we can call payback.”

      “Do you want to come over and we spend the day studying here or at the library?” he asks, most likely in an attempt to change the subject.

      “Um, I have a few things to do today, but we’ll see each other on Friday for the check-up.”

      “Alright, if you need anything, don’t hesitate to call me.”

      “Thanks for everything, Matt…” My voice is lower than usual, but it’s mainly because I don’t want Maria to hear me. “I really appreciate your support.”

      “Always, girl,” he answers just as low.

      As soon as we hang-up, I hear the doorbell echoing across the condo and footsteps walking through the hallway to open the door. That’s odd, it’s not even one-thirty, why would Dad arrive half an hour earlier? There’s a glimmer of hope thinking maybe it’s Alex who decided to come back. I leave the terrace and hurry up to check. Unfortunately, and to my greatest displeasure, my eyes alight on Carice who steps in, carrying a few files with her. Oh shit! I had totally forgotten I had agreed on meeting her for lunch.

      Despite wearing her usual black suit, with a black turtle neck underneath and matching glasses, she looks a lot less stern than yesterday, maybe a bit more relaxed too. I imagine the death of her best friend must have left her in a state of near-depression, but she seems to be coping with it relatively okay. As her eyes set on me, she gives me a bright smile and paces in my direction.

      “You didn’t forget about our meet-up at one, right?” she asks, visibly amused.

      “Of course not,” I answer, walking forward to give her three cheek-kisses. Then I invite her to the terrace where we take a seat at the table.

      After doing some small talk, Carice takes a document from her files and says, “As you probably know, your mom had a life insurance so that if something happened to her, you could receive the fund to pay for the expenses of the funeral, and keep the rest for you.” I nod at her, and she glances once more at the document, before proceeding. “The insurance company received all the paperwork this morning, so you should receive around two million and four hundred euros in your account by next week.” My jaw drops at her announcement. Wow. I never thought Mom had such a high coverage in case of her death, which leads me to believe she knew sooner or later that she’d die at their hands. She was most likely planning her death for the past few months.

      Then Carice takes another file and says, “Regarding the nonprofit, your mom was the managing director and main owner of the organization… Since you’re now the new titular, I was wondering if you’d like to appoint a new director?”

      My brows raise up at her question. I find it touching that despite Carice being my Mom’s best friend, she still decided to leave her nonprofit to me—which I barely know anything about. “Oh, um, would you be interested in taking over in my place?” I ask her. Carice immediately stares at me with astonishment, so I try my best to convince her, before she can make her mind. “I know you work there as an attorney, but you were also my mom’s best friend, and she trusted you a lot. I’m pretty sure she’d have wanted for you to take over the organization.”

      Her lips curve up in appreciation, and she remains silent for a while, considering my proposal. “I think you are right. We can expend the legal team, get some new lawyers on board, and I’ll take over the management.”

      “I could also donate a million euros from my Mom’s insurance to the nonprofit,” I say. “With such a capital injection, it should give you some room to operate, right?”

      Now she stares at me even more surprised. “Oh, wow. That’s…” she pauses, searching for the best words to put on. “Well, that’s very kind of you, but this is a lot.”

      “How many months can you last with it?” I ask.

      “I haven’t check the finances of the company, but I’d say around eighteen months.”

      “Well, then that’s plenty of time to keep the firm afloat and to expand it. My mom loved her nonprofit and I’m sure she’d have wanted to grow it further.” I notice some glitz in her gaze as she listens to me talking. “Do you have a team that takes care of fundraising?”

      “We do, but we raise mostly through charity events where we invite family offices, NHW individuals, and so on… Your mom used to host them…” There’s the faint of a smile settling on her lips as she recalls those memories. “She was such a great host. They used to write us big checks thanks to her charisma…”

      I smile tenderly at her words; despite knowing Mom used to attend many charity events, I never thought those events where to fundraise for her nonprofit. “I’m sure, you’ll manage to do the same, regardless of her being here or not,” I say, keeping my voice warm.

      A few instants of silence ensues while Carice takes some notes before proceeding. “About the funeral, did you decide on the location?”

      “Yes, we’ll do it in Bedford Hills this Sunday and Father Thomas already confirmed he’ll fly over on Saturday. Emma is getting a mortician and an event planner so that we can have a beautiful setting in her honor.”

      “Oh, that's great. Good job,” she praises, as she ticks off some of the things in her list. “As you might know, Eric’s office did a press release yesterday and your mom’s death has been communicated to the Dutch media too. A few reporters would like to attend the funeral and cover it. I know them personally, would that be okay with you?”

