


[image: ]


 

The Letter: Dear Michael

Unraveled: The Next Generation Book One

Copyright© 2016 by Theresa Sederholt

 

ISBN: 978-0-9862598-9-0

 

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in the book review.

 

The author acknowledges the copyrighted or trademarked status and trademark owners of the following wordmarks mentions in this work of fiction: The United States Coast Guard. Skype. The Four Seasons in Santa Barbara. La’ Pâtisserie des Rêves. Doctor Who. American Express. Bouchon. Sterns Wharf. Guns N’ Roses. In-N-Out. Jell-O. Arnold Palmer. Richie Sambora. Aston Martin. Tiffany. Beverly Hills Hotel. Lamborghini. Ferrari. Rolls Royce. Inspiration Point. Butch Harmon School of Golf. Cypress Point Country Club. Advil. Epsom Salt. Ray-Bans. Rincon Beach. Jeep. Range Rover. Bath and Body Works. A Thousand Wishes. Dr. Seuss. Pepto-Bismol. Calistoga Mineral Hot Springs. Eight Coast Guard District. Titanic. Leo Christopher. Wonder Woman. Humpty Dumpty. NORACAL Boxer Rescue.

 

Music: Spotify

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

 

This book contains strong language, graphic sexual situations, and violence. It is not intended for anyone under the age of 18.

 

Publisher: Theresa Sederholt ©

Cover designer: Robin Harper, Wicked By Design.

Editor: Jacquelyn Ayres.

Formatter: Stacey Blake, Champagne Formats.

Photographer: CJC Photography

Model: Michael Federico

 

Thank you, Debbie Cooper naming Cooper and Bennett Holiday and for your donation to A Christmas Prayer For Patty. A Cancer fundraiser and awareness for Patty Erickson.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Synopsis

 

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Epilogue

 

Coming soon: The Bench

Other Books

About the Author




[image: ]

Thank you to all the men and woman serving in The United States Coast Guard for keeping our country safe and protecting our shores. A special shout out to Jacob Mamire Petty Officer BM2/E-5 Boatswain’s mate. Your kindness was greatly appreciated.

 

[image: ]




The Letter: Dear Michael

 

A life of privilege isn’t always what it seems. Kidnapped at the age of seven and diagnosed with Leukemia at nine; Michael is all grown up now, with what he thought was the perfect life. He was ready to take the next step: get married and eventually start a family. Then, a “Dear John” letter and the unearthing of a deeply buried secret turned his dream into a nightmare.

 

Now, Michael’s hope of a life without limitations seems too far out of reach to ever be truly realized. The pressure of family, safety, and secrets is overwhelming. Everyone turns to him, but who can he turn to?




[image: ]

[image: ]

 

One week and my world will change completely. Only one more week and I’ll be marrying the girl of my dreams. Today, however, is all about me. My bachelor party weekend begins now. Well, actually—it began last night. My best friend Bo is already passed out on the couch in the living room. If that’s any indication on how this weekend is going to be—Lord, have mercy. There is a constant banging on my front door and for fuck’s sake, its reeking havoc on my hangover. When I finally open it, I find both my uncles standing outside with a grim look on their faces. At least Uncle Jax had the decency to knock. That’s probably because Uncle Max was in control, for a change. That, however, doesn’t last long as they both come barreling in.

“What’s the problem? Is everyone okay?”

Uncle Jax is pulling his hair, which, after all of these years, can only mean two things: stress and mayhem. Uncle Max attempts to clear his throat as if he’s about to speak. “Junior, sometimes, in life, things don’t always go as we plan. We make plans and life takes us in a different direction,” he pauses. Uncle Jax takes this opportunity to yell at him to shut the fuck up. This has to be bad if it has them at each other’s throats.

“Junior, I received a letter last night from Heather. It’s addressed to you and your Aunt Raven said I can’t open it,” Uncle Jax informs me then thrusts a letter in my hand.

“Why would she send you a letter?” I’m not really asking him; I’m more or less just talking out loud.

“Well, whatever happens, Max and I are here for you.”

Uncle Max begins to pace while Uncle Jax stands there, his arms crossed with a scowl on his face, not so patiently, waiting for me to open the letter. Heather has seemed a little off recently but I figured she was stressed about her thesis and everything leading up to the wedding. A part of me wants some privacy but my gut is telling me I might need my family right now. I quickly rip open the letter.

 

Dear Michael,

I’m sorry, I never meant for this to happen. I thought we would be together forever. I really believed that you were my soul mate. Recently, I’ve felt a change in our relationship. It’s an unexplainable shift, but something is missing. What that something is, I don’t know. It’s not your fault; it’s mine. I’ve decided to go back to Switzerland and explore different possibilities. I will always love you, Michael, but I finally realized I’m not in love with you. I know how close you are to Jax, so I sent this to him so you would have your family around you for support. I hope one day, you will find someone who can love you the way you should be loved, I just know that person is not me.

 

Forgive me,

Heather

 

What the fuck? She can’t be serious. “I need to call her, this has to be some kind of sick, cruel joke.” I’m searching around my flat for my phone and when Uncle Max calls it, Bo’s arse starts ringing, finally getting a moan out of him. He lifts the pillow slightly off of his face.

