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Dedication


For everyone who has found a way to make their imperfect life perfect for them.






Book Description


Maddy hates living with her overbearing father and is determined to live with her mum. She’s sick of not being able to be herself. But no one is listening to her wishes and when she learns why, she begins to fear that not only will she be stuck living with him until she finishes school, but her family has other secrets they’re keeping from her. 
*
This story was written by an Australian author using Australian spelling.






Chapter One


Maddy glanced over her shoulder and swore under her breath. Was he following her? She hadn’t thought he’d seen her, but maybe he had. If she could get to her class she might be able to avoid him. He was the last person she would have expected to see at her school. He shouldn’t even be in Brisbane. Her luck was absolute crap and this proved it. 
She slipped through the crowd and into her next classroom, barely resisting the urge to look over her shoulder. She dumped her books on her desk as she slid onto the hard plastic seat, leaning back to stare at the ceiling as if the answer to her problem was there. White paint and a couple of fans, lazily turning, gave her no clue about what to do. He hadn’t said anything about starting a new school after the holidays. Why hadn’t he mentioned it? She would have been more prepared.
A stack of books dropped onto the desk beside her and startled Maddy from her thoughts. She looked over to meet the grin of her best friend, Sasha. Maddy’s answering grin was forced. “Hey.”
“I’m so over school. I can’t wait until the next holidays. Why do they have to be ages away?” Sasha slid into the seat beside her.
“It’s only the first day back.”
Sasha sighed. “I know. They should shoot the person who decided the length of school holidays. It’s the middle of spring, who wants to be stuck in a classroom at this time of year? I’d rather be on a beach.”
“At least the next ones are longer. And include Christmas. That should make you happy.”
“It’s only the start of October. That’s months away.” Sasha’s words were almost a moan.
Maddy’s grin came more easily at her friend’s expression of disgust. Sasha was always good at distracting her. Looking her friend over she took in the changes she’d barely had time to focus on earlier. This was the first chance they’d had for more than a quick hello this morning. “I like your new hair cut.”
Sasha’s expression immediately brightened. “Thanks.” She ran her fingers through her long brown hair that now had auburn highlights and a fringe that ended sharply below her hazel eyes, thin enough to be able to see through. Before the holidays Sasha’s hair had all been one length, like Maddy’s light brown hair.
“It suits you. I wish my father would let me do something with my hair instead of expecting me to plait it neatly back like some little girl from the last century.” She shook her head slowly. “No, make that from two centuries ago.” Her gaze was drawn to the door as another group of students entered the classroom. Her heart felt like it skipped a beat. Yep, it was official. Her luck was absolute crap. She slouched at her desk and tilted her head down, wishing she’d ignored her father and not plaited her hair back from her face. The way her day was going she’d end up grounded anyway. Maybe it wasn’t too late to undo the plait and hide behind her long hair.
“Are you okay? You don’t look so good.” Sasha leaned forward to peer into her face.
“Gee, your compliments are gonna go straight to my head.” Maddy couldn’t resist another glance towards the crowd near the doorway. Why? She wasn’t sure exactly what she wanted answered. Why her? Why him? Why the hell was he at her school? Maybe all those questions.
“Very funny.” Sasha glanced over her shoulder. “Do you know him?”
