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Chapter One 
 
   
  
 

 Andi 
 
      
 
      
 
    "WHAT NATHAN FORGOT TO TELL YOU was that while I was screwing your Daddy, he was busy giving it to your momma." 
 
    "Liar," I hissed, feeling a massive weight off my shoulders. "There's no way in hell Nathan would ever do that. Right, Nate?" 
 
    I turned to look at Nathan and my heart sank in my chest. 
 
    He was looking at me with the guiltiest expression I'd ever seen. 
 
    "Andi…" 
 
    "Right, Nate?" I repeated, feeling tears pool in my eyes. "You wouldn’t do that to Jackson or… me?" 
 
    "Andi," Nate whispered, eyes locked on my face. "I am so fucking sorry." 
 
    "Get out," I whispered. "Get the hell away from me." 
 
    Five words was all it took. 
 
    Five simple words, that when formed together and coming from Nathan's mouth, caused my world to fall out from beneath my feet… 
 
      
 
    "YOU HAD TO DO IT, DIDN’T YOU?" Nate snarled, eyes locked on Dallas. "You fucking had to ruin this for me." 
 
    Dallas shrugged nonchalantly. "I told you; if I'm going down, you're coming with me." 
 
    "You both need to leave," I choked out. My body was shaking. My heart was cracking clean open. "You need to go now." 
 
    "You had to know that she would find out sooner or later," Dallas added, ignoring my request. She smiled coyly. "I did you a favor here." 
 
    "A favor?" The skin around Nate's mouth had turned white. I'd never seen him look so enraged. "You're a twisted, spiteful bitch, Dallas." He shook his head and gaped at her. "Everything I've done for you, and you throw me under the bus like this?" 
 
    Dallas's brave façade faltered then. "Come on, Nate." Regret churned in her eyes. "You weren't really serious about her." 
 
    "I confided in you and you threw it back in my face," he hissed. 
 
    "Nate…" Dallas made to move towards him, but he held his hand up, warning her off. "I'm…sorry." 
 
    "I want you both to get out of my room!" I screamed, unable to stand another second of this crap.  
 
    "I'm not going anywhere, Andi," Nate shot back. His face was a mixture of pain and relief as he spoke. "Not until you know the truth."  
 
    His expression confused me. He looked almost relieved that I knew, which made it so much worse.  
 
    "What's the truth, Nate?" I heard myself scream. I was crying now – hard, ugly crying. I felt dirty and violated and broken. "You didn’t sleep with my momma?" I wanted him to tell me it wasn’t true – that Dallas was making all of this up.  
 
    But one look at his face and I knew that he couldn’t do that.  
 
    He was hiding something from me.  
 
    He'd been hiding something from me all along.  
 
    It was why he'd pushed me away – why he'd blown hot and cold so much.  
 
    Now I knew why.  
 
    Now I knew what that something was.  
 
    My mother.  
 
    Feeling sick to my stomach, I clutched the covers; pulling them tighter, higher, hoping I could somehow disappear from this moment and never come back.  
 
    My teeth were chattering.  
 
    Tears were streaming down my cheeks. I couldn’t understand any of this. I had never been so exposed and so vulnerable in my life. And the boy I'd trusted my heart with was telling me the worst imaginable truths. 
 
    "Why don’t you get the hell out of here," Nate snarled, turning his anger on Dallas. "Go and spout your poison somewhere else." 
 
    Casting one final guilt-ridden glance at Nathan, a despondent looking Dallas slipped out of my room without another word. 
 
    "How could you do that?" I sobbed when Dallas closed my bedroom door behind her. "Huh?" Clenching my eyes shut, I forced the image of my mother and my boyfriend from my mind before choking out a harsh sob. "Just go." I didn’t think I could bear to hear the details. I was fairly certain they would push me over the ledge I was barely holding on to.  
 
    "I already told you, I'm not going anywhere," he shot back, tone hoarse. Clad in nothing but a pair of worn jeans, Nathan stalked over to my bedroom door and turned the lock. "Not until you calm the fuck down and hear me out."  
 
    "I don’t want to hear you out," I shot back angrily. "And I don’t want to calm down. In fact, I don’t want to even look at you right now." 
 
    Just a few minutes ago, we'd been having sex.  
 
    Now, we were about to draw our guns.  
 
    The atmosphere crackled with intensity. 
 
    "Well, tough fucking luck, sweetheart, because I'm not leaving." He paced my room almost frantically, like he was trying to piece together a plausible excuse. "Just give me a minute to think." Running a hand through his hair, he muttered a string of curse words, still pacing. "Fucking bitch," he snarled. "Can't stand to see me happy."  
 
    "What are you doing?" I demanded, appalled at his reaction. I watched in horror as he slapped his head with the palms of his hands. "Nate! Stop it." 
 
    "What I said to Jackson," Nathan finally settled on saying as he stalked towards me. "I meant it." He ran a hand roughly through his mussed black hair and exhaled a harsh breath. "I love you." 
 
    "No." Shaking my head, I held my hand up, urging him to stay back. I knew I wasn’t strong when it came to confrontation, and I was even weaker when it came to Nate. If he touched me again, I couldn’t promise myself that I would push him away. On the contrary, I was fairly certain I would cave and crumble. "No, you don’t." Nathan Cole was playing me. He'd been playing me all this time and I'd been too stupid and too blind to see it.  
 
    But I saw it now.  
 
    "You don’t love me," I hissed, bleary eyed and sniffling. "You don’t know the meaning of the word." 
 
    "I don’t know the meaning of the word?" Nate deadpanned.  
 
    "Exactly," I shot back, feeling both furious and depleted. "So get the hell away from me." 
 
    "You think I don’t love you?" Nate repeated angrily, daring me to agree with him. "You're so fucking clueless, Andi." 
 
    "Stop insulting me," I bit out.  
 
    "Then stop fucking lying to yourself!" he roared. "Let's take a little walk down memory lane here, girl. I was the one who brought you fishing for the first time when Jackson wouldn't let you go.  I baited your hook every damn time that day. I kicked Jack DeLuca's ass in the third grade for picking on you in the school yard, and I was the mother fucking one who pushed your pink fucking Barbie bicycle the whole way back from the ballpark when you twisted your ankle – with you on my back. Me, Andi." He slammed his fist against his chest. "Fucking me." Looking furious, he ran a hand through his black hair and stalked towards me. "So don't fucking say I don't love you when loving you is all I've done my whole damn life."  
 
    "Please don’t make this worse." He had tried to warn me. He'd told me he was bad for me. He'd tried to push me away and I wouldn’t go. I'd gone back for more over and over again. No wonder I was embarrassed. I had behaved like a desperate little slut.  
 
    If my father found out about this, I would be sent away. I knew that was true. He didn’t have much love for me, and if he knew I had dirtied his name, he wouldn’t think twice about shipping me off to that boarding school he always spoke about. 
 
    "I'm telling you the goddamn truth here!" Nate bellowed. "I fucking love you, Andi Davis. I've been loving you since I was six years old." His voice cracked as he spoke. "I've worshipped the goddamn ground you've walked on since the first fucking grade."  
 
    "If that's the truth then why did you do this to me?" I shot back brokenly. "Why did you sleep with my mother?" I groaned and twisted in physical pain. "My momma, Nate! How could you do that?" 
 
    "You automatically assume that Dallas is telling you the truth," Nate shot back. "Dallas fucking Holloway of all people."  
 
    "Then tell me she's lying," I cried out hoarsely – I freaking begged. "I want more than anything else in the world for you to tell me she's lying!" When he didn’t reply, I cracked. "You can't, can you?" I sobbed. "Because it's true, isn’t it?" 
 
    "No," he replied flatly. "I can't. But you don’t know my reasons…" 
 
    "Did you fuck her while you were with me?" I demanded, delirious with jealousy and pain. 
 
    "Are you for real?" he spat. 
 
    "Answer me!" 
 
    "No, Andi. Christ." He ran a hand through his mussed hair and groaned. "I wouldn’t do that to you. Everything I have ever done has been for you or for my family," he added, visibly shaking. "I didn’t have a choice in any of this shit, Andi. I still don’t."  
 
    "So you're saying she forced you?" I countered, not taking his response as a valid reason. "Are you suggesting my momma raped you?" I looked him up and down in blatant disbelief. "Are you kidding me?" 
 
    "I'm not saying she raped me," he snarled. "I'm not saying anything of the goddamn sort. I'm saying I didn’t have a choice, Andi." Letting out a heavy sigh, Nate took a step closer and I balked. "There is so much you don’t know, baby," he whispered brokenly. "If you knew the half of it – how deep this bullshit goes, then you'd…" 
 
    "Are you involved in prostitution?" I demanded, unable to hear a coherent word. "Are you so badly stuck for money that you fucked my momma for cash? Is that it?" Please be that. I could handle that a heck of a lot better than knowing that he slept with her because he wanted her… 
 
    "Are you fucking serious right now?" Nathan looked like I had slapped him. "I can't believe you just asked me that." 
 
    "Answer me!" 
 
    "No, Andi," he deadpanned. "I do not, nor have I ever prostituted my body for money." He glared at me in disgust. "I give it to you free of fucking charge." He grabbed his crotch. "All nine inches." 
 
    "Don’t make fun of me," I snapped, blushing.  
 
    "Then don’t fucking insult me," he snarled. "Calling me a fucking hooker?" Nate laughed humorlessly. "You know me." 
 
    "I thought I did," I shot back, trembling. "But you're a stranger to me now." 
 
    "A stranger?" Nate asked in disbelief. "Are you for real?" 
 
    "Leave," I sobbed, unable to continue this for another second. "You're not welcome in this house anymore. I want you off my property." 
 
    "Don’t talk to me like I'm the hired fucking help, Andi," Nathan warned. "Christ, what the hell have I been doing here these past twelve years?" he snarled, running a hand through his hair. "Planting fucking flowers?" He shook his head, clearly agitated. "I've been here, Andi. Right here. In this house. Around your fucked up family. I stuck it out for Jackson. I stayed for you!" His voice broke off and he pinched the bridge of his nose. "You are the last person I would hurt. The very fucking last. I've gone out of my way to keep you safe. Your shit bag parents don't care – never fucking have. Your brother's too busy ramming his dick up every pussy in Springhill to notice you. I've been here. Me. Watching over you. Keeping you safe." 
 
    "You. Slept. With. My. Mother." 
 
    "You. Don’t. Know. The. Whole. Story," he shot back, equally furious. "I'm more than willing to tell you everything if you're willing to hear me out." He waved his hands in the air almost helplessly. "I'm so fucking sorry that you found out like this, but I honest to god didn’t have a choice –"  
 
    "Don’t try to excuse what you've done, Nathan! I don’t need to know the whole story!" I screamed, appalled and delirious. "You didn’t do it for money and she didn’t force you. You had a choice. That's all I need to know." Reaching behind my back, I grabbed my pillow and tossed it at him. "You fucked my momma, Nate!"  
 
    Catching the pillow mid-air, he tossed it on the ground and picked up his shirt. "So you've said." Shrugging it on, he slipped his feet into his boots and grabbed his wallet and keys that had landed on my bedroom floor. "You know what, Andi? Sometimes when a choice is between something bad and something much fucking worse, then there's no real choice at all."  
 
    "What does that mean?" My heart felt broken, my mind was furious, but my body was still craving his touch. But knowing he'd been inside both me and my mom made me feel violently sick.  
 
    "Doesn’t matter." Nathan glowered at me. "You've obviously made your mind up about me. I'm a deadbeat slut, who goes around fucking my friends' mommas." 
 
    "I didn’t say that." 
 
    "Yeah you fucking did," he shot back. "And what's worse is your eyes are telling me that right now, too. So better get your checkbook out, sweetheart, because you owe me double time for tonight." His voice was layered with sarcasm and pain. It almost sounded as if I'd hurt him. "Or you can add tonight to your momma's tab," he spat. "Might as well make some cash since I'm apparently fucking both of you now."  
 
    "You jerk!" Shoving the covers off myself, I jumped off my bed and made a beeline for my ensuite bathroom. Yanking the bathroom door open, I staggered inside before shutting the door and flicking the lock. Locked away in my bathroom, I rushed over to the toilet bowl and dropped to my knees, feeling broken and violated.  
 
    Vomiting loudly, I wrapped my arms around the porcelain and buried my head in the bowl, wanting more than anything to erase what I had just learned from my memory. It was disgusting and gross and I couldn't handle it.  
 
    He'd slept with my mother.  
 
    The boy I'd spent my life adoring had sex with my mom.  
 
    Nathan and my mom… 
 
    Ugh. Crying out hoarsely, I heaved again as shame and mortification enveloped my already battered heart.  
 
    "Andi." Nathan pounded his fist against my bathroom door. "Let me in." 
 
    "Go away!" I screamed between heaves. "Leave me alone!" I loved him. Knowing what he had done physically repulsed me, but it didn’t change my feelings. I wished it could. But apparently the heart didn’t work that way. I was feeling jealous and that jealousy repulsed me even more.  
 
    Jealous of my own mother…  
 
    "I'm not leaving you like this." Nathan's voice was tormenting me, making everything so much worse. "Let me in, Andi. Come on, baby."  
 