“Mike, turn down the television and shut the fucking phone off; my head hurts.”

“Not as much as it’s going to hurt when I’m done with you. Wake the fuck up and get the phone out from under your arse or I’ll do it for you—now!”

Bo immediately opens his eyes and sees Uncle Max squatting down, only inches from his face. He quickly reaches under his arse and pulls out my phone. “I’m sorry, sir, I didn’t know anyone else was here. I thought it was the television.”

I quickly grab my phone. “This has got to be some sort of sick joke. One phone call and I can get this all cleared up.” I drop the letter and call Heather but it goes directly to her voice mail. I try her dad and it also goes to his voice mail. This can’t be happening. “Why? Why would she just walk away without any explanation?”

“Junior, I promise; Jax and I will get to the bottom of this.” That usually means my uncles will do what ever it takes to make things right and God help anyone who gets in their way.

“No, both of you have to stop. I need to handle this on my own, and you need to respect that I’m capable of doing it.”

“Junior, please, Max and I are here to help you; let us.”

I’m not giving in on this one. “Don’t make me call Aunt Raven.” She is the only person who can rein him in. I’m not opposed to using that to my advantage.

“You wouldn’t.”

I hold up my phone and wave it at him. Uncle Max stops pacing and looks at the two of us. “Jax, let’s give him some privacy; he knows we are here for him.”

He throws his hands up. “Fine, have it your way. I swear you are more like your mother everyday.” The two of them head out but not before issuing me a warning not to do anything stupid and, of course, issuing the same warning to Bo.

“So, Mike, is it what I think it is?” he asks. I slump into the couch and stare into space. I don’t know how much time has passed, but he hands me a beer. “It’s five o’clock somewhere. I read the letter; it’s cold, Mike, even for her.”

I take a long pull on my beer. “What the fuck does that mean, even for her?”

“Look, when it comes to Heather, you have blinders on. You always see past her flaws. Hell, you do that with everyone, even me. She hates me, and she slowly pulled you away from all your friends. Take a look around; who do you see? I’m the only one who won’t back down from her, which is why she hates me.”

“If that’s the case, then why did you stick around for so long?”

“Someone has to keep you on your toes. Besides, I’m your greatest source of amusement. So, what’s the plan?” He slams back the rest of his beer and quietly waits for me to take the lead.

“If I learned anything from my family, it’s to never except anything without all the facts. I’m not going to sit around here and take this letter at face value. She wants out, then she needs to have the balls to tell me to my face. Get ready, we’re going to Switzerland.”

He’s not moving, still picking at the label on the empty beer bottle. “What if she doesn’t want to see you? I mean, really, she already took the coward’s way out. Are you prepared for that? What if the answers are not what you want to hear?”

I’m already out of the chair and headed towards my room. “Before this night is over, I’ll have my answers. You’ve got thirty minutes to get your shit together or I’ll leave without you.”
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The flight from Heathrow is only an hour and thirty minutes. Sometimes it’s a lot quicker to hop on a commercial airline than call up one of my uncles and tell them I need the jet. Although, doing this throws the airline and my detail into a tailspin. Not that they don’t already know my every move. People that didn’t grow up in a mega-rich lifestyle always think ‘if only I had his money;’ they have no fucking clue what it’s like to grow up isolated. The only person who really truly understands the loneliness is my Aunt Jackie. She’s never let it define who she is and I’ve tried to follow her example.

It wasn’t until a month into my masters program that I met Bogart Turner, a California expat, and we became friends. His laid back attitude towards life drives my family nuts, especially Uncle Jax. Bo’s family is wealthy but not off the charts. Unfortunately because of me, he now has a permanent bodyguard.

The letter is practically burning a hole in my pocket. Why? What the fuck does she mean she loves me but she’s not in love with me? “What kind of bullshit nonsense is that?”

Bo nudges me, hard. “Mike, what kind of bullshit nonsense is what?”

“Nothing; I didn’t realize I said that out loud. How much longer before we get there?”

“We are getting ready to land now. Don’t worry; we will get to the bottom of this, but you better be prepared, dude, she might not want to see you,” he warns. I know he’s probably trying to prepare me for the worst, but really how much worse can it get?

“Oh, trust me, she will see me.”

We land and since we have no luggage, our guards quickly usher us to our waiting car. I knew my uncles would make sure I had everything I would need.

The drive is quiet; Bo is busy checking stuff on his phone and I’m trying to prepare myself for what I’m going to say. If she wants out, I would never force her to stay, but don’t fucking drop a note to my Uncle Jax, of all people, and expect me to be okay with it. I’m not a confrontational person, I’ve been through too much in my life to be bothered with that shit, but I’m also no one’s doormat.

Heather’s father has a huge estate in the country. We head down the long drive and I feel my heart race as Bo squeezes my arm. “Before we get up to that door, tell me, Mike, how do you want to handle this? I mean, I’ll hang in the background and make sure you keep it together, but what if she doesn’t want to see you or what if the father won’t let you see her, then what?”