“Know who?” Maddy dropped her gaze to the desk, focusing her light brown eyes on the initials drawn heavily on the edge. Lightly running her fingers over the indent, she frantically tried to think of something she could tell Sasha. She couldn’t discuss this right now. In fact, it was all she could do to remain in her seat. She wanted to run and hide.
“Aww come on, even you’re not that oblivious. The boy who’s surrounded by every brainless blond in the class. Both the natural and bottle ones.”
She looked at him. ‘The boy’ Sasha had called him. She knew him as Logan. He had a ready grin and was laughing at something that had been said to him. Even his dark brown eyes were filled with humour. His hair, a shade lighter than his eyes, was streaked at the ends from hours outside, dark where his cap covered it. His head turned in her direction, as if he felt her gaze rest on him. She quickly returned her attention to the desk. She couldn’t meet his gaze. What could she say to him? This was a disaster. But what else was new when it came to her life? “He looks new to the school.”
“That wasn’t what I asked. I could figure that out for myself. Do you know him?”
The teacher stepped into the classroom and strode towards his desk as he spoke. “Everyone take their seat. Holidays are over. Time to put your nose to the grindstone.”
She was relieved. Talking wasn’t tolerated in Mr Gallo’s class. She would have a reprieve from the questioning. It wouldn’t be much of a reprieve. Sasha wasn’t one to drop a subject until she’d learned everything possible about it. And it looked like Sasha wouldn’t be the only one looking for answers. Twice she’d caught Logan glance at her and both times she’d pretended not to see him. But she could only pretend for so long. Eventually he’d approach her and she didn’t know what to do about that. When the bell rang for the next class, she was the first one through the door. She couldn’t talk to him in front of everyone. No way. That would be an absolute disaster. World war kind of disaster.
Lunchtime found her headed towards the library, eating a sandwich on the way. The library should be quiet on such a sunny day and Maddy hoped to avoid both Sasha and Logan. They’d have questions she couldn’t answer. Not until she could think of how to deal with the situation. Situation! What a bland word to describe something that made her feel queasy, frantic and wanting to find the nearest hole to crawl into.
It was nearly time for the bell to signal the end of lunch before Sasha turned up in the library. She stood over Maddy, hands on her hips and glared at her. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”
Maddy glanced around the library. There was no one close enough to hear. That was as long as Sasha kept her voice down. And if she didn’t answer Sasha quickly it looked like voice raising might be a very real possibility. “I think I might have a bit of a problem.”
“Then why didn’t you tell me instead of hiding here?”
Maddy sighed. “Will you accept cowardice as an answer?” She stared up at Sasha, mentally begging her friend to understand.
With a sigh, Sasha pulled a chair out from beside Maddy and dropped onto it. “You told me you had a boring holiday and nothing interesting had happened when I rang you last night.”
“Mitchell was hanging around. You know he tells my father everything I say and do.” Life had got worse when her father had married Marla, Mitchell’s mother, a few years ago. Not that she’d expected things to have improved. Not with how little Marla seemed to think of her.
“Your stepbrother has the friendliest grin I’ve ever seen. It’s a perfect example of false advertising.”
Maddy laughed softly. “Isn’t it just?” She sighed. “The new boy-” she waited for Sasha to nod, “is called Logan. I met him while I was at Mum’s this holiday.”
“And?”