    "Don’t. Call. Me. That." My words were harsh and angry and full of bitterness. They represented my heart. Oh god, Jackson had seen me having sex – worse than having sex; I was being fucked like a freaking dog on all fours. 
 
    Everything had gone to hell.  
 
    My life.  
 
    My relationship with my brother. 
 
    My reputation.  
 
    Poof! Evaporated into thin air just like that.  
 
    One bad decision had erased seventeen years of good behavior and rule abiding. Everything I had worked so hard for; my perfect grades and good southern manners, my charity work and all of the summers I'd spent volunteering. No one would remember me for any of that now.  
 
    No, I would forever be remembered for being the girl who got between Jackson Davis and Nathan Cole. I would always be that girl because, let's face it, there was no coming back from what I had done to their relationship. I'd seen the look in my brother's eyes. Jackson didn’t trust easily, but he gave his all to the ones he did. Once that trust was broken, well… let's just say, I wasn’t expecting him and Nate to kiss and make up any time soon.  
 
    Oh, and I'd also be known as the girl who'd been caught on all fours while the town bad boy took her from behind.  
 
    Yeah, not a proud moment for me. 
 
    Oh god, I didn’t want to be in this house anymore.  
 
    Everything felt icky and wrong and I couldn’t bear to be around when my mother walked through that door again.  
 
    I hated her. With every fiber of my being, I hated the woman who had borne me. Regardless of my feelings for Nathan, how could she go there? How could she have sex with him?  
 
    How could he have sex with her? 
 
    I gave it all to him. My heart, my trust, my virginity. This was the biggest slap in the face I'd ever experienced. The web of love I'd been tangled up in had turned out to be a web of lies and I was infected, poisoned without an antidote.  
 
    Even though I felt zero loyalty to my mother, I knew I wouldn’t tell Jackson what I had just learned.  
 
    I couldn’t.  
 
    It was the worst thing I'd ever heard and if I could spare him from this disgusting truth, then I would.  
 
    Blindly and numb, I wobbled over to the shower and switched it on before stepping inside. I remained inside the shower until the sound of Nate's pleading stopped and the door knocking ceased. 
 
    I cleaned my skin, scrubbing myself raw in my pathetic attempt to rid my body of his touch. He'd been with my mom. His penis had been inside of my mother.  
 
    Ugh.  
 
    Crying loudly, I scrubbed myself until my skin turned pink and began to sting.  
 
    Even then, when my skin was red raw and cleansed thoroughly, I sank to the floor of the shower and wrapped my arms around my knees, making my body as small as physically possible.  
 
    A continuous flow of scalding hot water cascaded over my body, but I couldn’t feel it. My skin was prickled red, but I felt frozen inside, like nothing could ever warm me up again.  
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 **** 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two 
 
   
  
 

 Three weeks later 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THE REST OF HOMECOMING WEEKEND passed by in a horrible blur. Ever since that night, my skin was a permanent shade of crimson red, and in the days that passed, I experienced several unwelcome emotions.  
 
    Shame, anger, betrayal, jealousy, denial…  
 
    I remained in my bedroom, unable to bear the stares and looks of disgust from my brother.  
 
    Jackson hated me now.  
 
    He flat out ignored me all weekend. When I walked into a room, he walked out, and when I opened my mouth to speak, he shut me down with one meaningful glare.  
 
    I had broken his trust.  
 
    And now I was on the outside like mom and dad.  
 
    Needless to say, I didn’t go to the dance and because of me, Ivy didn’t get to go either.  
 
    Jackson wasn’t speaking to Ivy since he found out she had known about me and Nate, which meant that Ivy was now mad at me, too.  
 
    The whole situation was made worse because not only had I lost my brother and my best friend, but I'd lost my trust in humanity. It had been replaced with paranoia and deep seeded insecurities – insecurities I'd never known I had. 
 
    I had royally screwed up my relationship with him, and for what?  
 
    A boy who slept with my mom before taking my virginity. 
 
    I felt so stupid. 
 
    Worst of all was the fact that I had to face Dallas at school.  
 
    She'd seen me naked.  
 
    She knew about me and Nate.  
 
    She also knew about Nathan and my mom.  
 
    I wanted to pretend that I was shocked at my father's discrepancies, but I wasn’t. Nothing surprised me when it came to that man. I was fairly sure I was the only girl in Spring Hill my father hadn't slept with. The thought alone made me queasy.  
 
    My only saving grace was that my parents were still out of town. I wasn’t sure for how long, but I would take whatever slither of time I could to figure this out.  
 
    Figure it out and pack.  
 
    Yeah, I was going away.  
 
    Once my dad got home and found out about this, I was as good as exiled from the family.  
 
    When Monday morning rolled around, I wasn't proud to say that for the first time in my life, I prayed to the Lord and thanked him for cursing me with diabetes.  
 
    My crazy blood sugars were all that protected me from the outside world. For three whole weeks I managed to milk the cow that was my illness, and protect myself from the repercussions of my careless actions. 
 
    Locked in my bedroom, I played my music, drowning in my pain, feeling the lyrics of every song down to my core. The singers healed me with their tales of woe and in one of those three minute songs, I felt like I could relate. Like someone else on this planet was feeling the same way as me. 
 
    He was everything to me. And he broke me. Into a bazillion pieces. I wondered if he cared. I felt colorblind. Like every drop of light and vibrancy had depleted from my life.  
 
    I felt so horrible yesterday that I reached out to my favorite author. Humiliating as it seemed, I stalked her website for an email address and wrote Hope Carter what had to be a ten-page message.  
 
    I poured my heart out in that email, telling her everything I could never say aloud, praying that this woman who had this profound gift with words would somehow get me; that she could somehow understand the pain I was drowning in. It was obvious in the way she described pain that she felt those words in the depths of her soul. I didn’t get a response right away, and my phone was powered off now so I couldn’t check. I'd given up charging my phone weeks ago.  
 
    I was tired of Nathan filling up my inbox... 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 10:43  
 
    9-23-2016 
 
    Message: Answer your phone, Andi! I know you're mad, but I can explain this, baby, please. Give me a chance to make this right. I meant what I said the other night. 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 17:36  
 
    9-25-2016 
 
    Message: You're not coming to school and your brother won't tell me shit. I'm losing my goddamn mind here. Tell me you're okay… Fucking one text. PLEASE! 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 11:27  
 
    9-29-2016 
 
    Message: In case you didn’t hear the banging. It's me. I'm at your door. Let me in, Andi.  
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 11:35  
 
    9-29-2016 
 
    Message: Open. The. Door. Adriana. 
 
      
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 11:45  
 
    9-29-2016 
 
    Message: Can you call an ambulance? I think I broke my ass trying to scale your house. FYI: Don’t ever scale the side of your house. It's fucking lethal.  
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 02:32  
 
    10-01-2016 
 
    Message: I'm going crazy here. Can't fucking deal with this, Andi. I can't. 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 14:50  
 
    10-04-2016 
 
    Message: I'm sorry. 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 10:43  
 
    10-06-2016 
 
    Message: It's me again. I'm outside – again. Let me in. Please, baby… 
 
      
 
    The worst part of it all was that I still wanted him.  
 
    I still craved him.  
 
    Even though he betrayed me in the worst possible way.  
 
    How sick and twisted was that?  
 
    I still loved him. 
 
    The sound of a horn honking startled me from my thoughts and I jumped to my feet before grabbing my bag off the bed.  
 
    The day I had spent the last three weeks praying not to arrive was here.  
 
    It was time to face the music.  
 
    I couldn’t afford to miss anymore school.  
 
    Perfect grades or not, I needed to keep up my attendance.  
 
    Inhaling a deep calming breath, I descended the steps of our staircase and made my way out to the front to where my brother was sitting, stony faced, in his black range rover.  
 
    When I climbed inside, he didn’t say a word.  
 
    He didn’t look at me or even grunt.  
 
    He simply threw the truck into gear and tore off, almost viciously.  
 
    Fastening my seatbelt, I placed my hands in my lap and closed my eyes.  
 
    This was going to be a long day. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 **** 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    I HAD HOPED THAT my three-week absence from school would have been enough time for people to forget about the horrible incident that night. 
 
    I had been wrong. 
 
    The jokes and taunting started the moment I stepped out of my brother's truck and away from the protection his presence unintentionally gave me. Jackson stalked off, leaving me alone in the student parking lot, and that's when it started. 
 
    "That's her." 
 
    "Slut." 
 
    "Woof-woof." 
 
    "Yeah, her brother caught Nate taking her from behind." 
 
    "Ew…gross!" 
 
    "Never knew you were that kind of girl, Adriana." 
 
    "She's an easy lay." 
 
    "Wait until her daddy hears…" 
 
    Their jeers and taunts assured me that Dallas had spread her words around the school.  
 
    I hadn't expected anything less from her. I'd been perfectly aware that when I got with Nathan that I would eventually face her wrath. I just hadn't counted on facing said wrath on my own. 
 
    Before, the boys at school were afraid to look in my direction.  
 
    Now, they leered at me like a piece of meat.  
 
    It was also very apparent that I was getting the blame for Alternative Kiss's ongoing sabbatical. The band was a pretty big deal around this neck of the woods, and the students at Springhill High weren't shy about letting me know who they thought was to blame for the lead singer and guitarist's infamous bust up. 
 
    Embarrassed and ashamed, I kept my head down and rushed to my first class, forcing myself to pretend I couldn’t hear them, but I could and it hurt.  
 
    Every detail of my love life was out there for the entire school to scrutinize – and they were certainly making the most of scrutinizing me.  
 
    Every time Dallas smirked at me in the hallway another piece of me died inside. Shame was the color of my skin, flushed red and mortified.  
 
    I ate my lunch alone on the bleachers, too afraid to approach my brother who was purposefully vilifying me for falling for the wrong boy. 
 
    He wasn’t in school either.  
 
    I hadn't seen a trace of Nate all day.  
 
    Our school was big, but no so big that we wouldn’t have bumped into each other at least two or three times throughout the day. I wasn’t sure how that made me feel. 
 
    Awful, I thought to myself.  
 
    To make it worse, Ivy wasn’t at school. I knew she was mad at me, but there was no way she would have left me on my own like this. 
 
    Unlike me, Ivy had balls of steel, but in my defense, I'd never had to stick up for myself before. I'd spent all my life under the protection of my surname and my brother and Nate's watchful eyes.  
 
    Now, Jackson wouldn’t look at me, and I hadn't seen Nate in over three weeks.  
 
    It seemed the only person willing to give me the time of day was Brad Lakewood – and I meant that in the literal sense –who had stopped to answer my request.  
 
    To give Brad credit, he didn’t ignore me or laugh in my face like most of the school seemed to have done. In fact, he had looked at me with an almost sympathetic gaze.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if that was worse. Knowing I was pitied. And when he offered walk with me to History class with me, I almost cried in gratitude.  
 
    And then I spent the rest of the day dreaming about Nathan bursting into class like he had before and pulling me to safety, but then I thought about what he'd done and I clamped down on those unattainable dreams. Because whether I liked it or not, that's what Nathan Cole was now.  
 
    Unattainable.  
 
    I couldn’t be with him. Not now. Not ever again.  
 
    And that knowledge all but broke my heart. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    BY THE TIME LUNCH rolled around on Thursday, I had lost count of the number of times I'd been barked at in the hallway between classes.  
 
    I thought it would wear down after an hour or so.  
 
    I was wrong.  
 
    I'd endured four days of living hell in these hallways.  
 
    Four days of constant loneliness.  
 
    Ivy was back, but she was avoiding me. She tried to make it seem like she wasn’t, but I wasn’t dumb. Every time Jackson walked past us in the hallways, Ivy took a solid step away from me.  
 
    It hurt, but I wasn’t surprised. It was exactly what I had feared would happen if she got involved with my brother.  
 
    Sickened to my stomach from the derogatory comments and sleazy pickup lines thrown my way, I made it through school in a blurry haze. I wished I had enough courage to fight back, but I didn’t. I was upset and emotional, and no match for these people.  
 
    My iPod was my saving grace and at lunch time, I blasted Sia's Elastic Heart through my ears as I walked into the cafeteria with my head held high. I was feeling anything but proud, but I refused to let these people see how much I loathed myself.  
 
    Slipping my hand into my pocket, I increased the volume on my iPod to the maximum and stared straight ahead, not daring to make eye contact with a soul.  
 
    I paid for my lunch and walked over to the table I had sat at since freshman year.  
 
    I'd never been very good at making friends, I was shy and reserved and had always depended too much on my brother. I was feeling it now, especially since I didn’t have a clique or group of friends I could blend in with. For the last three days, I'd chosen to eat alone outside, but it was getting cooler and I was growing lonely.  
 
    My whole life revolved around the table Jackson headed, and the look on his face when I approached him told me I wasn’t a welcome guest.  
 
    The whole cafeteria went abnormally quiet as I stood like a fool, with my lunch tray in my hands, waiting on my brother to take pity on me.  
 
    Without Jackson's support, I didn’t have a hope at this school.  
 
    He and Nate ran this place.  
 
    Their word was law, and if Jackson was mad at me, I was in for a rough time.  
 
    No one upset the Spring Hill Bobcat's star player and got away with it.  
 
    Jackson cast a warning glare in my direction and shook his head once before resuming his conversation with his teammates.  
 