The car barely comes to a stop and I’m out the door. “Balls to the wall, Bo.”

I don’t even reach the front door and her father is already standing there . . . waiting. “Michael, she said everything that needs to be said. You need to accept it, son, and move on. It’s best that you leave.”

Accept it? Move on? Leave? He can’t possibly be serious. “With all due respect, sir, would you? I need to hear it from her and not some lame arse letter. I think I deserve the same respect I’ve always given her.” I take a step forward, indicating to him I’m not leaving.

“Come in, I’ll let her know you’re here.”

Bo squeezes my arm and pulls me aside. “Before she comes down here, you better rein it in. You’re wound so tight, you’re ready to explode.” I take a few deep breaths and try to calm my racing heart. “I know. Don’t worry; I’ll be fine.” Just then, she enters the room, and she looks so sad; this can’t possibly be what she wants. “Heather, babe, tell me this is some sick joke.”

Her eyes dart to Bo and then back to me. “Bo, can you give us a few minutes, please,” her voice is soft and she seems to barely get the words out.

“Mike, I’ll be right outside the door.” He doesn’t wait for me to answer.

“You want to explain to me why my uncles showed up this morning with a letter from you, dumping me? If you had a problem with me, why wait till a week before the wedding? You didn’t even have the decency to tell me to my face?!”

“Michael, please, I need you to respect my decision. I can’t live in your world. I’m not in love with you.”

“You’re not in love with me—since when? You can’t live in my world? What the fuck does that even mean? If you’re not in love with me, then why the hell are you crying?” I know I’m yelling, but fuck it all to hell I’m pissed off.

“I can’t live with all the baggage that comes with you and your family! I’m. Not. In. Love. With. You!” Her words are cold and they sting. I reach for her but she backs away. What the fuck is going on?

“What baggage? For Christ sake, none of this makes any fucking sense.”

“Everything, Michael; the constant need for guards, and the never ending secrets.”

“Secrets? What secrets? What the hell are you talking about?! I’ve always been an open book with you.”

Before she can answer, her dad steps back into the room. “Michael, this is a conversation that you should be having with your family, not Heather.”

“My family? What the hell do they have to do with any of this? This is my life, not theirs.”

“Look, I never liked the fact that there were always so many guards around you. I know having money means people will do anything to take it away, but I felt that maybe it was something more. I ran a more extensive background check on your entire family’s history—everyone—Michael. I wasn’t going to tell my daughter what I was doing but after everything I found out, I felt she had a right to know. I know you’re a good and honorable man, however, with you, comes your family’s baggage. I will not have my daughter put in constant danger.” He walks up to his desk, pulls out an envelope and hands it to me. “I’m not sure how much you actually know, but these are the results. I suggest you go home and talk to your parents about them. I told Heather if she really wanted to marry you, I would find a way to make it work, but she doesn’t. I think you should leave now.”

Just like that, it’s over. No logical explanation, just she doesn’t love me and my family is too much for her. Secrets? There are no secrets in my family. Hell, they even live in the same damn bloody house! Who the hell can keep any thing secret with them around?

“Mark my words, Heather, someday you’ll look back on all of this and regret your decision. You’ll miss me and by then, it will be too late.” I turn and walk away, leaving a world of pain behind me. When I open the door, Bo is standing there waiting for me. I don’t bother to explain. I can’t explain something I don’t understand myself. I head directly into the waiting car with Bo racing to keep up with me.

“Where are we going?”

“To see the one person who has all the answers.”
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When we get into the car, the guards inform me that the jet is on standby, ready to take me wherever I want to go. That didn’t take them long.

“Thank you. Let the pilot know we’ll be heading home to Scotland.”

I want to rip open that envelope but I also want privacy when I do. “Bo, you don’t have to go with me. I’ve dragged you through enough.”

He holds his hand up stopping me from saying anymore. “Hey, even though your uncles—especially Max—scare the living shit out of me, you’re my best friend and I wouldn’t be anywhere else. Besides, I’m finally going the see the ‘compound’ and meeting your cousins.”

The thought of Bo around my cousins snaps me back to reality. “Listen I’m warning you now, so we have no problems, stay clear of the girls, especially Antonia. You will never see the light of day ever again if you mess with her.” The only thing that gets me is a wave of his hand, and a ‘whatever.’ Bo’s a player and that’s the last thing I need to worry about.

We get to the airport and the jet waiting for us is a new one, smaller than the usual. The pilot informs me it’s Uncle Max’s new toy. He is detailing all the specs and the advantages of having a smaller private plane. Personally, I don’t give a fuck. I just want to get home. Bo, on the other hand, loves to fly. He has his license and even toyed with the idea of doing it for a living, until his parents stepped in. His duel degree in Oceanography and Environmental Engineering will open a lot of doors for him when he goes back home to California. A lot more than a pilot’s license.