A million answers tumbled through her mind, but only one really mattered. Maddy glanced around again. The coast was still clear. She leaned near Sasha before she whispered, “His kisses are amazing.”
Sasha’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. Then she narrowed her gaze. “You’re stringing me along, aren’t you?”
Maddy shook her head. “I swear I’m not. It was the last day there. I don’t even know exactly how it happened. We were all hanging out at the beach. Everyone was complaining about the holidays ending. Most of them live on the coast and were making plans to get together this weekend. One of the other guys lives in Cairns with his mum and was visiting his dad for the holidays.”
“Can we get to the good bit? The bell will ring before you tell me.”
“Well, one minute Logan and I were saying goodbye and wishing the holidays weren’t ending and the next thing we were kissing. And I don’t mean a friendly kiss on the cheek.”
“Out of ten?”
Maddy grinned. “Eleven.”
“You’re shitting me.”
“Nope.”
“I hate you, you know.”
Maddy laughed. “Sure.”
“I wish I’d seen him first.”
Maddy’s smile disappeared. “He’ll probably never want to see me again. I completely ignored him. Yesterday I was kissing him like… well, like…. ahh,” she waved her hand to fill in for the words she couldn’t speak. “Today I treat him like he doesn’t exist. What am I going to do?” Her voice rose as panic threatened to explode. 
“You want me to talk to him? I can tell him your father’s hero is Hitler and he wants to be just like him.”
Maddy smiled sadly. “If it wasn’t for Mitchell…” again she finished her sentence with a wave of her hand. Who was she kidding? Her father probably had a million spies at her school. She knew he was friendly with the principal and who knew how many teachers.
“Don’t worry about it. I’ll tell him to pretend he doesn’t know you. I’m sure he’ll understand once I explain everything.” Sasha rested her hand on Maddy’s shoulder.
Maddy groaned when the bell rang. She rose to her feet. “He’ll probably hate me forever.”
“If he does, can I have him?” Sasha linked her arm through Maddy’s.
“No way. My revenge would be harsh if you two hooked up.”
“Hmm. I don’t know. I think he’d be worth it.”
Maddy elbowed her friend lightly and Sasha giggled. “Yeah, right, Sash.”
“Nah, you’re right. I wouldn’t swap your friendship for a thousand hot guys. Well… maybe a thousand, but not just one.”
Maddy grinned. “A thousand, huh? What would you do with that many?”
“I’d figure something out. Probably have them all waiting on me hand and foot and thinking I’m a goddess.”
They stepped out of the library and into the crowded hallway. “I think you’ve been reading your mum’s romance books again. She’ll kill you if she finds out.”
“They’re not that bad. I don’t know what her problem is. Anyone would think I was in primary school the way she goes on about them.” Sasha stopped in mid-step and pulled Maddy to a halt. “Don’t look now…”
Maddy couldn’t resist. Glancing in the direction Sasha had looked away from, she met Logan’s gaze through the crowd. She wanted to run to him and beg him to forget the way she’d acted earlier. One step and then she halted, a voice bringing her to her senses. She turned to see her stepbrother walk towards her, laughing at something one of his mates had said. Maddy turned back towards Logan and mouthed the word ‘sorry’ before she looked at Sasha. At a quick nod from her friend, she headed towards Mitchell and away from Logan.
Mitchell glanced at her as they passed each other. No greeting. No acknowledgement. Only that single glance. Maddy forced herself to keep walking and not turn to look over her shoulder. Hopefully Sasha would take Logan aside and explain the situation. She didn’t dare check in case Mitchell glanced back too. He’d pounce on the slightest thing she did that was out of the ordinary. She really didn’t want to start the term grounded. Visits to her mum were all that made life bearable.