    And just like that, I was dismissed.  
 
    My eyes landed on Ivy who was sitting beside Jackson, obviously having patched things up with him. She cringed sympathetically, but kept quiet. 
 
    Jackson had drawn a line in the sand and I was unequivocally on the outside of that line. Ivy was clearly on the inside and wanted to stay on the inside. 
 
    "So it's like that?" I heard myself say to my brother, when in truth I was thinking it about the both of them.  
 
    No answer. 
 
    "Jackson!" 
 
    Again, he didn’t reply; instead he spoke loudly to his friends, purposefully hazing me out.  
 
    I could feel several pairs of eyes on me. People were laughing too – at me, I noted, and my cheeks flushed bright red.  
 
    This was cruel.  
 
    I knew he was mad at me, but this wasn’t okay. 
 
    And it wasn’t okay that my best friend was sitting back and saying nothing.  
 
    "You're really going to do this to me?" I whispered, hurt, eyes locked on my brother. The same brother I'd adored my whole life. "You're not being fair, Jackson." 
 
    "Fair?" It was the first word he had said to me since Friday night, and his tone of voice was laden down with sarcasm and barely restrained anger. "You wanna talk about what's fair?" Dropping his feet from where they'd been perched on the table, Jackson folded his arms across his chest and glared at me. "Fine. Tell me what was fair about you screwing around with my best goddamn friend, Andi?" 
 
    Jackson's voice was loud and hard, and nothing like the way he usually spoke to me. "What was fair about you two lying to my face, and sneaking around behind my back?" 
 
    Mortified, I looked around and saw that everyone within a ten-foot radius was staring at us. "Let's not do this here," I whispered, imploring my brother to have some slither of respect for me.  
 
    "How long?" was my brother's next question. "You want fairness, then tell me how motherfucking long you two have been lying to me?" 
 
    "You're taking this the wrong way," I muttered.  
 
    "No, girl," Jackson snarled. "Only one taking it the wrong way is you." 
 
    Laughter erupted around me and I cringed in shame.  
 
    "Jackson," Ivy snapped, shoving him in the arm. "That is not okay!" 
 
    "It's true," my brother shot back angrily.  
 
    Tears filled my eyes. "I can't believe you just said that."  
 
    "Get out of my face, Adriana," Jackson shot back heatedly. "Or I'm gonna lose my shit on you and say a helluva lot worse." 
 
    "I never thought you could be such a jerk," Ivy hissed then.  
 
    "And I never thought she would be so easy," Jackson shot back coldly, eyes still locked on my face. "But hey, looks like everyone can be wrong once in a while." 
 
    "Asshole." Shoving her chair back, Ivy stood up. "You are out of order here, Jackson." She made to walk towards me but stopped mid-stride. Suddenly the laughs coming from the tables around me turned to hushed whispers and Jackson's face transitioned from disgusted to mutinous.  
 
    I took a step backwards in actual fear and inadvertently brushed up against something hard and warm.  
 
    "You think it's okay to talk to her like this?" a familiar voice demanded. "You think she doesn’t get enough of that shit at home?" 
 
    The minute I heard his voice, I dropped my lunch tray in a mixture of shock and horror before swinging around to face him.  
 
    "Nate," I whispered as I stared up at his face. 
 
    I hadn't seen him in almost a month.  
 
    His eyes landed on mine and the air evaporated from my lungs, leaving me feeling weak and dizzy.   
 
    He looked beautiful and that made me sad.  
 
    Really sad.  
 
    His dark eyes roamed over my face and my heart twisted and somersaulted around in my chest.  
 
    A huge chunk of me wanted to throw myself into his arms. 
 
    I inadvertently moved closer to him; the need to be in his arms overwhelming and dominating. 
 
    He was here and he defending me.  
 
    That had to mean something, right?  
 
    Wrong, fool! He slept with your mother! 
 
    Pain speared through me and I jerked away from him like he had scalded me.  
 
    "You wanna lose your shit on someone, then go ahead and lose it on me." Nate spoke in a low tone as he towered above me, eyes locked on my brother in warning. "But leave your sister the hell out of this." 
 
    "Exactly." Shoving his chair back, Jackson sprang out of his seat and literally lunged across the lunch table towards Nate. "My sister," Jackson roared, shoving against several of his teammates who were holding him back. "My goddamn sister, you sorry ass piece of shit. Of all the fucking girls, you had to go after her." 
 
    "Jackson," I begged, moving towards my brother. "Don’t do this here–" 
 
    "Get the fuck away from me, Andi," he snapped, swatting my hand away from his arm. "Get out of here." 
 
    That move caused Nathan to see red. "Put your hands on her again and I will bury you," Nate snarled, towering over my brother as they stood chest to chest. "Friend or not, I will fuck you up." 
 
    "You're supposed to be my best friend," Jackson snarled, eyes locked on Nate. 
 
    He nodded stiffly. "I am." 
 
    "You're delusional," Jackson sneered. "Fucking around with my sister, man. That makes you no friend of mine." 
 
    "I wasn’t fucking around with her." Nate's jaw was clenched. His biceps were straining against the fabric of his black tee shirt. "I love that girl." Staring my brother in the eye, Nate added gruffly, "Always have." 
 
    I could hear the loud gasps and wolf whistles coming from the tables around us. My mouth fell open as I shook my head in utter shock. How could Nate do that; announce to my brother and the entire cafeteria that he loved me when he knew that I knew about what he'd done with our mother?  
 
    My heart hammered around in my chest like a caged bird. It was like it didn’t know what to feel. One thing I was sure of was that this was getting completely out of hand.  
 
    Out of the corner of my eye I spotted Dallas and my heart jumped in my chest. I was in deep trouble with that girl. She held a lot of power over my family. 
 
    Feeling embarrassed and worried about the scene we were making, I reached for the person I knew would listen to me.  
 
    "Don’t do this here," I begged Nate. Wrapping my hand around his, I shook from head to toe as I looked up at his face and begged him with my eyes not to fight with my brother.  
 
    I felt a surge of power shoot through me when Nathan complied with my plea and took a step back from Jackson. I couldn’t understand why this strong, dangerous boy from Riverside was listening to me. No one ever listened to me, much less did as I asked. But he did. Come to think of it, he sort of always had… 
 
    My body sagged in relief.   
 
    Relief for my brother's safety.  
 
    Relief for their friendship.  
 
    I had intended to remove my hand from his, but Nate had an almost death grip on me. Obviously, he had other ideas.  
 
    "You call her a slut one more time and I'll imprint my fist on your face," Nate added in a heated tone, eyes still locked on my brother, though he was a safe distance away from him now. "Any of you," he added, casting a warning glare to Jackson's group of buddies – his former teammates. "This is your only warning. You disrespect her and I'm gonna take it as a personal insult." He cocked his brow and glared. "And trust me when I say, you don’t wanna see me get mother fucking personal."  
 
    With that, Nathan turned and strode off in the direction of the exit, with me tagging along after him, hand still entwined in his.  
 
    I wanted to run out of the lunch room.  
 
    I couldn’t handle the stares and whispers.  
 
    I couldn’t handle my brother's disgust or Nathan's betrayal.  
 
    I was embarrassed and ashamed and a million other things, but Nathan wouldn’t let me run. 
 
    "Don’t you dare hide that pretty face," Nate hissed, tightening his hold on my hand. He walked beside me, pace steady and even, head held high, daring anyone to make a comment. "Hold your head up, Andi baby, because you aint got a damn thing to be ashamed of."  
 
    Our exit from the cafeteria felt like it had been a mile long, and when we exited through the double door, I was honest to god sweating, not from exertion, but from sheer anxiety.  
 
    "I called you," Nate said after a pause as we walked down the hallway. "More than once." He turned his face to look at me as we walked. "And text. Hell, I just about filled up your damn mailbox."  
 
    "I haven't listened to my voicemails." I shrugged, omitting the fact that I'd read some of his messages. "I haven't powered my cell up in days."  
 
    He laughed humorlessly. "I figured."  
 
    "Where were you?" My voice sounded accusatory and I was shocked at myself. "You haven't been in school all week." 
 
    Nate cocked a brow. "I could say the same thing to you. Where've you been, Andi?"  
 
    "I was sick," I shot back, blushing.  
 
    "Yeah, well so was I," he shot back, not missing a beat. "Sick of being here without you." Shrugging, he added, "Figured I'd do some overtime at Trey's; make myself enough cash so I could invest in a ladder." He smirked. "For the next house visit." 
 
    My cheeks burned brighter. "You can let go of me now."  
 
    "No," he replied. "I can't."  
 
    "What?" I gaped. "Wh-why not?" 
 
    "Because this is my fault," he shot back, looking angry. "I did this. I messed things up for you. There is no way in hell I'm having you walk around this school taking shit off these fuckwads because of me." 
 
    "Don’t do that again," I whispered, feeling all the blood in my body rush to my head. I was dizzy and overwhelmed and being this close to this particular boy was entirely too much for me. "What you said to Jackson in the lunch room?" I shook my head and exhaled shakily. "I can't hear you say that." 
 
    Nate frowned. "Why not?" 
 
    "Because I'll start believing it's true," I admitted. "And I know it's not." It couldn’t be. 
 
    Still holding my hand, Nate tugged me into a nearby alcove.  
 
    Moving closer to me, he caught ahold of my chin with his thumb and sighed. The space was so confined, our shoes were brushing and it took everything I had inside of me not to fall at his feet. "Don’t write us off without hearing me out." 
 
    "There's nothing to write off." It pained me to say it, but it had to be said. "There is no us, Nate." 
 
    "I fucked up." His held his hands up, and the only reason I wasn't running right now was the sheer desperation in his eyes. He was looking at me like I held his life in his hands and if I walked away now, it would kill him. I was probably giving myself far too much credit for his emotions but that was what he was showing me. His brown eyes were blazing with heat and overloaded with emotion. "I made a huge ass mistake in thinking I could keep this from you. I know that sounds fucked up, but it's true." He was breathing hard and fast. He was looking at me like I was about to bolt. In truth, I was thinking about it. "But don't fucking leave me." He was shaking, trembling all over. I'd never seen Nathan so vulnerable. So raw and exposed. "I stayed," he choked out. "I fucking stayed in this shithole town for you." 
 
    "I never asked you to," I whispered, trembling and confused.  
 
    "Yeah, you did," he corrected. "Halloween night in the fifth grade." His eyes burned with sincerity. "You asked me then." 
 
    Damn him. He was right. I had asked him to stay. In fact, I had begged him to never leave me... 
 
      
 
    I ran through the trailer park until I was far enough away that I couldn’t hear her screaming before collapsing on the ground. I was dressed up as Little Bo Peep and my poufy dress was splaying everywhere. My mom was going to be so mad when she saw the stains I'd gotten on my dress. It was ruined.  
 
    But I didn’t care right now.  
 
    I couldn’t.    
 
    Tossing my pink, glittery staff and the bag of candy I'd earned on the dirt track beside me, I dropped my head in my hands and wept. The candy was of no use to me anyways. I couldn't eat it. But I'd gone and collected it for Nate – my way of saying thanks to him for taking me out tonight.  
 
    Nate was twelve now, a sixth grader, and he was at the point in life when trick or treating had become childish, but he took me out anyway when my brother point blank refused. He was staying at one of his friends' houses tonight – one of the guys on the same football team as he and Nate. Jimmy, I think he said his name was. I hadn't taken much notice of the name at the time because I knew it was lies.  
 
    Jackson spent next to no time at home anymore – not since he got his girlfriend Jennah-Elizabeth – but Nate did. He kept coming over to hang out. 
 
    "Andi!" I could hear Nate calling me and I wanted to call out right back to him, but how could I?  
 
    How could I face him again…? 
 
    "There you are," he said, closer this time. "Why'd you run off on me? I told you it was okay." 
 
    "Because it's not okay," I choked out through racking sobs. "I'm so sorry, Nate."  
 
    "Well shit, Andi. Don’t start crying over it." He looked incredibly uncomfortable as he looked down at me.  Scratching the back of his head in confusion, he muttered, "You're acting like such a girl."  
 
    "Don’t cuss at me, Nate," I half cried, half sniffled. "I can't help it. And I am a girl!" 
 
    "I fixed it," he added, gentler now. "Nothing's gonna happen. You're totally safe. Scout's honor" 
 
    "Nate, you're bleeding," I wailed.  A few short minutes ago, Nate looked fresh and clean when he picked me up on his bike. Now he was covered in dirt and had blood dripping down his cheek. "She beat on you, Nate." Tears rolled down my cheeks at the thought of Becky Cole beating Nate to the ground with her fists. One silly game of catch and I'd ruined everything. Nate didn’t try and stop her either when she started hitting him. He took it like a man. That made it worse because he wasn’t a man. He was just a boy. Before tonight, I'd only seen Jackson take beatings from our Dad. Now, I knew Nate suffered a similar fate in his home. 
 
    "Damn, I knew I shouldn’t have brought you down here." With a heavy sigh, Nate walked over to where I was sitting and sank down beside me. "Girls like you don’t belong down here." 
 
    He was talking about Riverside – the trailer park he was from. It was a rough part of town, but I didn’t care about that. I came here tonight because I wanted to show Nate I was brave; that I wasn’t afraid to come down here. I wanted him to see that I could be tough like Jackson. I wanted him to like me. 
 