Finally, we’re airborne. I grab a bottle of scotch and two glasses, another one of my uncle’s companies. My gut is telling me I’m going to need it. I pour us each a glass and open the envelope. I pull out the huge report, and Heather’s engagement ring tumbles out, yet another fucking smack in my face. I sit back and begin to read. The investigator has a summary page on each family member followed up with all the details. It’s all old bullshit, detailing Aunt Raven’s family history. These people are all dead or, for the most part, locked away; why would any of this matter to Heather? Finally, the report gets to the information on me. Everything is pretty much as I remember it. I was sick at the time, so some of the details that were told to me are a little hazy. Who cares, that my grandfather is a bigamist, he still managed to save my life. It doesn’t change anything. Then, I get to my mother’s page and my stomach flips as the word raped jumps out at me. I turn to the details and there’s a copy of a police report. It’s saying that she was drugged, beaten, raped and became pregnant. That can’t be; I know for a fact that I’m the only baby she was able to have. It states that she gave birth to a healthy boy . . . me. What the fuck?! I flip through the report to the part with all of my information and all of my medical history is here. How is that even possible? The notes from the clinic detailing all of my blood work and there it is—my dad is not my dad. I look at the date on the report and it’s dated over a month ago, yet, she chose this time and in this way to give this to me? I’ve got such a tight grip on my glass that it shatters in my hand, cutting into my palm. The scotch instantly burns and then numbs it. Bo grabs the papers and the flight attendant is trying to clean it up. The buzzing in my ears sounds like some bad static.

“Mike, what the hell is it?” He begins to flip through the report and I grab it from him.

“I was just startled by something. I need to talk to my mum. We should be landing soon.” Conversation is over. I take my seat and tune everything out. Everything, that is, except that one word that keeps swirling around in my head—raped.
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We arrive home and Bo is apparently blown away since his mouth is hanging open and his head is like something in a tennis match. “How big is this place?”

“A couple of thousand acres . . . give or take.” When we pass the garage, he literately grabs the seat, and the look on his face makes me laugh . . . the first laugh I’ve had since this nightmare started.

“Yeah, Uncle Max has a thing for toys. Once a week, they are all brought out, washed and waxed. Today’s your lucky day.”

“My God, this is not what I was expecting. I know you said it was big but this is insane. Did you see all those cars? That’s not a garage; it’s a fucking warehouse!”

“Yeah, and we haven’t even gotten to the castle, yet.”

When the castle finally comes into view I look at Bo and he’s suddenly very quiet. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

“I think I finally realize how lonely this must have been for you. I thought my childhood was sheltered but this is off the fucking charts.”

“Well, at least you had some friends. All I had growing up was my family. There were some foster kids that came through here but no one I was ever really close to. When we first moved here, I would explore all the tunnels with Rose. But, when she died, I was on my own.”

“Who was Rose?”

“Aunt Raven’s mum. That’s a story for another day.”

“I can’t believe all this time and you’ve never brought me here.”

“Life gets in the way of living, you know that. We were always studying or partying. Remember what I told you?”

“Don’t worry, just take care of your business.”

The closer I get to home the faster my heart beats. Why the hell did I have to find out this way? The ride seems to take forever. Finally, we pull up to the castle and my uncles are standing out front waiting. I expected nothing less.

Uncle Jax grips my arm, pulling it towards him, glaring at my bandaged hand. “Junior, what happened to your hand? What happened with Heather?”

I shrug it off, hand Uncle Max the folder, and walk past both of them. “Where is my mum?”

“She’s upstairs in her office going over some stuff for the winery with your dad. Junior, you’re upset. What happened with Heather?”

“Uncle Jax, I need to talk to my mum first. Everything is in that envelope.” I run up the steps, leaving Bo behind. I knock on the door but don’t wait for an answer. “Mum, Dad, we need to talk.”

“Michael, what happened to your hand? Why are you here? I thought it was your bachelor party weekend?” That seems like a lifetime ago.

“Didn’t Uncle Jax tell you? Heather sent him a letter calling off the wedding.”

“No. We just got back from Italy. Why would she call off the wedding and why send a letter to Jax?”

“I went to see her to find all of that out. She spewed some bullshit story that she loved me but wasn’t in love with me. She said our family had too much baggage and too many secrets. Her father then gave me a detailed report of our entire family history. Most of the stuff was all old bullshit that I already knew, but imagine my surprise when I got to the part about my parents. Why the hell didn’t you ever tell me? Dad, do you know? Did you know all along?”

My mum begins to shake and my dad pulls her into his arms. “Bella, I’ve got you; it will be okay. Michael, calm down and let’s talk about this like adults.”

“Adults, Dad, really? Maybe you both should have thought about talking to me long before now. If I didn’t find out, would you have ever told me?” I’m yelling and my mum is crying, but I can’t back down, not now.

“I have loved you as my own from before you were born—DNA never changed that and never will.”

“I know you love me, but I still had a right to know. I should not have found out the way I did. This is so fucked up.”

My mum takes my hand and squeezes it. “Michael, I think you need to hear the entire story and you need to hear it from me.”

My dad wipes away mum’s tears and kisses her forehead. “I’ll give you both some privacy, my love.” I watch him reluctantly head out the door.

“Please, Michael, have a seat.”