Chapter Two


The rest of the day dragged and Maddy’s gaze constantly returned to her watch. Time seemed suspended and the second hand moved extremely slow. She wished Sasha was in one of her afternoon classes so she could find out what Logan had said, but at least she didn’t have any classes with Mitchell today. She didn’t think she could have hidden her impatience from him. 
Once again Maddy was the first one out of the classroom. Within minutes she was out the front of the school, hiding in the shadows of a cluster of trees so she could keep an eye out for Mitchell. She nearly jumped when she heard someone move behind her. She turned around.
“Logan.”
“I’ve heard some original excuses, but yours would have to take gold.”
“Logan-”
“What’s the real story? When I asked who you were, one guy told me the porcelain doll and another the ice princess. Not what I would have called you yesterday.”
Maddy tried to ignore the stab of hurt his words caused as she continued to glance around, her gaze frequently returning to Logan. “Didn’t Sasha tell you about my father?”
“He doesn’t go to this school. How would he know what you do here? Or who you talk to?”
“Mitchell would tell him.”
“Who?”
“My stepbrother. He’s in year eleven too.”
“Yeah, right. Like all the guy has to do with his time is spy on you. Either you’re paranoid or very creative. So forget it. You’re obviously not the person I thought I’d met during the holidays.” Logan turned to walk away.
“Logan-” she broke off when she saw Mitchell headed for the front gate.
Logan faced her. “What?”
She’d run out of time. She had to reach Mitchell’s side before he stepped through the gates or she’d have to put up with a major interrogation. “I’m sorry. You’re right though because I have to be someone else here. My father has different rules to Mum. Just please pretend you don’t know me. I don’t want to risk my time with my mum.” She turned and dashed towards the gate, on Mitchell’s heels as he stepped through. “Hey.”
Mitchell glanced towards her without comment.
“Good day at school?”
Mitchell remained silent as he strode along the footpath.
Maddy tried to keep her words light while the entire time her heart felt like it was breaking. “Did you get a stack of homework too? You’d think they’d give us a break being the first day back.”
Mitchell glanced at her again, a scowl on his face. “Shut up, Madeline.”
“Sure thing, big brother.” Maddy smiled sweetly as Mitchell glared at her. He turned away, his broad shoulders casting a shadow on her. He had close-cropped sandy blond hair and blue eyes. He also played whatever team sport was in season and was a perfect student. The perfect son. The son her father had wanted and she’d failed at being. Mitchell was his son now and they got along perfectly. In a way Maddy had never been able to. They talked, joked, laughed and shared stories. All the things she wished her father would do with her rather than be cold and overbearing.
Maybe it would have been a little better if she could have talked to Marla like Mitchell talked to her father, but that would never happen. Half the time Marla acted like she didn’t exist. Considering Marla didn’t have much time for her own son, it didn’t really surprise Maddy.
Things hadn’t always been like this. She’d once got along with her father and had worshipped the ground he’d walked on. Had thought he could do anything. Things had slowly changed as she’d grown older and started to question his orders when she’d tried to become her own person with her own beliefs.
Maddy pushed those thoughts from her mind. It always depressed her and she was depressed enough as it was. She looked around, trying to find a distraction. She saw Sasha hop on the bus, looking over her shoulder the entire time so she stumbled up the stairs. She grinned and waved as soon as she noticed Maddy watched her. Maddy returned the wave and wished she could return the grin. It was impossible. She was more likely to burst into tears than anything else. She watched Sasha disappear inside the bus and desperately wished she could join her.
“I don’t know how you can stand that girl. If her father wasn’t Dad’s boss…”
Maddy looked away from Mitchell. She could easily imagine the rest of his threat. He’d make sure her father hated Sasha and didn’t let her spend any time with her at all. It was so unfair how her father believed everything Mitchell said. But she guessed when he smiled that perfect smile of his, that made everyone think he was their best friend, the devil would probably believe him.
She thought of all the job opportunities for a smile like that. Car salesman. Insurance salesman. Con artist. She almost grinned. Yep. Con artist. And then hopefully the police would catch him and he’d end up in jail. She was partway through thinking about the courtroom saga this would cause when her father pulled up in front of them, having waited for enough traffic to clear before he arrived.
Getting in the back of the car, she returned her father’s polite greeting before staring out the window. She remained silent while Mitchell talked sports with her father. Her father. No one would believe it. It was like she was the stepchild. As soon as they arrived home she retreated to her room, the silence pressing in around her. The room was immaculate, not an item out of place. Her timber bed had a white bedspread, which seemed stark against the cream coloured walls and carpet. White vertical blinds hung at her window and apart from a desk with only a laptop on it, the rest of her gear was shut away behind the doors of her built-in-wardrobe. She automatically pulled out her homework and sat at the desk, the books a blur in front of her.
He hadn’t believed her. But why should he? No one had a father like hers. A father who belonged in a world long since gone. What had Sasha said to Logan? She desperately wanted to know. And what had he said back to Sasha? The same he’d said to her? If only she had the internet in her room, or even a private phone line no one else could listen in on. She needed to talk to Sasha. She wanted to hear a friendly voice, or see some friendly words.
Maddy wiped the back of her hand across her cheek, surprised it came away damp. She wanted to live with her mum. She hated it here. And just like the end of every holiday, her mum had ignored her pleading, even when she’d pointed out that now she was sixteen she should have a say in where she lived. Her mum had tried to tell her that her father was only being protective. That everything he did was to keep her safe. When her mum had asked if he hit her or raised his voice at her, she’d had to answer no. He was far too controlled to ever raise his voice.
She swallowed past the ache in her throat that made her want to scream or cry. Or quite possibly both. She hated that her mum was right and her father would never hurt her. But, if he protected her any more than he already did, he’d probably smother her to death. Maybe that was his plan. Then he’d only have his perfect son.