    "I threw the ball," I squeezed out, thinking about how it had all started. "I broke the window and you lied for me, Nate." Shaking my head, I looked up through teary eyes and asked, "Why'd you lie for me?" 
 
    "Because you're Adriana Davis," he muttered, red faced.  Shoving his hands into the front pocket of his hoodie, Nate stretched his feet out in front of him. "Come on, Andi. You know what my momma's like." He shrugged. "I can handle her." 
 
    "I could have handled her, too," I whispered. "At least she wouldn’t have hit me."  
 
    Nate looked at me with an incredulous expression. "It's my job to take care of you when Jackson's not around." 
 
    "What about when you get a girlfriend?" I dared to ask the question that had been burning inside of me for two months now. "Will we have to stop hanging out then?" 
 
    "What?" Nate shook his head and chuckled. "I am not getting a girlfriend, Andi." 
 
    "That's what Jackson said last summer," I replied solemnly. "And look at him now." 
 
    Nate scrunched his nose up in disgust. "I'm not Jackson." 
 
    "No," I whispered more to myself than him. "You're not." You're better… 
 
    "I better get you home," he said after a moment's silence. "It's getting dark out." 
 
    "I don’t want to go home." Reaching out, I caught hold of Nate's arm when he moved to get up and tugged him back down. He was getting bigger now and it was harder to wrestle him.  
 
    He turned to face me and frowned. "Why not?" 
 
    "Because if I go home then you'll have to go home, and I don’t want you getting beat on again." The words were out of my mouth before I had a chance to think them over.  
 
    He smirked. "Andi, get up. I'm taking you home." 
 
    I shook my head. "No, Nate. I'm not going home." 
 
    "Get up, Andi," he growled, frowning now. "Come on. Stop being dumb."  
 
    "I'll only go home if you promise you'll stay with me," I shot back bravely.  
 
    "What?" He looked at me with a quizzical expression. "I can't stay with you." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because!" His cheeks turned bright pink. "You're a girl, Andi, and I can't." He stared hard at me for a moment before shaking his head. "No. I definitely can't."  
 
    "Why not?" I protested. "You stay over with Jackson all the time. Well, I'm your friend, too." 
 
    "He's a dude," he pointed out. "You're a girl. I… I can't stay with you."  
 
    Standing up, I wiped the dirt off my dress and took a step towards him. "You can bunk in my room. You can have my bed if you like? I'll sleep on the floor. It doesn’t matter. I promise I won't tell Jackson. Just please, don’t go back there to get beat on." 
 
    "I could get in real bad trouble for this, Andi," he whispered, brown eyes full of uncertainty. "You know what your daddy's like…" 
 
    "I won't tell if you don’t," I whispered. "Please, Nate? Promise me you'll stay?" 
 
    Nate looked hard at me for a long time before exhaling heavily. "Fine. I promise," he finally answered. "But I'll bunk on the floor..." 
 
      
 
    "IF YOU THINK YOU CAN turn this around on me then I'm not taking the bait, Nate," I spat, forcing myself back to the present.  
 
    "Who's turning anything around?" Nate shot back. "I did it. I fucked it up, but I'm not letting you leave me. No goddamn way." 
 
    "You can't expect me to stay with you now," I hissed. "You slept with my mom, Nate." 
 
    "I didn’t go out with the intention of banging her, Andi," Nate shot back defensively, interrupting me. "You have to know that."  
 
    "All I know is I trusted you and I'm a fool for it." 
 
    "You're nobody's fool, Adriana Davis."  
 
    "I'm a fool for you," I corrected him honestly. I wasn’t proud of the fact, but I wasn’t a liar either. When it came to Nathan, I was foolish and it showed. "I'm your fool, Nathan Cole."  
 
    "If you're a fool for me then what the hell am I for you?" he shot back, tone low and gruff.  
 
    "You are the guy who took my virginity but forgot to tell me that you had already slept with my mother." The words were out of my mouth before I had a chance to filter them. "You were a big deal to me, Nate." You still are… "Being intimate with you was a huge deal for me." I breathed through the pain as the familiar sting of tears threatened. "But you'd already been with her." I shuddered.  
 
    "I'm sorry." Bowing his head in what I hope was shame, Nate roughly cleared his throat. "About her." Shaking his head, he glanced down at me, his brown eyes dark and full of regret. "You were never meant to find out." 
 
    "And that makes it better how?" I shot back, feeling ripped open and shred apart. "Sorry for screwing your mom, Andi, but in my defense, you weren't supposed to find out?" I shook my head in disgust. "Yeah, I feel tons better already."  
 
    "We weren't together," he countered angrily. "It's not like I went out and cheated on you. Damn, Andi, if anything, I was pro–" 
 
    "We were friends," I spat, interrupting him. "You were Jackson's best friend."  
 
    "Don’t you think I know that?" he spat. "Fuck!" 
 
    "Then why aren’t you sorry?" I demanded. "You've said the word, but I can see it in your eyes. I hear it in your voice, Nathan." I glared at him. "You're not sorry." 
 
    "I am sorry," he was quick to reply. "I'm sorry you had to find out about it. I'm sorry that even though I did everything in my goddamn power to stop it from happening, you still ended up getting hurt." His voice was heated. Angry. "I am so damn sorry for ever putting my dick inside that woman, but I am not sorry for why I did it. And here's another thing I'm not sorry about." He stared hard at me. "I'm not sorry I took you that night at Kellerman's party. I'm sorry for being rough and careless and going all caveman on you, but I am not one bit sorry for being with you, Adriana. Not one fucking bit and I never will be." 
 
    "Then why'd you do it, Nate?" I heard myself whisper. "Why her?" Sagging against the wall behind me, I leaned my head back and stared up at his face. I was aching. I was throbbing in pain. This was breaking me like nothing ever had before and I knew I should run, but something inside me stayed, hoping that he could somehow explain his way out of this and make it right. Please make it right...  
 
    "You're beautiful," I added, brokenly, knotting my fingers in the fabric of his shirt. "And sexy and experienced. And I get it; I mean, it's not like I'm not aware of how appealing you are to women." I'd endured it for years. "But my mother?" I let out a ragged sigh. I wanted to push him away and pull him closer all at once. "Of all the people in the world you could have been with…"  
 
    "Your mom had something over me, Andi," he snarled then, eyes flashing with anger. "Something over my family. It's big, baby. It's fucking huge and it's real damn bad. I had to protect them, Andi. The girls are all I have. I couldn’t let them down…" 
 
    "I don’t understand any of this. I don’t, Nathan. Why would my mother do this?" I pressed my hand to my forehead in confusion. "Help me understand this." 
 
    "Christ," he muttered, running a hand through his hair. "I don’t even know how to say this." 
 
    "Just say it, Nathan," I spat.  
 
    "Okay. Fine. I fucked her for her silence," he tossed out angrily. "Your momma had some information I needed kept hidden, and I had something she'd been wanting to climb on since I hit puberty." He voice was cold and harsh when he said, "Contrary to the poison Dallas tried to plant in your mind the other night, it actually happened a long time ago." 
 
    I paled. "Nathan, you're eighteen years old." My blood ran cold. "How long ago could you be possibly talking about?" 
 
    He remained rigid and silent for a long time before exhaling a harsh breath. "Sophomore year." 
 
    "But you were only fifteen in sophomore year." The ground felt like it was moving beneath my feet. 
 
    "I was sixteen," he corrected quietly. "And it was one time." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Why?" He frowned. "I just told you why." 
 
    "Don’t be vague, Nathan." I was shaking from head to toe as I spoke. "You told me she had something over your family. I want to know what that is." 
 
    "I made a promise not to tell a soul," he whispered. He looked guilty and pained and it wasn’t enough for me.  
 
    "Then I can't do this." 
 
    This conversation was pointless.  
 
    Nothing good could come from it.  
 
    He wasn’t going to give me full disclosure.  
 
    Nate kept talking in riddles and I was done with it. 
 
    It was too much. 
 
    Breaking free from Nathan, I ran until I was out of the school and halfway across the student parking lot.  
 
    Sweat trickled down my brow as I ran, but I didn’t stop. I didn’t care if I got in trouble for cutting class.  
 
    The repercussions of being absent seemed inconsequential in comparison to what would happen if I stayed.  
 
    Adrenalin was pulsing through my body and the survival instinct inside of me was urging me to keep going.  
 
    Don’t stop. 
 
    Get away now. 
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Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS ABOUT FOUR BLOCKS from my house, in a neighboring residential street, when exhaustion finally overcame me. Breathless and panting, I sank down on the sidewalk outside of a pretty house, surrounded by a white picket fence, placed my hands on the concrete and tipped my face up towards the sky. The concrete was warm to the touch; the Alabama sun relentless and unforgiving.  
 
    What the heck was I going to do? 
 
    Everything was screwed up.  
 
    I had ruined it.  
 
    Me… 
 
    No! Nate had ruined everything. And my so-called mother. 
 
    I was so absorbed in my thoughts and self-loathing that I didn’t hear the old, beat-up Chevy when it pulled up alongside me. I didn’t take note of the truck door slamming or the footsteps drawing closer. It wasn’t until I felt someone sit down beside me and place their hand on mine that I became aware of his presence. 
 
    "You shouldn’t have followed me," I finally said, staring straight ahead.  
 
    "I couldn’t not follow you," Nate shot back. His hand was still covering mine and even though I knew I should pull away, I couldn’t. Because deep down, I still wanted his touch. 
 
    To me, Nathan's touch was home and it was hard to run from your home. Especially when it was where you wanted to be more than anywhere else in the world.  
 
    "You didn’t tell Jackson." Stretching out his legs, he looked up and down the deserted street, hand still covering mine. "Why didn’t you tell him, Andi?" 
 
    It wasn’t the conversation starter I had expected from him, but I answered him nevertheless. "How could I?" I whispered, refusing to look at him. I knew what Nathan was referring to and it made me sick. "You saw the way he reacted at lunch. He hates my guts. He can't stand to be in the same room as me let alone hold a conversation." Sighing heavily, I added, "Besides, I don't want him to know about this." Clenching my eyes shut, I exhaled a trembling breath. "Contrary to popular belief, I do love my brother. And I don’t ever want him to have to feel the way I'm feeling now."  
 
    Jackson was hurt and he was lashing out because that's all he knew.  
 
    We hadn't been brought up in a loving home with parents who explained to us how to react to upsetting situations. He reacted the way he had because that was all he knew. He was used to violent outbursts and cruel words when cornered.  
 
    When met with something upsetting, my brother reacted with fire in his veins and poison on the tip of his tongue.  
 
    I, on the other hand, didn’t react at all.  
 
    That was the difference between us.  
 
    Jackson was used to being in complete control of both his life and mine. It was the way it had always been and, up until now, I had happily complied and handed full control over to him.  
 
    He was a good guy.  
 
    His behavior at lunch today didn’t erase the seventeen years of kindness he'd shown me and if I knew Jackson, like I thought I did, he would be feeling horrible right about now.  
 
    "I'm so sorry, Andi," Nate finally said, voice low and full of pain.  
 
    I knew he was staring at me. I could feel his eyes on the side of my face. His arm was brushing against mine and the heat emanating from his skin made me feel all warm inside. I realized then that I was slightly broken inside. I mean, how could I not be? This was disturbing and wrong and I should run away from him, but still I stayed. 
 
    "Was she better?" I croaked out, unable to meet Nate's eye. Dropping my chin, I stared downwards as I asked the unspoken question that had tormented me for almost a month. "My mother. Did she make you feel better than I did?" Exhaling a shaky breath, I forced myself to look up at his face when I said, "Was my mother better than me, Nathan? Was Dallas? Were all of them better than me?" 
 
    "Jesus Christ, Andi," Nate groaned. Reaching forward, he cupped my face between his hands and pressed his brow to mine. "No one compares to you," he whispered, brown eyes locked on mine. "No one can compete with you." His mouth was so close to mine that his spearmint flavored breath filled my senses. I couldn’t stop myself from leaning into his touch, and when Nate stroked my hair with one of his hands, I could hardly stand the intimacy of it. We sat like that for another minute before the reality and weight of what had happened pulled me out of the moment.  
 
    "I should go home." Feeling deflated and overly exposed, I climbed to my feet and dusted down my jeans. "I'm tired of going around in circles with you and I need to take my insulin." 
 
    "Where's your bag?" Nate was quick to ask. "Didn’t you bring your pen with you?" 
 
    "I did, but I left my bag at school," I muttered, feeling dumb. 
 
    "I'll give you a ride," he replied, climbing to his feet.  
 
    "No thanks," I was quick to shoot back. Being here with him was dangerous enough; getting into his truck would be lethal. "Bye." Turning around before he had a chance to reply, I rushed down the sidewalk in the direction of my street.  
 
    I made it about eight feet when I was suddenly yanked off my feet and airborne.  
 
    "I'm driving you home, Andi," Nate said in a warning tone as he tossed me over his shoulder and marched back to his truck. "You need your insulin." 
 
    "It's only four blocks," I muttered, not bothering to put up much of a fight. "I can manage." I was feeling weak and didn’t have the energy to go head to head with him. Besides, he was right. I did need my insulin a lot more than I needed my pride.  
 