“I’d rather not.”

“Have it your way, but please put aside your anger and listen. I was very young and naïve. I was going to a trade show in Las Vegas. It was my first business trip and I didn’t have my big brother watching my every move. I thought—finally—I would be able to have some fun with no one constantly looking over my shoulder. There was an after party and some of the girls I went to the event with were going, so I decided to go.” She closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. I know it must be hard to relive but I need to—no—I have a right to know. “All I know is one minute, I was in a club, having a good time, and the next, I woke up in the hospital. The doctor told me I was drugged, beaten, and raped. Your uncle Jax and Grams came and took me home. It was right after that Jax brought Max on board to head up security. Your dad and I were friends before I went to the event and when I came home, he saw something was different. I pushed everyone away, including him. But, he was so persistent. Finally, he wore me down and I let him in. When I found out I was pregnant, I tried to end it with him, but he didn’t care. No matter how hard I tried, he wouldn’t leave.”

I hold my hand up, stopping her. “Why did you decide to continue the pregnancy?”

“That’s a personal choice that every woman must decide for herself. I decided to continue the pregnancy. I felt nothing that happened was your fault, so why should you pay the price? I was all set to be a single parent but your dad insisted we get married before you were born. Before the wedding, he went to his parents and told them everything. His excitement quickly disappeared when his parents disowned him for his decision to marry me.” She closes her eyes and her voice is barely above a whisper.

“We thought we would have a big family, but I had so many complications and then a priest was brought in to administer my last rites. I fought hard and, after surviving multiple surgeries, I was told I couldn’t have any more children. Your dad didn’t care that he would never have a child of his own; he told me you will always be his son, and he’s never let me down. Then, when you became ill and needed a bone marrow transplant, my past came crashing into my future. My entire world was spinning out of control.” She stops and tries to pour herself some water but she spills it. I pour it for her and wait for her to continue.

“Everyone was tested to see if anyone was a match. I was close but not close enough. That’s when your grandfather came into the picture. Jax went to see him and he was a perfect match.”

“I know he was a match and he ultimately saved my life, but what does that have to do with any of this?”

She takes a deep breath, and takes my hand. I’m not sure if it’s for her support or mine, but this part seems to be the hardest for her to tell me. “Your grandfather’s cousin set me up to be raped as a payback for some stuff that went on between the two of them.”

Her words are hanging in the air.

“What kind of sick bastard does something like that?”

“The same man who was responsible for the cold-blooded murder of Uncle Max’s first wife and son.”

I skimmed over the stuff in the report about my grandfather. Maybe this is what freaked Heather out. It still doesn’t justify why she dumped me. I’m still the same man I’ve been all along. “How much of this did Grams know?”

“Oh, Michael, none of it. She was a victim along with the rest of us.”

“None of this explains why you never told me about my father.”

“You were a happy boy who adored his father. With every passing day, that bond grew. I didn’t want to take that away from either of you. I thought maybe, when you were older, I would tell you but it became easier as time went by not to.”

“Easier? The only one it was easier for was you. Didn’t you think I would eventually find out?”

“No, I always thought that if and when the time came, I would be the one to tell you. I never thought you would find out this way. Is that why Heather called off the wedding?”

“That coupled with the fact that she has decided she is no longer in love with me.”

“What kind of person walks away because of a past that you had no control over? After all this time, doesn’t she know the type of man you are?”

“Yes, well, one would think so, but it doesn’t change the fact that all this crap comes along with me. The bottom line is I had the right to know. It should have come from you and not from some report. Look, I applaud you, that you had the strength to continue the pregnancy. I have even more respect for my dad than ever before, but secrets never really stay hidden.” I finally sit down and let it all sink in, staring out into nothingness.

“Michael, I know you’re hurting, but I only wanted to do what I thought was best for you.”

“How is hiding all of this from me in my best interest?”

“I didn’t want you branded by anyone else’s actions. I know nothing about the man that raped me. You tell me how knowing all of this helps you?”

“That’s not the point, Mum; I had a right to know. I should be the one to share it if I wanted to. You can’t begin to imagine how I felt reading about all of this in a fucking bloody report!”

Her hands are trembling and part of me feels so bad that I’ve made her feel this way, but I can’t help feeling hurt. “Michael, I’m so sorry.” With her trembling fingers she wipes away a lone tear trailing down her cheek, and now I feel even worse.

“I need to talk to my dad—alone.”

She gets up and squeezes my shoulder. “I’ll get him. I’m sure he’s right outside that door.” Sure enough, she opens the door, and he comes racing in.

“Bella Mia.” He takes her in his arms. He’s always showing her how much he loves her, not just saying it.

“I’m going to leave the two of you alone to talk. I’ll be downstairs if you need me.” My mum leaves and he sits next to me. I don’t even know where to begin.

“I have questions.”

“I figured you would, but first, I have something I’d like to say.” He gets up and pours himself a dram of scotch, which is rare for him. “I have loved you and considered you mine from before you were even born. I’ve watched you grow into a fine young man, one that I would like to think I played a part in creating. I honestly believe with all my heart that it doesn’t matter whose DNA you have, it’s whose love you have that really matters. You’re my son and you will always have my love and respect. Please understand your mother loves you and she really thought it was in your best interest to keep this secret.”