Chapter Three


The next day Maddy learned that Sasha had done as promised, but Logan had laughed at her. He hadn’t believed a single word she’d spoken. Maddy didn’t blame him. She supposed it was a fairly unbelievable story. Sasha also told her she’d found out Logan had moved schools because he’d been caught playing a practical joke on a teacher at his previous school. A teacher that no one liked. She wasn’t able to find out all the details, but he’d managed to change schools instead of being expelled. 
Over the next couple of days Maddy didn’t know whether to be relieved or annoyed that Logan ignored her. Although a few times she caught him watching her in Mr Gallo’s class and she hastily looked away. When he started to hang out with Mitchell on Wednesday Maddy felt anger rush through her. She had to force herself to keep away from him instead of going over to demand why he was hanging out with a loser like her stepbrother. Her hands clenched into fists and she glared at Logan as he laughed with Mitchell. She wasn’t close enough to hear what was said. Then he looked up and saw her. Maddy’s heart felt like it leapt into her throat as their gazes met and she was torn between wanting to yell at him and kiss him. She did neither.
Turning on her heel, she strode away. If he wanted to be friends with Mitchell, fine. It wasn’t like she was allowed to have anything to do with boys when she was at her father’s house. And she wasn’t about to defy him again. Last time he’d stopped her from spending one of the holidays with her mum. No way could she go through another school holiday at her father’s house. Not that he and Marla were home much, but she’d had to put up with Mitchell. She’d rather spend a week with a dentist. Or have a month of exams. Or… the bell rang and she sighed heavily. Anything was preferable to being at her father’s.
She glanced back and saw Logan still watched her. Her feet slowed until she stopped and stared back at him. What was he thinking? Was he still angry with her for asking him to pretend he didn’t know her? Did he remember the kiss they’d shared? The kiss she’d tried so hard to forget. Why was he watching her? Someone bumped into her and she turned to glare at them. When she looked back, Logan was walking away at Mitchell’s side. Maddy stared after him. Why did he have to start hanging out with her stepbrother? She’d thought he had better sense than that. Mitchell was a backstabbing hypocrite who loved to get her into trouble.
“Hey, girl.” Sasha dropped an arm around Maddy’s shoulders. She groaned when she saw the direction Maddy looked in. “You are so not going to pine after him. That is pathetic. You do realise that, don’t you?”
“How long has he been hanging out with Mitchell?”
“I don’t know. Can’t be long. I didn’t see him with him yesterday. But I did see him at the oval this morning, kicking a ball around with all the other idiots. Don’t they know mornings are something you suffer through? Not enjoy.”
Maddy laughed on cue, a brittle noise that sounded fake even to her ears. “Don’t ever change. You always distract me even when I’m so mad I want to do something completely stupid.”
“What were you going to do?”
“Talk to him. Well, maybe not talk. It would have probably been somewhere along the lines of yell. And then, I might just have kissed him.” She smiled wryly. “My father would have grounded me for a year once Mitchell carried that tale home. Actually, probably for life.”
“Forget about him. We better get to class before we end up with detention.”
“It’s probably better than going home.”
“Yeah, but how long would your father ground you for ruining his schedule?”
Maddy sighed and headed towards her next class, Sasha at her side. “Life really sucks. Mine in particular.”
*  *  *