    "You might be willing to take risks with your health," he shot back unapologetically, "but I'm not. Don’t fight me on this." Dropping me onto my feet, Nate reached around my body and yanked open the passenger door. "Get in." He was too close to me and his closeness was causing me to have all sorts of inappropriate thoughts. "Come on, Andi. Get in my truck or I'll put you in." 
 
    Climbing in before I did something stupid like throw myself at Nate and kiss him, I fastened my seatbelt and released a shaky breath.   
 
    This boy affected me like no one else.  
 
    I needed to be careful around him. 
 
    He was dangerous and bad and completely wrong for me.  
 
    I needed to remember that.  
 
    Nate climbed into the driver's seat beside me and, almost instantly, my pulse skyrocketed.  
 
    Forcing myself to remain impassive, I stared straight ahead, unwilling to take the risk of glancing over at him.  
 
    Neither of us spoke a word the entire ride to my house. 
 
    I physically couldn’t.  
 
    I was barely keeping hold of the steering wheel of my life; if I kept talking to him, I would lose myself just like always. You see, Nathan Cole was my addiction and I hadn't been clean for nearly long enough to resist him. I guess that was the problem with addictions. You knew they were bad for you, lethal to your health, toxic to your mind, and still they drew you in regardless.  
 
    He did that to me.  
 
    Nathan made me feel like I had to have him. One look at his face and I was overcome with consuming need, and that knowledge scared me half to death. It was especially hard to resist my feelings when the best parts of my life consisted of memories and milestones when Nathan Cole was right by my side. 
 
      
 
    "Just do it," I begged, clenching my eyes shut. I couldn’t stand to watch the needle go in, much less inject myself with my insulin.  
 
    "Yeah, well, I would if you kept still long enough for me to do it," Nate grumbled as he knelt on the edge of my bed, his baseball cap slung backwards and a needle in his hand. "You're like a slippery eel," he added with a huff as he tried – and failed – to catch ahold of my skin between his fingers. "I can't catch ahold of you long enough to stick you," he added, tongue peeking out in concentration.  
 
    This was our fourth attempt at administering my insulin. Our nanny always gave me my medication, but she had stormed out of the house this morning after a blazing row with our mother and hadn't come back since. Neither had our mother.  
 
    Knowing that I needed my medication, Jackson had tried to do it, but passed out from the sight of the needle. I was too squeamish to even attempt it.  
 
    Therefore, the task had been handed down to Nate.  
 
    I should have been terrified; the sight of a nine-year-old boy wielding a syringe above me, but I somehow wasn’t. Somewhere deep down inside of me, I knew this boy wouldn’t hurt me. And somewhere even deeper down inside, I knew that even if he did, I wouldn’t care. 
 
      
 
    THE MOMENT NATE pulled into my driveway and killed the engine, that familiar tingling feeling erupted low in my belly. Shaking my head, I drew myself back to the present. My heart sank the moment my eyes locked on my mother's shiny red Mercedes Benz parked horizontally in front of the house. A pain like no other sucker punched me in the gut. "She's back."  
 
    Normally, my mother's presence would have little to no effect on me, but now that I knew about her and Nate…  
 
    Oh god, my chest squeezed so tight, I struggled to draw in a breath.  
 
    I actually thought I might faint.  
 
    I wanted to scream at him. I wanted to cuss Nathan Cole out so bad in this moment and tell him that this was all his fault. I wanted to call him names, and make him feel like I was feeling now. I wanted him to feel the jealousy and betrayal I was presently drowning in. But I was a good Southern girl and had been brought up with an almost inherent instinct to not disgrace myself. I kept my pain on the inside and my mouth shut, like I'd been raised to do.  
 
    "Thanks for the ride."  
 
    Nate looked pained as he drummed his fingers against the steering wheel, gaze torn between me and the house. "Do you want me to come inside with you?" 
 
    "With me, or to see her?" I shot back. 
 
    "With you," he ground out through clenched teeth.  
 
    "Aren't you afraid of being here when Jackson comes home?" I tossed out, daring to look at his face. "He hates you, too, you know." 
 
    "Honestly, I'm more afraid of leaving than staying."  
 
    His reply threw me and I frowned. Releasing a heavy breath, I whispered, "Why?"  
 
    "Because I'm losing you," he admitted. "And the thought fucking terrifies me."  
 
    "You've already lost me," I whispered, even though my subconscious screamed liar.  
 
    "You want to know why I did it?" he asked. "You want the truth?" 
 
    I nodded slowly. "I want the truth." 
 
    "You know what they say about the truth hurting," he added, his breath fanning my face. "If I tell you, there's no going back." 
 
    I exhaled heavily, facing him. "It can't hurt worse than this." 
 
    "What if I told you that I did it to protect you, as well?" Nate's voice was low and cautious. "Would you believe me?" 
 
    "I doubt it," I breathed, heart racing. "Is that what you're saying, Nate?" 
 
    "I don’t know what I'm saying," he shot back, never taking his eyes off mine. "I guess I'm trying to weigh up which is gonna hurt you more. What I did…or the reason I did it." Reaching out, he tucked my braid behind my ear, his brown eyes searing me. "I'm trying to figure out what truth is most painless." 
 
    "Knowing that you slept with my mother." I shuddered and shook my head. "Nothing could be worse than that."  
 
    "Don’t be so sure," he whispered before adding, "There's a lot of shit you don’t know, Andi. A lot of shit you've been protected from. Things Jackson's protected you from..." His voice broke off and he took a moment before whispering, "Things I've tried to protect you from." Sincerity flooded his voice, confusing me, rendering me speechless. "Come to my trailer tonight." 
 
    "Nate, you know I can't…" 
 
    "I need you to come over so I can explain this all to you. So I can show you." His voice was urgent.  "Can you do that for me, Andi? Can you hear me out? I've got no doubt you're gonna hate me, baby, but at least you'll hate me for the truth." Shaking his head, he released a heavy sigh and nodded once to himself. "Come by my trailer tonight and I'll tell you everything." 
 
    I shook my head. "You know I'm not allowed out –" 
 
    "Please," he urged, moving closer to me. Reaching over, he caught my chin in between his fingers and pulled my face to his. "Do this one fucking thing for me." 
 
    "I'll try." 
 
    I was such a fool. 
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Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    "WHAT ARE YOU DOING HOME?" my mother demanded when I walked into my bedroom.  
 
    I'd hoped to avoid her altogether which was why I'd gone straight to my room. Unfortunately for me, she'd beat me to it.  
 
    "I felt sick," I lied. "What are you doing in my room?" She was standing by my bed with my sheets stripped off the mattress and scattered on the floor. My gaze honed in on the laundry basket at her feet. It was filled with my personal property. "That's my stuff, Momma," I gasped, eyes locked on the basket. "My laptop and my phone." I looked up at her in horror. "And my diary?" 
 
    "And what about these?" Mom dragged a three pack of condoms out of her back pocket. "Do these belong to you too, Adriana?" 
 
    My face reddened and instantly gave me away. Of course they belonged to me. Why else would a pack of condoms be hidden in my pillowcase. Ivy had thrown them into my shopping basket at the pharmacy that day. Still, I decided to shrug and act dumb. I was in a no win situation and I wasn’t foolish enough to believe I could talk my way out of this one.  
 
    I looked a lot like her. We had the same white blonde hair, and blue eyes, but where my mother played up her looks, I did the opposite.  
 
    Up until this exact moment in time, it had never bothered me how similar our appearances were. It did now. Now that I knew about her and Nate. 
 
    I hated her.  
 
    Honest to god, I hated the woman.  
 
    Of all the men in the world, she had to dig her claws into the one I loved.  
 
    "No answer?" Mom demanded, her blue eyes narrowed. "Hmm?" 
 
    "What do you want me to say?" I settled on asking. This confrontation would be a lot easier if I knew what she wanted from me.  
 
    "I want you to tell me who you plan on using these on?" she instructed. "Right now, young lady."  
 
    I knew it. Mom didn’t care about the condoms or the fact that I may or may not be sexually active. That was on Dad. He was the one obsessed with his rep. My mother didn’t care about anything that happened in my life. No, this was about something else.  
 
    "I'm seventeen," I heard myself say. "One year older than you were when you had Jackson." 
 
    My mother's face turned an unflattering shade of purple. She wasn’t used to hearing me speak back and, to be quite honest, neither was I. I'd surprised myself. "I was in a loving and committed relationship with your father, Adriana." 
 
    "I know," I replied flatly. "You've told me this story before." Over and over again. But that's all it was; a story. A line my parent's had rehearsed and had nailed to perfection. The truth was my father had screwed around in high school – a lot - like he did now, but without taking risks, and knocked Mom up and had to protect the family name like the good, god fearing, southern boy he was. 
 
    "Tell me, Adriana," Mom argued. "Or would you prefer to have this conversation with your father?" When I didn’t answer, my mother cocked a finely plucked eyebrow. "Don’t push me, girl, or I will tell him."  
 
    "They're mine," Jackson's voice came from behind me, shocking the heck out of our mother, and causing every ounce of blood in my body to rush to my face.  
 
    "Yours?" Mom asked in a sarcastic tone, not believing for one moment my brother owned them. "You expect me to believe the condoms I just found stuffed inside your sister's pillowcase are yours?"  
 
    "Guess how many fucks I give about what you believe?" Jackson shot back coolly. "I'll give you a clue. Zero fucks, Mom. Not a one." He stepped towards me and dropped my school bag at my feet.  
 
    "Thank you." Immediately, I crouched and unzipped my bag to retrieve my meds. I kept my face down as I injected myself in the stomach, feigning concertation on a task I could easily do blindfolded.  
 
    "Why would you hide condoms in your sister's bedroom?" I heard my mother ask and I kept my face down, worried that my red cheeks and guilty expression would give me away.  
 
    "Well, Mother, maybe if you bought your own every once in a while, I wouldn’t have to hide my shit in here," Jackson shot back without missing a beat. Sauntering into my bedroom, he swiped the pack from our mother's hand. "Thanks for taking care of these, Andi-Pandy," Jackson chimed, not meeting my eye, as he stalked past me.  
 
    "No problem," I squeezed out, feeling worse that he knew I was having sex than our mother.  
 
    "Jackson!" Mom called out as she rushed out of my bedroom, hot on my brother's heels. "Don’t you dare walk away from me when I'm talking to you." 
 
    It wasn’t until I heard the front door slam and my mother's distant voice calling out Jackson's name that I breathed a sigh of relief.  
 
    Jackson covered for me.  
 
    He was mad as hell at me, disappointed even. He knew what I intended to do with those condoms and who I intended to use them with, but he still cared enough to protect me from our parent's wrath.  
 
    The thought warmed my heart and gave me hope that, perhaps in time, we could repair our relationship.  
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    "SO, HOW IS SCHOOL GOING?" Mom asked when I came downstairs to grab a drink.  
 
    I wanted to scream into her face and call her names I'd only read about, but I refrained and managed, "fine," instead. Mom's lack of knowledge of my attendance was a testament to her horrible parenting skills. She hadn't even noticed my absences. The school more than likely hadn't contacted her or dad, either. I guess it was amazing what a fat check and a powerful name could buy you in this town. 
 
    I watched from the refrigerator as my mother fetched herself a plate of whatever-the-heck-it-was she had cooked before walking over to the island and taking a seat.  
 
    She didn’t ask if I wanted some and I didn’t make an issue of it either. Instead, I pulled out one of the dinners I had prepped for myself and grabbed a fork.  
 
    It used to make me sad; standing in a room with my mother and having her ignore me. Now, all I felt was disgust and gratitude. Now I was glad she didn’t love me or pretend to enough to make forced conversation. It was a sad truth, but a truth all the same. 
 
    Shaking my head, I took one last glimpse at my mother before walking away.  
 
    "Where are you going?" Mom asked when I was halfway out the kitchen doorway. 
 
    "My room," I replied.  
 
    "Don’t make a mess on my carpet," she shot back and I had to force myself to bite my tongue. What the heck did she think I was; a toddler? 
 
    Bitch. 
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    "CAN I TALK TO YOU?" I asked later on that night as I stood in Jackson's bedroom doorway, feeling like a scolded child. He was lying on his bed, eyes locked on the ceiling, his square jaw clenched tight, fists balled at his sides. When he didn’t reply, I added, "You don’t have to say a word," before stepping inside. "I'll do all the talking." Closing his bedroom door, I walked slowly over to his bed and sank down at the end. "I'm sorry for lying to you." 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    "You lied to me too, Jackson." 
 
    Again, no answer.  
 
    "You didn’t tell me about Dad and Dallas." 
 
    Not a peep.  
 
    "Are you going to look at me when I speak to you?" 
 
    "No." 
 
    "Are you going to stay mad at me forever?" 
 
    "Probably." 
 
    "Then why'd you cover for me with mom?" I shifted uneasily. "Why'd you bring my bag home for me?" 
 
    "Because I was a dick at lunch and you didn’t deserve it," Jackson shot back through clenched teeth. "And as for mom; she's a judgmental bitch who can't talk." 
 