Something my mum said about Dad’s family jumps out at me. “Dad, why did your family disown you?”

“Are you really sure you want to hear all of this?”

“Yes, don’t you think the time for secrets is long gone?”

He puts his glass down and takes a seat next to me. “I asked your mother to marry me at least a dozen times and every time she said no; stubborn woman. Finally, in a moment of weakness, or to shut me up, she finally said yes. I was so excited and wanted to share that with my family. I went to see them and told them everything. My dad said if I married your mom I would be disowned from the family. I was in shock; they both said such terrible things. Things I would never repeat. I knew my life would never be complete without her. I left that day with the intention of never going back there again. I set out to prove to them I didn’t need any of them. I had my Bella and that’s all I would ever need. After that, I thought your mom and I would get married and have lots of children. You know what they say about plans . . . anyway, once your mom was home and recovered, I focused on raising you and creating my own winery to pass on to you or your children one day. Then, you got sick, I did the one thing I vowed I would never do again—speak to my family. I went back with my hat in my hand and begged them to be tested. As you know, they weren’t a match and, even though they said they wanted to be a part of your world, they never really have.”

“So you walked away from your family because of me?”

“No, son, I walked away from ignorant people. I will always choose love over everything else. Your mom loves me and I love her. One day you’ll find that type of love, a love so intense that it threatens to take the wind out of your sails and rocks you to your core. I know you thought Heather was that great love, but if she could walk away from you, then it wasn’t true love. I will go to my grave and beyond loving your mom with all that I’ve got. It’s a once in a lifetime kind of love.” He takes a deep breath and he gets a far away look on his face. I know he loves her—hell—he shows it in so many ways, but when he talks about her, it’s so intense.

“Dad, I love you. I know I don’t say it all the time but I do. I’m proud to call you my father. I only hope that one day I can live up to the standards you’ve set for me.”

“Thank you; you already have. I love you, too, but I sense there’s something else bothering you; what is it?”

“I’m pissed off at Uncle Jax,” I admit. He begins to laugh and I’m floored. “What’s so funny?”

“We all get pissed off at him; so what else is new? What the hell did he do now?”

“We had a deal. We’ve never ever kept secrets from each other, yet, he kept this from me.” The more I think about this the more it pisses me off.

“Well, before you get all crazy mad at him, why don’t you sit him down and hear what he has to say. You might be surprised.”

“Why would I be surprised?”

“Your mom asked him to keep the secret, and you know Jax; he’s not easily swayed. Maybe if you talk to him calmly, you can find out why he agreed to go along with her plan.”

In a matter of twenty-four hours, my entire world has turned upside down. I don’t think I can handle any more surprises.

“I will as soon as I find him. Do you know where he is?”

“Well, the last I saw him, he was threatening to castrate Bo if he got within five feet of Antonia. I hope to God you warned Bo before you brought him here.”

“Um, yeah, but, Bo does whatever he wants to do. We better go rescue him, and I want to talk to Uncle Jax.” We head out the door and my mum is standing there. I give her a hug and search out my uncle. He has some explaining to do.
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Max and I are sitting in my office going over the file that Junior brought home. I sense her and I know I’m probably in trouble. Max doesn’t even bother to turn around.

“Jax, you can’t be threatening to castrate anyone who gets within an inch of Antonia.”

I glance over to Max before I turn to face the music. He’s smirking, clearly trying not to laugh. I turn around and see my beautiful wife is standing with her hand on her hip ready to lay into me.

“Sweetheart, in my defense, it’s all your fault.” The key to winning this argument is putting the blame on her. Although, her face is now flushed, and I wish I could rethink that strategy.

“Me? Why the hell is any of it my fault? He’s a perfectly nice guy, Jax. He’s a friend of Michael’s and it’s his first time here. He very rarely brings anyone home and all she did was offer to show him around. Maybe you should stop reading into everything. And Max, don’t even think you’re off the hook. I don’t know what you did to Bo, but he won’t even come within five feet of you. Every time your name is mentioned, the poor guy breaks out into a cold sweat. Both of you need to rein it in. Now, where is Michael?”

“Right behind you, Aunt Raven. Is Bo okay?”

“Yeah, Antonia took him on a tour of the property. I’m sorry about everything that happened. You did nothing wrong, and I’m always here for you. Never let the insecure actions of one person make you bitter.” She gives him a big hug.
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“Thank you. I need to talk to Uncle Jax alone for a bit. Can you make sure Bo is okay, please?”

Everyone leaves and now it’s just us. I don’t even know where to begin. The two of us are standing here toe to toe, neither one saying a word.

“You have questions for me,” he ends the awkward silence.

“Really just one: why?”

“Why, what?”

“Why did you promise to always tell me the truth when you knew it was a promise you couldn’t keep? I get that it wasn’t up to you to tell me, but our relationship has always been based on truth. When I was so sick, you told me the truth. When Rose died, you came to me as soon as you could and told me. I’ve always trusted you to tell me everything, no matter what. I’ve never second-guessed you ever, but now, I’m not so sure.” His face pales at my words. I don’t want to hurt him, but I need to understand it all.