Friday afternoon found Maddy repeating her words of earlier in the week. She dropped her head in her hands as she leaned her elbows on the desk in her room. “Life completely and utterly sucks.”
“I wouldn’t say it was that bad.”
Maddy jumped from her seat and stared at Logan. He stood in her doorway. “What are you doing? Go away before someone finds you here.”
Logan stepped into her room. “Rob and I are staying the night with Mitch. That is after we’ve gone to Deirdre’s party.”
Maddy glared at him. The party she’d wanted to go to. “Good for you. Now get out of my room.”
“I really don’t know what your problem is. You rarely smile, you dress like a nun and you wear your hair like a grandmother. And not even a grandmother from this century.”
“Mind your own business.”
“You weren’t saying that last weekend. Actually, last weekend you were plastered all over me.” Logan came further into her room.
“Shh. Do you want to get me grounded for life?”
“I think you exaggerate. Your dad’s okay. We’ve spent the last half hour talking to him.” Another step closer.
Maddy took several steps away. “Yeah, he’s great if you’re a boy. But apparently because he once was a boy he knows all about how they think and it’s not very pretty. Especially about girls. So I get to stay in my castle and my hair isn’t long enough to throw out the window for a prince to come up and visit me and there’s a dragon constantly on guard.”
Logan grinned. “Why don’t you ask the dragon if you can come out and play for the night? Mitch said you never go to parties because you think they’re childish.”
“Good for him.”
“Well?”
“Well what?”
“Do you think parties are childish? What about the ones we went to on the holidays? Were they childish? I could have sworn you had fun. Or was it all an act?” Logan was only a couple of steps from her now. “Even the last day.” 
Maddy froze. If she retreated any more her back would be against the wall. She stepped to the side and backed up towards the door. “If you won’t leave, I will.”
“Maddy-”
“What’s going on here?”
Maddy closed her eyes, afraid to turn and look at her stepbrother. She was so busted. She could probably kiss goodbye spending any time at her mum’s this year. She opened her eyes and looked at Logan. ‘Please?’ She mouthed the word, not wanting Mitchell to hear her.
Logan looked at Mitchell with a grin. “I think you’re wrong. She doesn’t avoid the parties because she thinks they’re childish. She’s more of a prude than the Victorians were.”
“Huh?”
Maddy turned to see Rob was also in her doorway. Rob was not the brightest of people, but even she felt like echoing him. What did the southern Aussie state have to do with prudes?
“The Victorian era. England when Queen Victoria ruled. Eighteen thirty something to nineteen hundred and one,” Logan said.
“Oh.” Rob nodded his head. “Now I get you. I thought you meant the Australian state.”
Great, Maddy mentally shook her head. Now she was thinking like Rob. Her crappy week was complete.
“Anyway, you were right about your sister.” Logan glanced at Maddy before he turned back to Mitchell.
“Stepsister,” Mitchell said at the same time as Maddy.
Logan shrugged. “Whatever.” He strode towards the door. “Let’s get ready. I haven’t been to a good party in over a week.”
Rob laughed. “Man, that must feel like forever.”
Logan grinned as he ushered the two boys away from the door. “Yep. Years.”
Maddy stared after them. Relief and anger filled her. What game was he playing? She closed her bedroom door and leaned against it. She hadn’t actually believed he’d help her. With how angry he was she’d expected him to leave her to Mitchell’s mercy. And mercy was not a word in Mitchell’s dictionary. She didn’t think there were many nice words in his dictionary. At least not when it came to her.
She pushed away from her door and walked unsteadily to her bed. Dropping heavily onto it, she leaned back. Her eyes closed and she took a deep breath. As she slowly let her breath out, she opened her eyes. Logan stood over her. She hadn’t even heard the door.
Maddy’s mouth dropped open and she tried to form words. They wouldn’t come. Panic raced through her and she stumbled to her feet, ready to run. To be anywhere other than in the same room as Logan and risk her father or Mitchell seeing them and jumping to the wrong conclusion.
“You owe me.”
“What? Why?” Her words were nearly a squeak.
“For spinning a heap of crap for your brother. Although I don’t know why he’d care.”
“Stepbrother.” The word was automatic.
“Whatever.” Logan shrugged. “You still owe me.”
“It wouldn’t have been a problem if you hadn’t come into my room.” Maddy was finally able to think clearly again.
“Then you shouldn’t have ignored me at school. One day you’re all over me, the next you act like I don’t exist. Then you get your friend to spin some crap that only an idiot would believe.”
“Please get out of my room. And it wasn’t crap.”
“Then why does everyone reckon you think you’re too good to hang out with the rest of us?”
“You should always find out the original source of a rumour.” Maddy smiled bitterly as she pushed past Logan. “Since you won’t leave, I will.” She locked herself in the bathroom and didn’t come out until Mitchell banged on the door to demand she get out so he could get ready. He accused her of deliberately trying to make him late.
She ignored her stepbrother as she headed back to her room, pausing in the doorway. It was empty. This time when she shut the door, she locked it. She risked being grounded if her father found her door locked, but she was willing to risk one weekend at her mum’s house. That was bearable. What she feared was she’d never get to stay there again. Panic filled her at that thought. There was no way she could survive in her father and Marla’s house permanently. Something would snap and it’d probably be her mind.
As soon as the three boys left for the party, Maddy opened her door again. She leaned against the door frame and sighed, almost weak with relief. Logan didn’t know what he was talking about. Life did suck. Hers in particular.