    "I'm sorry, okay? If I hurt you –" 
 
    "You didn’t hurt me, Andi," Jackson interrupted, voice cold, not taking his eyes off the ceiling. "You hurt yourself." Folding his arms behind his head, he sighed heavily. "Or at least that's what's gonna happen." I watched his chest rise and fall. "If you keep fucking around with my best friend." 
 
    "You are being like dad," I sighed wearily. "It's okay for you to chase after my best friend, but not for me?" 
 
    "Damn fucking straight." 
 
    "Double standards, Jackson." 
 
    "Two words, little sister," he shot back. "Plan B."  
 
    "Oh." 
 
    "Yeah, oh!" He laughed harshly and it was a cruel sound. "Thought I'd forgot about that, didn’t you?" Jackson tsked in disgust. "What the hell would you have done if it hadn't worked, Andi?"  
 
    "I don’t know." I hadn't thought that far ahead. "But it did work." I didn’t add in the fact that I had been less than careful with Nathan. Cheeks burning, I added, "It's over." Before it ever really started. "Nathan and I… We're… we've broken up."  
 
    Jackson scoffed. "You believe that about as much as I do." 
 
    "What's that supposed to mean?" 
 
    "It means I'm not dumb, little sister." Again, Jackson sighed, and this time it sounded almost pained. "I know Nathan Cole like the back of my hand. If he's willing to go public with you, then he's invested in you." 
 
    "Is that a bad thing?" I offered, my voice barely more than a whisper. On the outside I kept my features blank. Inside, I was dancing. Hearing the words Nathan and invested caused an aching warmth to spread through me. I knew it was wrong. I shouldn’t feel it, but I did.  
 
    "It's bad for you," Jackson replied flatly. "It will be bad when our dickhead dad finds out. Because he will find out, Andi. It's a small town and he's a big fucking deal around here." 
 
    "Is that why you're so mad about us?" I asked. "Because you're worried about Dad?" 
 
    "I'm mad at you for screwing my best friend," my brother snapped. "You're naïve. Nate knows better. But yes, Dad's another reason I'm pissed. You know what he's like when it comes to you, Andi. You know what he'll do if he even gets wind of Nate sniffing around you."  
 
    "Nathan didn’t pressure me, Jackson," I heard myself say in defense. "If that's what you're thinking…" 
 
    "No, I think it was pretty clear the other night that you didn’t need coercing." 
 
    I ducked my head in shame. "Are you going to tell him?" I asked, gnawing nervously on my bottom lip.  
 
    "If you're wanting to know if I'm gonna throw you under the bus to our scumbag parents, then no, Andi," Jackson grumbled. "I'm not. But I'm not covering for you either, girl. Stay away from Nate. Unless you wanna get shipped out of the state, that is." 
 
    "Of course I don’t." 
 
    "Then use your brain and stay away from him." 
 
    "I already told you," I protested. "Nathan and I are finished."  
 
    "Yeah, and I'm the man in the moon," Jackson scoffed sarcastically. "Get your ass out of my room and go to bed. I'm not done being mad with you yet." 
 
    Closing Jackson's bedroom door behind me, I padded down the hallway to my room and slipped inside. The basket with all of my confiscated items was still on the floor and I found myself moving towards it.  
 
    Reaching inside the laundry basket, I dug my cell out and rushed over to my desk before plugging it into its charger. Sinking down on my chair, I waited impatiently for it to fire up. Finally, the familiar apple appeared on the screen and I sighed in impatient relief.  
 
    When there was enough charge to function, I padded in my four-digit password and stared down at my phone in confusion as it vibrated and beeped multiples times. Wow, Nate hadn't been joking around when he said he blew up my voicemail. There were over a dozen voicemails from him, and twice that amount in texts. 
 
    Ignoring them for now, I concentrated on pulling up Ivy's number. Pressing the green button, I held the phone to my ear, hoping and praying she wasn’t so mad that she would block my calls.  
 
    "Ivy, it's me," I blurted out when she finally answered on the seventh ring.  
 
    "No shit," she shot back. "I do have your number in my phone, you know. It's stored under 'former best friend, current pain in my ass.'" 
 
    I hung my head in shame. "I'm sorry, Ives." 
 
    "Me, too," she said after a pause. "So, what's up? Are you okay?" She paused for a moment before adding, "I'm sorry about lunch today." 
 
    "Yeah?" I bit down on my fingernail.  
 
    "Yeah, I should have told Jackson to shut the hell up sooner. And I should have pulled the plug on the whole boyfriend, girlfriend, faking it scenario," she admitted. "I knew it was a bad idea from the get-go."  
 
    We prattled on for another ten minutes or so, going back and forth about our horrendous love lives and who was to blame. Finally, when I had managed to work up the courage, I said, "Ivy, I need a favor." 
 
    "Really, Andi?" Ivy sighed. "All I seem to be doing lately is favors for you." 
 
    "This is important," I admitted. I didn’t want to sound desperate but there was a huge tint of desperation in my tone. "Please." 
 
    "Fine," she grumbled. "What do you need?"  
 
    I bit the bullet and said it. "I need you to come pick me up?" Holding my phone out in front of me, I checked the time on the screen, eight thirty-five, before putting it back to my ear. "As soon as you can." 
 
    "Ooh!" Her voice lightened. "Are we having a girl's night out?" 
 
    I grimaced. "No. Uh…I need you to drive me down to Riverside."  
 
    "No," she exclaimed. "Uh-uh. No way. Aint happening. I am not getting involved." 
 
    "Ivy, please?" my voice sounded small and whiney. "This is important to me." I cleared my throat a couple of times before adding, "He's important to me." 
 
    "And Jackson's important to me," my best friend swiftly countered. "I know he's acting like a dick to you right now, and I'm sorry for that, but no, Andi. I'm sorry, I can't." 
 
    The calm and rational side of me felt terrible for putting her in a horrible position, but the part of me that was desperate to see Nate overrode all rationality inside of my brain. "Fine, I'll figure something else out." 
 
    "Don’t do something dumb, Andi," Ivy warned just before I hung up the call, but it was too late for warnings. I was already typing out a message to Nate. 
 
      
 
    To: Nate 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 20:41 
 
    10-14-2016 
 
    Message: I can’t get a ride to your place. 
 
      
 
    Clicking send, my heart pounded in my chest as I drummed my fingers against my desk, feeling anxious and excited all at once.  
 
    Less than a minute later, my phone pinged.  
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 20:42 
 
    10-14-2016 
 
    Message: Working ATM. Pick you up @ 11pm. 
 
      
 
    Nodding to myself, I tapped out a quick message, blocking out the voice in my head that was telling me I had reached a new level of insanity.  
 
      
 
    To: Nate 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 20:43 
 
    10-14-2016 
 
    Message: Okay. Thank you. 
 
      
 
    Feeling silly for thanking him, I quickly erased that part of the message and typed C U then instead. That seemed slightly less pathetic than thank you. 
 
    My phone pinged seconds later. 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 20:43 
 
    10-14-2016 
 
    Message: You definitely will. 
 
      
 
     To: Nate 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 20:45 
 
    10-14-2016 
 
    Message: I'll meet you at the end of the street. Jackson's home. 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 20:47 
 
    10-14-2016 
 
    Message: Will do. 
 
      
 
    Dropping my phone on the desk, I sagged back in my seat and exhaled a shaky breath before resuming staring at my phone. What the heck was I doing? This was crazy. I was being a total idiot. I shouldn’t go over there. Nothing he could tell me tonight could amend the mess he'd made of my heart.  
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 20:51 
 
    Message: Stop overthinking. Meet me and I'll tell you everything. 
 
      
 
    How could he do that?  
 
    How did he know I was overthinking things? 
 
    Swiping my phone off the desk, I tapped out a message. 
 
      
 
    To: Nate 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 20:52 
 
    Message: How did you know I was overthinking things? 
 
      
 
    Ping. 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 20:53 
 
    Message: Because I know you. 
 
      
 
    Huh. 
 
      
 
    To: Nate 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 20:55 
 
    Message: I thought you said you were at work. Why are you still texting me? 
 
      
 
    Lame, but I didn’t know how else to respond to his last message.  
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 21:03 
 
    Message: Because I love you.  
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Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    I FELT LIKE A CRIMINAL as I crept down the staircase later that night, tip-toeing through my house like a ghost in the night.  
 
    Moving silently through the kitchen, I slipped out the back door and made my way over to the bushes to where years' worth of Jackson's debauchery antics had forged a trail. 
 
    Squeezing through the branches, I stumbled onto our front yard and hunched low as I ambled down the driveway.  
 
    My heart was hammering in my chest with every step I took.  
 
    Excitement and adrenalin coursed through my veins.  
 
    This was wrong.  
 
    It was insanity on another level.  
 
    And still, my feet were moving. 
 
    Nate was there, at the end of the street. I could see his old Chevy in the distance, parked up outside the Greystone's house, looking as out of place on our street as it always had. I felt myself break into a run then, the urge to get to him pushing me forward.  
 
    My heart was still hammering around in my chest when I reached the passenger side of Nate's big ole truck and yanked the door open.  
 
    When my eyes locked on his face, a shot of pure pleasure rippled through me. He reached out a hand and yanked me up. "You came," he said, voice alluringly soft, almost seductive. "Thank you."  
 
    Breathless from my first successful attempt at a breakout, I just about managed to nod in reply as I fastened my seat beat, all the while never taking my eyes off his.  
 
    Nate looked just like he always did after a long night working at his brother in law's garage; tired, a little greased up, and irrefutably sexy. "Where do you wanna go?" he asked, eyes still locked on mine, spearing me. "I've got a half tank of gas and everything I need right here in this truck." 
 
    Sweet baby Jesus… 
 
    Calm down, I mentally chided myself. I was shaking like a leaf and every time he opened his mouth and spoke to me, another chink in my armor appeared. Shrugging, I clasped my hands on my lap. "I don’t care where you take me as long as I get some answers." The truth was, I needed Nate to start driving and stop looking at me like he wanted to do with me the exact same things I wanted to do with him… 
 
    Clenching my thighs together, I felt an abundance of relief when the old engine of his Chevy roared to life. Focusing on the road ahead of us, I kept my posture rigid and my guard up high. Who knew what I was about to learn tonight. I had to remain in control of myself.  
 
    Ryan Adam's Come Pick Me Up was playing softly from the truck stereo and I laid my head back against the tattered headrest, listening to the lyrics as they wrapped around my heart.  
 
    Like me, Nate loved country music, but Alternative Kiss were always covering some rock band or others music.  
 
    Nate sang along quietly to the radio and I felt myself smiling; his soothing, husky voice making me feel all warm inside. And then my mother's face popped into my mind and I forced myself to stop smiling.  
 
    "Stop it," Nate's voice penetrated my thoughts.  
 
    I turned to look at him. "Stop what?"  
 
    He glanced sideways at me. "Overthinking."  
 
    I sighed heavily. "I'll stop overthinking when you start explaining." 
 
    Nodding somberly, Nate picked up speed, cruising quickly through the empty streets of downtown Springhill in the direction of downtown Riverside – or the Slums, as my father referred to the area.  
 
    I grimaced in shame at the thought, but remained stoically silent until Nate pulled up outside his momma's trailer and killed the engine.  
 
    Wordlessly, he swung his car door open and hopped out before jogging around to my side and opening my door, too.  
 
    "Thank you," I mumbled as I hopped out, landing unsteadily on shaky legs.  
 
    Forcing myself to be brave, I followed Nate up to the trailer and when he held the door open for me, I bashfully slipped inside. The trailer looked different from the last time I'd been here. For one, it was cleaner and the stench of stale cigarettes was dramatically less potent than just a few days ago.  
 
    "Where's your mom?" I heard myself ask.  
 
    "On one of her weeklong benders," Nate replied, closing the door behind him. "Haven't seen her since Thursday."  
 
    That explained it. 
 
    Nate was a neat freak; he kept himself, his bedroom, and the cab of his truck immaculate. Heck, even his handwriting was beautiful. Becky's absence around the place – and the notable improvement of hygiene in their trailer – only assured me that Nate's momma was the slob in the family.  
 
    He walked to the small kitchenette and yanked open the tiny under the counter refrigerator.  
 
    "You thirsty?" Without waiting for me to answer him, Nate pulled out a can of soda and a bottle of still water before walking back to where I was still hovering at the door. "You can sit," he told me, gesturing towards the built-in pull out sofa. "It's no Ritz in here, but you won't catch anything."  
 
    "I wasn’t afraid of catching anything," I quickly corrected. Except feelings. I was real afraid of catching more feelings for this boy. The ones I already had were too much.  
 
    Trailing after Nate, I sank down on the sofa and accepted his offer of a bottle of water with trembling hands and a nervous disposition.  
 
    "Okay," I announced warily as I rolled the bottle between my palms. "Let's get this over with." 
 
    "I've never been more scared in my life," Nate blurted out then, stunning me. "Promise me, Andi." His brown eyes burned into mine. "Promise you'll try and understand." 
 
    "I promise I'll keep an open mind," I offered. It was the best I could do in the moment and it seemed to mean a lot to Nate because he visibly sagged in relief.  
 
    "Okay," he whispered, nodding to himself.  
 
    "Okay," I repeated, mirroring his movements.  
 
    "A few years back," he started by saying. "Your momma told me some stuff." I watched with my heart in mouth as Nate ran his hand through his hair and sat forward, legs spread, elbows resting on his overall covered thighs. "Some real fucked up shit, baby." 
 