      “Yes, of course. Just let me know how many people from your side will attend so that we can arrange everything properly,” I tell her.

      “From my side, I can confirm at least twenty people––from friends and coworkers––can attend. Then maybe five reporters and their cameramen will go on top of that.”

      As I do the math, it seems like we will have around fifty people, which is perfect, since I didn’t want to do something too big.

      “Good afternoon…”

      I turn immediately, recognizing the male voice behind me and my eyes fall upon my dad, who looks more tired than usual, but just as elegant and formal.

      “Hi dad,” I greet as we stand up. “Carice, this is my dad, Roy…”

      “I know.” Carice stiffens up as she shakes his hand, a forced smile on her lips. All of a sudden though, someone’s phone starts ringing, but I know it’s not mine as it’s a different ringtone. Carice takes her phone and after checking who’s calling, leaves the table. “Excuse me,” she says as she walks past me and goes to a quieter area of the terrace.

      Once we are left alone, Dad gives me a cheek-kiss and leans forward as if he’s about to whisper something.

      “What is she doing here?” His tone is barely audible.

      “Um, we are just taking care of the funeral and some details about Mom’s nonprofit,” I say.

      Dad gives a quick glance over my shoulder, before proceeding, “Do know what are they up to?”

      I frown at his question. “What do you mean?”

      “The Bradfords and Carice,” Dad says. “I imagine Alex is their suspect number one, no?”

      “Yeah…” I let my word trails off as I consider him. “I think they’re gathering as much evidence as possible before the trial.”

      “Do you know if they have anything good?”

      “I suppose,” I tell him. “They know about Janette’s death.”

      Dad’s eyes widen in surprise as my words sink into him. “They do?”

      “Mom gave Eric the police report,” I explain. “But I don’t think they are after you…”

      “Are they gonna tell Jan?” he keeps pushing, the reality hitting him hard. I watch as he adjusts his shirt collar uncomfortably.

      “I don’t know,” I answer as sincerely as I can.

      “Petra?” I hear Carice calling. Then I turn, my eyes alighting on her. “Eric wants to talk to you.”

      Oh, that’s Eric over the phone? Now that’s interesting…

      I walk over to where she’s standing, and she gives me her phone.

      “Yes?” I take a few steps away from Carice, so that I can be left alone to talk with him.

      “Petra, how are you?”

      “Hi Eric. I’m doing well, thank you,” I say, impatient to  know what he’s up to.

      “Look, we just got the results from the lab, and um, it seems like your mom was, in fact, poisoned.”

      “Oh my gosh,” the words roll off my tongue. “But how?”

      “That’s the problem here––the lab found some traces of nanotechnology in her bloodstream. We don’t know yet how she got it, but it’s inside her body and those nano-particles had the opportunity to attack her organs at any moment. They essentially just needed to be activated.”

      “Can they be activated from the outside?” I ask.

      “Yes, which makes me believe your mom didn’t escape as she told us, but was freed instead. This is definitely not some random plant you can buy and use to poison someone, it’s a highly illegal bioweapon.” My heart freezes at his words—this was premeditated, Mom was destined to die if she ever tried to talk to me. “Do you know anyone who could have access to it?”

      I ponder for a moment his question. “Well, Maud is a scientist and she works at a lab. I’m not sure what kind of projects she works on, so I don’t know if she’d have access to this kind of technology or not.”

      “Who’s Maud?” Eric asks immediately.

      “Oh, um, one of Alex’s sisters. She’s very reserved and quiet, so I don’t know too much about her.”

      “Is she coming to the funeral?” he keeps enquiring.

      “Emma’s trying to persuade my in-laws to come, so we’ll see.”

      “It’d be great if I could talk to her. Either way, it’s the first time in my career that anyone has been killed with nanotech, what a year to be alive.”

      “Are you gonna do another press release about it?” I ask him, already worried he’s gonna do a new one. “I don’t think the public needs to know those details.”

      “Well, Tess was quite well known in her country, I’m sure the public wants to know of what it is that she died from.”

      “They already know it was from a cardiac arrest, they don’t need to know the gritty details,” I argue. “If the news goes out, Maud might not come over.”