Chapter Four


It was nearly three in the morning when something woke Maddy. She lay in bed as she tried to figure out what it was. She heard it again. Her name was called softly through the door. Rushing to the timber obstruction, she leaned against it, her hand pressed flat on the cool surface. “What are you doing?” 
“There’s a padlock at the top of your door. Why’s there a padlock? And who locked it?”
“Go away, Logan. Please.” She closed her eyes and forced the pleading words away.
“When you tell me what’s going on.”
“You haven’t believed a word I’ve said so far, so why should I bother wasting my breath on you?” Hurt and resignation tinged her words and she listened to the temporary silence on the other side of the door.
“Who locked you in there?”
“My father.” When her father had first installed the lock a couple of years ago and told her he’d be locking her door of an evening while Mitchell’s friend was sleeping over, she’d hoped he’d been kidding. But her father never joked. At the time she’d hoped Marla might say something, but as usual she hadn’t noticed. Or if she had, she didn’t care. “Go away and let me get back to sleep.”
“Why did he lock you in?”
“Because you and Rob are here. Please go away before someone sees you.” She listened. There was silence on the other side of the door. Was he still there? Surely she would have heard his footsteps if he’d walked away. Although she hadn’t heard them when he’d came into her room earlier. “Logan?”
“Yeah?”
“Why are you still at my door? And what are you doing at my door in the first place?”
“You really couldn’t come to the party, could you?”
“No.”
“Why?”
“Because my father wouldn’t let me.”
“No. I want to know why he wouldn’t let you. You and Mitch are pretty much the same age. So why can he go and not you?”
Maddy sighed. “Please, Logan. I really want to go to my mum’s house next weekend. I get to go every second weekend and all the school holidays as long as I’m not grounded.”
“How could he blame you? You didn’t ask me to come to your door.”
“He’d say I must have encouraged you. Please, Logan.” Her voice broke on the please and she swallowed past the lump that clogged her throat. Why wouldn’t he listen? No one else had noticed the padlock, or if they had, cared.
There was a moment’s silence before Logan spoke again. “Which day do you go to your mum’s?”
“I catch the train Friday after school and she picks me up from the train station.”
“Okay. Night, Maddy.”
“Logan?” She waited for him to answer and thought he’d gone when he spoke again.
“Yeah?”
“Stay away from me at school, please.”
“Night, Maddy.”
She growled in frustration as she heard his footsteps move away from the door. What did that mean? Was he going to stay away from her at school? Or would he try and talk to her? She walked slowly to her bed and dropped face first onto it. Yep. Definitely official. More than official. Her life really did suck. Her eyes ached with unshed tears and it took her ages to return to sleep. Not that sleep was an improvement since she dreamt of her father calmly telling her she’d never leave her room again and locking her door, which had become metal with a small barred window in it. And no matter how much she called for someone to let her out, no one listened and she remained at the door, clutching the bars. Alone.
*  *  *

All the next week Maddy anxiously watched out for Logan and made sure she headed in the opposite direction each time she saw him. Once she came around a corner and nearly ran into him. She clutched her schoolbooks to her chest as Logan grabbed one of her shoulders to stop them from colliding, his books under his other arm.
Maddy pulled away from him and looked at the ground. It took every bit of willpower not to glance around to see who was nearby. “Sorry,” she mumbled.
“I’m not.”
The words were spoken so softly Maddy wondered if she’d heard correct. She glanced up in time to catch Logan’s quick grin before he strode past her. She forced her feet to take her forward. Standing around like an idiot would only draw more attention to the incident. And that was the last thing she needed. Her next class was a blur as she tried to figure out what Logan had meant by his words.
Luckily lunch was next and she sat in a secluded area, under a large shady tree, with Sasha and told her what had happened. She’d already told Sasha about her weekend in the hope Sasha could give her some clue as to what Logan was thinking since she had no idea.
“Well?” she demanded when Sasha continued to stare at her.
“I don’t know.” Sasha grinned. “But I think he likes you.” The last was said in a singsong voice.
Maddy groaned. “He can’t. He’ll ruin everything.”
“Maybe not. He hasn’t tried to speak to you yet and it’s Thursday. You’d think he would have by now if he was going to.”
“I don’t know.”
“I do. And I bet he plans to stay at his grandad’s place so he can see you while you’re at your mum’s.”
“You really need to stop reading your mum’s romance books. I think they’ve warped your sense of reality.”
Sasha grinned. “You’re jealous because your father would lock you up and throw away the
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