    I found myself moving closer to him. "What kind of stuff?" I folded my legs beneath me and leaned forward. "What was she saying, Nate?" 
 
    "Shit that needed burying," he croaked out, not meeting my eye. "About Kim and… Callie." 
 
    My brow shot up in surprise. "Your sister Kim?" 
 
    Nate nodded but didn’t look at me. "Your momma was drunk as a skunk so I thought what she was saying, what she was claiming, was bullshit at first. But then I talked to Kim and I–" Breaking off mid-sentence, Nate hissed and rubbed his face with his hand. "Fuck, Andi, I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm so fucking sorry, baby. But she's my niece! My flesh and blood… and Kim's all I've got." He turned and looked at me then, brown eyes flaring with desperation. "Kim was my momma and my daddy growing up, Andi. I had to do something. I had to at least try and help her protect her daughter. I had to protect her. Her marriage was at stake. Her life. Her goddamn everything was at stake." 
 
    "Nate…" I shook my head in confusion. "This makes no sense." 
 
    "I didn’t know you loved me then. Christ, Andi, I thought the complete fucking opposite. I never thought I stood a chance with you. Your daddy sure as shit made that clear to me on enough occasions. All I was trying to do was protect my niece." Jerking off the sofa, Nate paced the small space. "She's my niece, Andi. She's Callie. Sweet little Callie." He ran a hand through his hair again, and this time he pulled at the ends. "Fuck, you of all people know what he'd do if he found out about her. He has money and power and pull. Your daddy would have taken Callie from Kim. And I couldn’t live with myself if I let her suffer the way you did. I couldn’t sit back and watch that bastard suck the life out of her like he did with you!" 
 
    "Nathan!" I felt like my world was crumbling down around me. This was bad. So bad. Dread bloomed inside of me like poisoned ivy, infecting everything it came into contact with. "Are you saying what I think you're saying?"  
 
    Please say no.  
 
    Please let me be wrong.  
 
    Please lord don’t make this my reality… 
 
    "Clive is Callie's father, too," Nate choked out, shredding any last lingering hopes I had that this was a nightmare I would wake up from. The words were out now and they couldn’t be taken back.  
 
    'This isn’t true!" Staggering to my feet, I pressed my thumbs to my temples as I desperately tried to comprehend what Nate had just said. "It can't be." Callie was my half-sister? Kim had been with my father? My mother knew about this? "No." I shook my head over and over. "No, you've made a mistake." 
 
    "It's true," Nate whispered, making a beeline for me. "I'm so fucking sorry," he added before claiming the final step that separated us. Reaching out, he tucked my braid behind my ear, his brown eyes searing me, before settling his hands on my shoulders. I felt cold to the bone, but when his hands touched my skin, warmth trickled into me.  
 
    My voice broke off and I craned my neck upwards to look him in the eye. "So Callie is mine and Jackson's…" 
 
    "Sister," Nate filled in, visibly flinching. "I guess." 
 
    "This is too much," I whispered, reeling.  
 
    "Try being ten and having all this shit going on around you."  
 
    My head snapped up. "You knew back then?" 
 
    "Fuck no!" Nate shook his head. "I didn’t find out until sophomore year of high school. Do you remember when Kim moved out of state with Trey when we were in middle school?" 
 
    I nodded, remembering exactly what Nate was referring to.  
 
    "Remember when she came back?" Nate asked. "Callie was a toddler and she and Trey were married." 
 
    "I remember." Kim had left Springhill for almost two years. I remembered because Nate had cried real bad that summer. When Kim moved away, Nate had been left on his own with their mother. It had been a real dark chapter in Nate's life. 
 
    "Happened back then," he filled in. "Right underneath my goddamn nose and I never guessed a thing." 
 
    "But you and my mom…" I shook my head and forced myself to suppress the shudder of unease that was rippling through me. "Where does you being with her come into all of this?" I didn’t want to hear it, but I knew I had to know.  
 
    Releasing me, Nate took a few steps back and resumed his pacing, leaving me standing in the middle of the room getting dizzy. "It was right around the time school was wrapping up for the summer. The plumbing was out here. Nothing fucking new, but anyway… I'd been working all damn day and looked like shit when I stopped by your house. Jackson was heading over to see Jennah Elizabeth. Remember her?" 
 
    "Yes." Of course I did. She was Jackson's first and only serious girlfriend. He turned all manwhorish and slutty after she moved to England. "Keep going."  
 
    "Well, Jackson told me I could use his bathroom to wash up – said he wouldn’t be long." Breaking off, Nate tipped his head back and let out a pained groan. "Your mom was drinking real bad that summer. Anyway, she followed me into the Jackson's bedroom, cornered me and confronted me about my sister and Clive." 
 
    "She knew?" 
 
    Nate nodded. "Don’t ask me how, but she'd found out about Callie that day." He looked at me with a pained expression. "She was going crazy, baby. Spouting all kinds of shit." 
 
    "What did you do?" 
 
    "Nothing! I didn’t have a goddamn clue what she was yapping on about," he admitted with a helpless shrug. "Thought it was the booze talking. She was accusing me of having a homewrecker sister. Kim, of all people. I mean, come the fuck on." Shrugging, he added, "Besides, it wasn’t the first time she walked in on me in the shower." 
 
    "What do you mean it wasn’t the first time?" Now I was shouting. I couldn’t help it. This was beyond messed up. It was sick and twisted and I was disturbed just hearing about it. 
 
    "Inappropriate comments, and real fucking personal groping…" Nate shook his head and sighed. "Your momma's always had some sick fascination with me, Andi. Fuck if I know why, but it's the truth." He waved his hands in the air helplessly. "I used to brush it off. Pretend I didn’t notice, but she took it further that day. She propositioned me." 
 
    "Ugh. I can't believe I'm hearing these words." Staggering over to the sofa, I sank down and dropped my head in my hands. "This is so gross." 
 
    "I left," he was quick to assure me. Walking over to where I was sitting, Nate crouched down in front of me and placed his hand on my knee. Even though I knew I should, I didn’t push him away again. I physically couldn’t. "I turned her down, Andi. I got dressed and I and left. I went straight to Kim's place and confronted her." 
 
    "Did she deny it?" I swallowed deeply. "Being with my father?" 
 
    Nate shook his head. "The minute I told her what had gone down with your mom, Kim started crying and panicking. It was as plain as the nose on her face that your momma was telling the truth. "  
 
    My stomach churned. "Oh God." 
 
    "She was a mess, Andi. Made me promise I'd do whatever it took to keep it buried. I owe my sister a lifetime of taking care of me. Of course I promised her." He stared at me with fearful eyes. "I went back to your house, tried to talk your mom into keeping quiet. She was persistent. She was fucking raging, Andi, and hell bent on telling your father. On using Callie to her advantage in a divorce settlement…" He paused and exhaled heavily before whispering, "But then she stopped talking about divorcing your dad and she started…" He swallowed deeply. "And she started talking about something else she wanted. Something more than the divorce..." 
 
    "You," I choked out. 
 
    Nate nodded guiltily. "She offered me a deal; sex for her silence." His voice was filled with self-loathing when he said, "I took it." Exhaling heavily, he added, "I figured that even if she tried to go back on her word after we… then I'd have it to hold over her." He shook his head again. "She'd have a hard time getting a penny out of your dad if she slept with her son's best friend, and I thought it would be enough to buy her silence on Callie's paternity. Because I swear to you now, Andi, the only thing I was thinking about was keeping that little girl safe and out of harm's way." He balled his hands into fists. "I watched you growing up. I've spent my whole life with you. I've seen the way you're treated in that house, like a second class citizen, and I fucking hate it." He released a sharp breath. "I couldn’t change things for you, but I could for her."  
 
    "I think I'm going to be sick." 
 
    "Tell me what else I could have done, Andi?" his tone was a mixture of defensiveness and desperation. "Let your father take Callie away from Kim?" He raked his fingers through his hair, clearly agitated. "I did what I thought was the right thing for my family." 
 
    "And what about my family, Nathan?" My voice cracked, just like my heart. "What about me?"  
 
    "What about you?" he shot back hoarsely. "You think I wanted to drag you into all of that? Damn, Andi, all I wanted to do was keep you safe from all this shit." 
 
    "Why didn’t you tell me?" 
 
    "Why do you think?" Jerking to his feet, he glowered down at me. "I hated myself for what I did, Andi. I couldn’t fucking bear the thought of you hating me, too."  
 
    "Maybe I could have…" 
 
    "You couldn’t have done a damn thing," he shot back angrily. "You think I wanted it? You think I wanted her?" He shook his head in disgust. "Worst fucking moment of my life, Andi. I couldn’t get clean. I still feel fucking dirty."  
 
    "Wait." I turned and stared at him. "Does Trey know?" 
 
    Nathan took a long time before answering me. "No," he finally replied. "At least, not that I know of." 
 
    "So you've been keeping all of this to yourself…" 
 
    "Yep." 
 
    "But you had to know that we could never be together if you were with her?" My voice was small but my words were full of pain and uncertainty.  
 
    "All I knew was I never had a chance with you anyway," he shot back. "I'd been informed on plenty occasions that you were not for me."  
 
    "You shouldn’t have touched me, Nathan," I sobbed brokenly. "You shouldn’t have let it get this far with us." 
 
    "I tried to stop it," he roared. "I fucking pushed you away. I kept away from you. I was cruel and mean. Christ, Andi, I did everything in my power to keep this from happening – to keep us from happening. But you wouldn’t walk away and I'm crazy in love with you." He threw his hands up. "You have no fucking clue how hard it was for me to push you away every damn day for the past two and half years." He let out a strangled sigh. "Goddamn, I got myself involved with Dallas Holloway to keep you at arm's length and it didn’t work. You still got under my skin like no one else."  
 
    "What else?" I sobbed. "If there's anything else you're keeping from me then I need you to tell me now." 
 
    "Afterwards, she pretended like nothing had happened and so did I. I forced myself to believe it was a horrible fucking nightmare, and it worked. The secret stayed buried." Nate laughed humorlessly. "You know, for the longest time I actually believed I'd dreamt the whole damn thing up." 
 
    "What changed?" 
 
    "What changed was Jackson caught your daddy with my girlfriend at the beginning of summer," Nate replied flatly. "Dallas was banging your dad in the guest room in your house." Nate shook his head. "Everything went to hell from there." 
 
    "What happened?"  
 
    "You mean after Jackson tossed her ass out and beat the shit out of your dad?" 
 
    "Yeah." I blushed. "Afterwards." 
 
    "I wasn’t upset, Andi," he admitted. "I'd been with Dallas for two years and I felt nothing when we broke up. Her betrayal brought out zero emotions in me. All I felt was relief. I was free again and fucking thrilled at the thought. I made the mistake of telling her that." 
 
    "God, Nate." I flinched on Dallas's behalf. I didn’t like the girl, but hearing that must have sucked. 
 
    "She knew about what had gone down between me and Liv," he choked out. "Not the reason behind it, but I fucking spilled my guts to her on a drunken night out a year or so back." He stiffened when he said, "What you heard her say the other night was Dallas's way of twisting the truth. She wanted to hurt you and make me suffer at the same time. She knows what you mean to me. She knows I'm serious about you and she can't fucking stand it. So she threw my deepest secret back in my face like a bomb. And just as she imagined, it blew right up in my face."  
 
    "This is… awful." I sat numbly on the sofa, trying to digest everything that had been thrown at me. "Nathan, you should report my mother for what she did to you." I knew what I was saying, there would be terrible implications and consequences, but it was the right thing to do. "You were coerced into having sex. You were only sixteen years old." I shook my head and forced my knees to stop shaking. "All of this is so wrong." 
 
    "You want full disclosure?" he asked then, ignoring my previous statement. 
 
    I nodded. "Nothing less." 
 
    "Football?" Nate released a ragged sigh. "I quit the team because of her, too – because she told me to." 
 
    "What?" I gaped. "But you were so good." He was better than good. Nathan was on the right track to playing college football. "You told me you quit because you needed to make money?" 
 
    "Well, I couldn’t exactly tell you I quit because your momma was blackmailing me, now could I?" 
 
    "What possible purpose could she have for making you do that, Nate?" 
 
    "Because she could, Andi. Because she could, baby. Plain and simple." He paused for a moment before admitting, "She wanted round two. Guess it was her way of getting revenge on your father for screwing around with Dallas. I refused. So she punished me by dangling my niece's future in front of me like a goddamn play toy."  
 
    "This is no way to live, Nathan." 
 
    "You got a better idea?" he tossed back wearily before sinking down on the sofa beside me. "Because I'm all ears, Andi."  
 
    I opened my mouth to tell him no, I didn’t have a better idea, but the trailer door smashed inwards, distracting me.  
 
    "Well, well," Becky Cole slurred as she staggered through the doorway with a huge burly man in tow. "Lookey here, Caleb. If it aint my baby boy. And by the looks of things, he's gone and got himself an uppity girlfriend from the north side." Becky whistled dramatically for effect. "And a Davis! Dang, boy." 
 
    "Momma," Nate warned, growing rigid beside me. "Quit it."  
 