“Never second-guess me, please. It was not my secret to tell. I had to abide by your parents wishes and do what they thought was best for you, even if I thought they were wrong. Are you sure you really want to hear this?”

Deep down I know I don’t have a choice. “Yes, I need the truth—all of it—not just what Mum and Dad told me,” I demand. His jaw is tight and he seems apprehensive, but I’m not backing down.

“First, I love you. I don’t regret a single second of having you in my life. But, honestly, I felt responsible for your mum’s rape. To see my sister, so broken, nearly destroyed me. He didn’t just rape her, Junior; he beat her to within an inch of her life. That day, I walked into the hospital and didn’t even recognize my own sister, and the way your Grams looked at me nearly destroyed me. I realized that I was making a name for myself, and that name was attracting a lot of attention. I should have thought to put security in place sooner. I live with that guilt every day. It was only after talking to James that I found out the rape was planned all along, but it still doesn’t change how guilty I feel. That guilt has fueled everything I have done since. This is why I’m always so over the top when it comes to keeping everyone safe.” There’s a crack in his voice and for a moment he turns away from me. He clears his throat, turns towards me and takes a deep breath before he continues. “When we got Bella back home, she was extremely withdrawn. The outside wounds eventually healed but on the inside, she was broken. The light in her was gone. She was no longer that happy girl and it was all my fault. What was even worse was, for the first time in my life, I couldn’t fix it. When she found out she was pregnant, at first I feared she would terminate the pregnancy. I didn’t think she would be strong enough to go through with it. I thank God, that, for her, that wasn’t an option. She found her strength and little by little the pregnancy seemed to bring her back to us. You put a light back in her eyes that I thought was lost to us forever. I vowed I would protect you and provide for you no matter what happened. Your dad was in the picture before the rape and quite frankly I was surprised that he stayed around afterwards. Most of her friends slowly shied away from her, especially when Max put tight security on all of us. Then one day, Michael came to me and asked my permission to marry your mum. I did what I thought was best and tried to buy him off, and trust me, I threw everything but the kitchen sink at him, but he wouldn’t go away. I think deep down inside, I feared they might move to Italy and then I wouldn’t get to watch you grow up. In the end, he offered to sign away all of his rights to you and any of her money just to marry her. He had only one request, that the wedding take place before you were born. I asked why he agreed to the terms and he said ‘Someday you’ll understand what it’s like to love beyond all reason.’ When Bella had you, there were so many complications and, at one point, we almost lost her. He stood by her, his love and faith never waivered. He’s such a good man, Junior. I admire his strength and his ability to love unconditionally. Then one day, your parents came to me and said they didn’t want to ever talk about the rape. As far as they were concerned, Michael was your dad. I fought them on their decision to hold back, but, in the end, I had to abide by their wishes. You know me better than just about anyone. You’ve got to know how hard that was for me, but I had to respect their decision. I couldn’t let my guilt get in the way of how they chose to raise you. When you got sick, I saw the past slam into the future. Again, I asked them to tell you the truth, but they refused. Instead, Michael went to his parents and begged them for help. I had ads and commercials made up that offered millions for a perfect match, but I knew in the end it would be James.”

“Were you hoping on a off chance that my real father would somehow be one of the donors?”

“Junior, I was a desperate man, throwing everything I could at the wall and seeing what would stick.”

“Do you know who he is?”

“No, I don’t. Would you want to know? Would it make a difference in the man you are today? Would you do anything differently?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

We are still standing only inches apart, his jaw is ticking and I know there has to be more.

“Is that it, cause if there is anything more, now would be a good time for you to come clean. I don’t think I could tolerate another secret, least of all, from you.”

He walks over to his desk and pulls out a bottle of scotch and two glasses, which I’m sure is reserved for him and Uncle Max. He passes me a glass and swirls the amber liquid around in his before taking a sip. “Yeah, there is one more thing I have kept from you but with good reason. There are only a few select people who know this and I would like to keep it that way. The day you were born, I put a percentage of Raiders Inc. in your name. I never thought I would have children of my own, so I made you my whole life. I never told your mum because I didn’t want her to ever wonder if the person she was with was just in it for the money. As time went on, Michael was more than able to provide for you both. When Max and I sold the company, that money was put into a trust, which I continue to manage. What I’m trying to tell you is, you’re a very wealthy man.”

My grasp on the glass gets tighter and I down my scotch. That familiar burn is almost welcoming. “Are you fucking kidding me? Why the bloody hell would you do that? Exactly how rich are we talking here and who actually knows?”

He pours me another drink. “Maybe you should sit down.” By the look of angst on his face, I figure I better take his advice.

“Aside from my attorneys, Max and Raven are the only ones who know. For safety purposes, I want to keep it that way. As far as how rich, well, if I wanted to turn all of your holdings into liquid cash within the next forty-eight hours, I would say about 6.5 billion, give or take a few.”