      Eric remains quiet for a few moments as he considers me. “True, I won’t do any press release until her funeral. I have to go now.” And to my greatest surprise, he just hangs-up without even saying good bye.
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        The Netherlands, December 5, 2021

        Tess Hagen

      

      

      The creaking sound of a door opening quietly wakes me up. My head is still as dizzy as when they initially knocked me out; I must have slept a lot since then. My eyes can barely cope with the brightness of the room, so I squeeze them tight again, before slowly reopening them. I find myself lying on a twin bed that is leaning against a wall, I want to spread my legs wide but my ankles are tied together, which is meant to prevent me from running. I silently chuckle at the whole thing––while Eric prosecuted Alex for kidnapping my daughter, I should’ve known sooner or later he and his family would truly kidnap someone for good. I just didn’t realize this someone would be me. Petra didn’t need to be kidnapped, the girl is so deluded that she’d let him carry her away without protesting. They can only kidnap those they can’t control. And those include me and Carice. Oh gosh, I hope they didn’t do anything to her. Well, if she advised me to get a gun, she most likely has a better security team than me. A gush of air leaves my lungs as I realize how naïve I was to have not invested in full-time security agents. I thought two dogs sleeping in the kitchen because it’s too cold outside would be enough. I do have cameras outside and an alarm though, how weird it didn’t work. They must have turned it off. As I hear footsteps approaching I gain some courage and look at the man who stands in front of me.

      “Where am I?” I ask, my voice laced with anger but still pretty feeble. I notice the man is dressed all in blue like in a hospital, carrying a tray with food, plastic cutlery, and a small goblet with a few pills inside. Oh, if they think they can drug me, they’re very mistaken. I’ll pretend to swallow the pills and put them under my tongue. Since he doesn’t answer, I take in my surroundings—it looks like I’m in a bedroom, yet it’s as minimalist as it gets with only a bed, a nightstand, and a desk and a chair. I look for a window and find one but very small and way too high for me to reach and to check outside. As he puts the tray on my nightstand, I ask, “What’s your name?”

      “Winter,” he answers with a pleasant smile.

      “Winter?” I repeat, barely able to believe it. Of course he won’t give away his real name. Winter has to be some kind of nickname.

      Winter nods, not telling me anything else, so I try a more sympathetic tone. “Do you know for how long I will stay here, Winter?”

      “I don’t know, Miss,” he sounds very polite but I’m not sure if he’s lying or not. “I’m just here to bring your food and medicine.”

      I give a quick glance at the food, and notice it’s vegetarian. At least there’s that. Since he looks friendly and approachable, I extend a hand to shake his. “Tess Hagen,” I say as we give a quick handshake.

      Suddenly, another squeaky sound startles me and I see another man entering into the bedroom, followed by two others, who are armed. The one in front I recognize instantly––it’s the guy who was in my living room with Margaret.

      “Did you sleep well?” he says after striding closer to us. There’s some sarcasm in his tone, despite his stern expression.

      “What do you want from me?” I ask instead. “Where am I?”

      “You aren’t asking the questions here. I am,” he snaps just as fast. “Now,” he pulls the chair from the desk to sit in front of me and I narrow my eyes at the iPhone and piece of paper in his hands. “You will repeat this script as a voice message to your daughter.”

      As he gives me the paper, I read the message and my heart falls on my knees. “What time is it? She’s already married?”

      “No questions!” he growls.

      “I can’t do that.” And I hand him the paper back, averting his dark eyes.

      Yet he leans forward, getting way too close to me. I try to backup, but the bed is tiny and I don’t have much space left to go. He grabs my jaw, forcing me to look at him. “If you want to stay alive, you follow the rules, snap je?”

      What a disgusting monster! I don’t want to play by their rules, but if I want to stand a chance and live yet another day, I will have to comply. If Winter keeps giving me food everyday, maybe I can gain his sympathy in time and he can help me to get me out of here.

      “Now, read this out loud and we are gonna record it. Don’t try to deviate from the script, because we won’t send anything but a perfect voice message that rings true.” I swallow the lump in my throat, despising him and this moment more than anything in life. “You ready?”

      I read the first lines in my mind again and nod at him. Once he gestures me to get started, I put on my best voice and read the note. “Petra, it’s me… Your mom… I, um, I suppose by now you must be married and partying with your friends and new family…” I take a deep breath, taming the anger I have inside me before I can proceed and read the rest. “I’m gonna take a break, um, I’m leaving the country for a few days, maybe weeks, who knows…” I pause once more so not to break down at this whole charade. “I need some peace and quiet to think about my life, about me… Anyway, I wish you all the best and, um, I love you.”

      The agent taps the phone before pressing play to hear the whole voice message. As we listen to it, I sound tired and sad. Not sure if that’s what they want.

      “It’s perfect,” he says, a smile on his lips. “If you keep cooperating, you’ll stay alive.”

      He then stands up, and right before he can start walking away, I ask, “When do I go out?”

      “Go out?” he repeats in astonishment before erupting in laugher. “You are imprisoned now. For as long as you shall live.”
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