“Like billion with a B?” That loud buzzing in my head is back again.

“Yeah, like billion with a B. When I first did it, I knew that the trust would be able to provide you with a comfortable income, but I never expected it to grow that much. Junior, you understand why no one can know. I already have two full time guards on you, if this got out, you would lose whatever freedom you have. I’m sorry; I never meant it to be like this.” He sits next to me and both of us are quiet, staring into our now empty glasses. I look at him and for the first time I see such sadness.

“How exactly did you mean it to be?” my voice is barely above a whisper.

“I never wanted your Grams to have to work three jobs again. I never wanted to hear Bella crying because she was hungry. I wanted to make my mum proud and before I found out what my father was really all about, I wanted to make him proud too, just in case he ever came back. I know the intensity of which I do things can be a bit much, but every one of those things have forced me to find my focus in life,” his voice trails off.

“What if I don’t want any of it? Did you ever think of that?”

He turns and stares at me, a stoic expression on his face. “If you decide that you don’t want it, I will put it in a trust for your future children. You need to understand all of this is because of you. The winery your parents own. The distillery Uncle Max built, all the subsidiaries and all the toys are here to stay. A percentage of everything we have is split up between different charities. I would hope that once you find your footing in life, you would do the same. There are safe guards in place so you can never give it all away but you can use some of it for something good.”

“What do you mean because of me?”

He gets really quiet, puts his glass down and closes his eyes for a moment. Like someone organizing their thoughts. “You remember Erica.”

“God, I haven’t heard that name in years. How could I forget her; she was responsible for my kidnapping. What does she have to do with anything?”

“We were in a long term relationship. She was also involved in some aspects of Raiders. She did some things that could have ended my career and sent me to jail. One day, I left her to watch you while I showered. She gave you my phone to keep you busy while she was on a call that I was not supposed to hear. You inadvertently recorded it. When I saw it, Max and I put together everything she did and we were able to stop it all before I ended up in jail. She was blackballed from the industry and from her family. It’s what fueled her rage and made her want revenge. If you didn’t do what you did, no telling how different life would be today. So you see, in so many ways, we all got a second chance in life. You need to focus on that; go out into the real world and find out what your something special is and run with it. Make a difference, Junior.”

“So I’m just supposed to go on with life as if I don’t know about this ridiculous amount of money. How do you suggest I do that?”

“Exactly as you have been all along. Go out and make a life . . . find your way. Put aside everything I told you today. It’s nothing that you have to deal with. It will all be waiting for you when you’re ready. The best advice I can give you is never let material things define who you are. If all this stuff went away tomorrow, it wouldn’t matter. What matters most in life is love, respect, and your family. Those things can’t be replaced. You need to be able to take a long hard look in the mirror and respect the person looking back at you. I read somewhere that ‘a man will be judged by the family he leaves behind.’ I look at our family and I think we’re doing okay. No matter what shit is thrown at us, we are a great family.”

“Where the hell do you read that?”

“A fortune cookie.”

I look at him and he burst out laughing. “Are you serious?”

“Hey there is something to be said for fortune cookies.”

“What about Heather?”

“What about her? After what she’s done, her lack of compassion and respect makes me sick. Do you really want to be with someone that was so quick to toss you aside like yesterday’s leftovers?”

“No, you of all people know better; I will never go back. I think I’m more shocked that she was so selfish, and I blame myself for having blinders on. Why didn’t I see her for who she really is?”

“You’re tender-hearted and always see the best in people, even when they don’t deserve it. Don’t let her make you jaded.”

“How can I not? I thought she was my end all. How could I have been so wrong?”

“Listen, you might not believe this now, but someday you will find that one person who really does make you whole. She will make you see the world in a different way, make you a better person, you’ll know it and you’ll have no doubts.”

“Is that the way it was with you and Aunt Raven?”

“She gave me purpose. For the first time in my life, everything I did or said mattered to me. That’s how you’ll know.”

“Maybe it’s not realistic to think that everyone finds that type of love.”

“You’ve got to believe, Junior. You can’t let this make you a jaded man.”

“I don’t know what to believe anymore.”

“Give yourself time.” He passes me a business card. “If you need someone to talk to that’s not in the family, she is a good listener.”

I never thought he would talk to anyone outside this family.

“Do you know how her father was able to get his hands on my medical records?”

“Max is already working on figuring it out, but you know—where there’s a will there’s a way. Money is power and her father has plenty of it. Have you given any thought as to what you want to do next? Last time we talked, you were in the process of narrowing down which job you were going to take, have you decided? I mean, I know that everything just happened and if you want to hang out here for a while, you should. This is your home, it will always be.”

“Why do I hear a but coming?”

“Because you know me too well. Do you really want to deal with your Grams? She’s in Paris this weekend with Mick but she will be back on Monday.”

The thought of Grams giving me the third degree right now makes me want to hightail it out of here.

“Actually, I was offered a position in the States. I was on the fence about it, but I think I’m going to take it. Maybe the change will do me some good,” I inform him. He becomes very quiet, and knowing him the way I do, he probably doesn’t want me that
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