    "Hush, boy," Becky cackled as she balanced herself by wrapping her arm around the huge man beside her. "I'm only playing with you." She laughed cruelly then. "Ya'll know as well as me that you're not knocking boots with a girl like her." She sneered down at Nate like he was a cockroach. "You aint worth shit. You know that, boy? You were born in this trailer. You're gonna die in this trailer." 
 
    A huge swell of injustice and rage coursed through me then. How could she treat Nate like this? He was her son. He was the one who stayed and cleaned up after her mess and paid her bills when she forgot – which I knew was almost always.  
 
    Horrified, I watched as the man produced a small clear bag of white powder from his jeans pocket. He didn’t seem to give a crap that we were here and could see him handling illegal drugs. My father's an attorney, I felt like screaming. "You said we'd be alone, woman," the man said, speaking for the first time. He looked at Nate with annoyance and me with lust.  
 
    I was instantly frightened.  
 
    That fear evaporated when Nathan reached out and took my hand, entwining our fingers, making me feel safe with just his touch. I cast a sideways glance at him and was comforted by the brown in his eyes. His eyes were safe. I'd come to learn a long time ago that those eyes meant safety. 
 
    "And we will be," Nate's mother replied. Turning to Nate once again, she pointed a long red finger and said, "Scram boy. Me and Caleb here need some privacy." 
 
    I had expected Nate to cause a scene. Instead, he stood up, waited for me to follow, and then led us both out of the trailer, never once looking in his mother's direction.  
 
    "Ms. Cole?" I called out when I reached the doorway. Nate frowned at me in confusion. He didn’t know what I was doing, but I did. And I knew I would never forgive myself if I didn’t say something tonight. 
 
    "Yeah?" Becky slurred. She turned to face me and that's when I noticed the white powder on her nostril. "What'd'ya want?" 
 
    "I just wanted to let you know that Nathan and I are a couple." I wasn’t sure where this was coming from, or why I was blatantly lying, but I couldn’t stop myself from speaking up for him. After all, he'd done it on enough occasions for me. "And I wanted you to know that I love your son and he is worth a great deal more than what you tell him." Steeling my spine, I added, "And I also wanted to let you know that you have cocaine dripping from your nose. You have a good night now."  
 
    Having said that, I turned on my heel and rushed out the door with a shocked looking Nate.  
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Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    "THAT WAS AWESOME," Nate chuckled as he yanked the passenger door of truck open and helped me in. "You have a good night now," he mimicked my words before bursting out in another fit of laughter. When I was safely inside, he slammed the old rust ridden door closed with a loud clang before jogging around to his side and hopping in. "Damn, baby. For a moment there, I thought her head was gonna spin around."  
 
    I fastened my seatbelt and pressed my palms to my cheeks. They were glowing from a mixture of anger and embarrassment. "I'm sorry if I overstepped the line." 
 
    "Are you kidding me?" Nate turned and gaped at me like I'd grown a second head. "Andi, that was the hottest thing I've ever seen." He turned fully in his seat so that he was facing me. "No one has ever done that for me," he added softly, the amusement shining in his brown eyes settling into a soft, blazing heat. "Thank you." 
 
    "You’re welcome." My cheeks continued to burn, but lust was the predominant reason now. "I don’t like it, Nate," I added when he cranked the engine. "How she treats you?" I clenched my fists and bit back a growl. "It makes my blood boil." 
 
    "Don't worry about it, Andi," he drawled as he reversed his truck out of his spot before tearing off through the trailer park. "I can take care of myself." 
 
    But you shouldn’t have too…  
 
    "Where are you going to sleep tonight?" Worry churned inside of me.  
 
    "Didn’t I tell you?" Nate slapped his hand against the steering wheel. "My truck's a two in one most days."  
 
    "Nate, don’t joke," I scolded, feeling helpless.  
 
    "If I don’t joke about it, I'll break," he replied, tone serious now, not looking at me. "And I refuse to let her break me. Okay?" 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    "I'll take you home." 
 
    "No, wait. I want to see her first." I turned and looked at his side profile. "Kim," I clarified. "I want to hear it from her." 
 
    "It's after midnight," he replied in a worried tone.  
 
    "I don’t care."  
 
    "Andi…" Twisting his neck from side to side, Nate rolled down his car door window and exhaled. "Callie –" His voice broke off and he ran a hand through his hair. "She doesn’t know any of this." He glanced sideways at me, expression pained. "Trey's the only father she knows." 
 
    "I'm not going to say anything to Callie," I replied quietly.  
 
    "You're not?" 
 
    "No, Nate. Callie's just a child. She doesn’t need to be dragged into any of this." I sort of wished I hadn't been dragged into it either. "I want to talk to Kim. That's all." 
 
    Nate looked incredibly unsure, but he nodded and took a left in the direction of Kim and Trey's house when we reached the exit of the trailer park.  
 
    I remained still as a statue the whole drive there. In truth, I didn’t know what I was going to say to Kim, or why I even wanted to see her. I only knew that I had to.  
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    THE LIGHTS WERE OUT when we pulled up outside their place on the outskirts of Riverside. Kim, Trey, and Callie lived in a small apartment at the back of the garage. I'd been here many times over the years, but this time felt so very different.  
 
    Following Nate's lead, I climbed out of the truck and trailed after him as he walked around the back of the building. When we reached the door, Nate seemed to hesitate.  
 
    "I won't tell Callie," I repeated quickly. "And I'm not here to fight." 
 
    Nodding once, he reached up and tapped lightly on the door.  
 
    "Won't she be asleep?" I asked incredulously, wondering how on earth anyone could hear Nate's light knock.  
 
    "She heard me," he replied, stuffing his hands in his pockets. "Give her a minute." 
 
    Less than a minute later, I heard the jangle of keys from the other side, and then the door flew inwards.  
 
    Kim Cole stood in the doorway of her apartment, looking like the female reincarnation of her baby brother. Her long black hair was loose and falling out of her makeshift bun. Her expression assured me that we had just woken her up.  
 
    "Nate?" Her voice was thick from sleep, but her eyes were full of concern as she studied her brother's face. "What the hell did she do now?" It didn’t take a genius to realize that Kim was referring to their mother.  
 
    "Nothing," Nate assured her in a gentle tone. "Andi wants to talk to you." 
 
    "Andi?" Kim stared at me in confusion. "Are you okay?"  
 
    "Not really," I squeezed out, looking up at Nate's sister. The same woman who had babysat me when I was a child. The woman who had given me the talk about the birds and the bees all those years ago. The woman who had slept with my father. 
 
    "You mind coming outside, Kim?" Nate asked then. "What Andi wants to talk about isn’t something we want Trey and Callie hearing."  
 
    Kim looked from me to Nate and then anger filled her eyes. "Tell me you didn’t, Nate," she growled, dropping her gaze to my stomach and then his face. "Tell me she's not pregnant with your baby!"  
 
    "What?" Nate gaped in horror. "No, Kim, fuck!" 
 
    "I'm not stupid, Nathan." Kim grabbed the keys from the door and stalked outside, pulling the door out behind her. "I know you two have been messing around."  She looked me up and down again before settling her glare on Nate. "Eighteen years," she growled, tone low. "Eighteen goddamn years I've spent watching out for you. Changing your diapers. Fixing you dinner. Going through homework with you. Cleaning your goddamn clothes." Stepping up to Nate, she shoved his chest. "Working my butt off to pay your football fees and uniforms." Her voice was hard and angry. "Only for you to quit the team last summer and screw up your scholarship! Your chance out of this world, Nathan! That was it and you threw it away!" She shoved him again, harder this time. "And now! You've gone and made yourself a daddy without a goddamn high school diploma." 
 
    "He threw away his scholarship for you!" I snapped then, unable to listen to another second of this bull crap. "It's your fault he's off the team, Kim. Yours." 
 
    "Mine?"  
 
    "Yes, yours," I shot back. I was burning mad right now. I felt betrayed and let down by the adult women in my life. Kim, Becky, and my own mother. I couldn’t imagine how Nate felt. I was still furious with him for his choice, but I knew he loved Kim. He felt like he owed her his life and it screwed up his logic. I wasn’t excusing what he had done, but I could see why he would have felt backed into a corner.  
 
    "How is Nate quitting football my fault?" Kim sounded genuinely appalled at the accusation and I was more than willing to give her an answer.  
 
    "Because he was covering up for you," I spat, clenching my hands into fists at my sides. "Don’t act all innocent, Kim,” I added when I was met with a wounded expression. "You know full well what I'm talking about." 
 
    "She knows," Nate admitted then, looking at his sister.  
 
    "Knows what?" Kim demanded, voice shaking.  
 
    "About Callie being my half-sister." Tears filled my eyes as I spoke. "I am so mad at you, Kim." 
 
    "Andi," she whispered, covering her mouth with her hand. "I didn’t… I never…I'm so sorry." Blinking back the tears, she sobbed, "I was young and stupid. Thought I was in love. I made a mistake…" 
 
    "I don’t care about your excuses," I told her. "I don’t even care about what you did with my father." Let's face it, she wasn’t the only one. "What I care about is that Nathan was dragged into your mess."  
 
    "Does Clive know?" Kim sobbed, eyes locked on Nate. "Oh god, he does, doesn’t he? You promised me you'd make Liv stay quiet." Brushing past us, Kim staggered further away from the house. "You told me you fixed this, Nathan," she sobbed. "I've only asked you for one thing in my life and you promised me you'd taken care of it!" 
 
    "I did," Nate hissed, stalking after his sister.  
 
    "Then how does she know, Nathan?" Kim demanded, pointing at me.  
 
    "I told her." He threw his hands up in the air in frustration. "I had to, Kim. She's my girl–" His words broke off and he flashed a quick glance at me before whispering. "I couldn’t lie to her anymore. Not Andi." 
 
    "You're my brother," Kim spat. "Your loyalty should be with me."  
 
    "Do you even know what keeping that promise cost Nathan?" I demanded, furious. "Do you have any idea what position you put your brother in when you made him lie for you? Made him cover up your mess?" I was shaking from head to toe as I spoke. "What he had to do to keep your dirty little secret?"  
 
    "What’s she talking about, Nathan?" Kim sobbed, looking between me and Nate. "What did you have to do?" 
 
    I gaped at Nathan then. 
 
    Kim didn’t know. 
 
    He never told her. 
 
    Nathan looked completely torn as he stood between me and his sister. He opened his mouth to answer her, but I got there first.  
 
    "Come on, Nathan. Let's get out of here." I turned and walked away in the direction of his truck. "You don’t have to tell her anything if you don’t want to." 
 
    "Wait!" Kim called out as I walked away from her. "Andi, wait." 
 
    "Don’t worry," I called out over my shoulder in a shaky voice. I knew Kim and Nate were following after me. I could hear their footsteps crunching in the gravel behind me. "I'll keep your secret. I won't tell my father about this." Reaching the passenger side of Nate's truck, I yanked open the door. "After all, I wouldn’t wish my life on anyone – especially not Callie."  
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Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    NATE AND I DIDN’T speak a word to each other on the drive back to my house. I think we were both trying to figure out what to say. So many secrets had been exposed tonight. So many lines had been crossed. I wasn’t sure where we were supposed to go from here, and I didn’t think Nate knew either. 
 
    I was reeling over everything I had discovered, and I was disgusted with the whole thing. Almost four weeks had passed by since I learned of Nate's discrepancies with my mother. In the beginning, I hadn't thought there was a reason or excuse valid enough to make me understand his position. But now… now I was turning. I was sympathetic to the boy beside me and I wasn’t sure if that made me an even bigger fool than I already was. 
 
    "Say you don't want me, Andi," Nate said, pulling up outside my house with the engine still running. "Say it and I'll drop you off right now and walk away." Exhaling a sharp breath, he clutched the steering wheel with a grip so tight his knuckles had turned white. "I'll understand if you can't get past what I did." He roughly cleared his throat. "Hell, I won't blame you. But I can’t let you walk away from me without asking you to give me another chance." 
 
    "You are bad for me," I whispered, trembling. Everything I had learned tonight was rushing around in my mind, making it hard for me to think clearly. And in the mess and blurriness of my thoughts, all I could see was him. Clear and shining through all of the crap. 
 
    "Absolutely," Nate agreed, voice low and husky, his dark eyes locked on mine. "I've never pretended I wasn't. I'm bad news, Adriana. I'm poor. I'm from Riverside. I'm not even close to being good enough for you. I'm all of those horrible fucking things mommas warn their daughters about and more, but I'm fucking attached." He leaned closer to me. "You've got me hooked, girl." 
 
    The floor of the truck was vibrating beneath my feet, the engine ticking loudly, but that wasn’t why I was shaking. I was frightened. I felt like I was teetering on the edge of a chasm, and one slight move would ultimately define my future.  
 
    Which way did I go?  
 
    Did I back up or did I jump?  
 
    Get out of the truck and return to safety, or take a risk on him? Inside that house, I had a family. I had Jackson.  
 
    But Nathan…. God, he called to something inside of me – something so strong and potent I couldn't resist it. 
 
    "I know I'm asking a hell of a lot from you here," Nate added, without missing a beat. "And I'm fully aware that all I have to offer in return is a beat up Chevy and a truckload of issues." His voice was thick and husky. "But I'm yours if you want me, Andi." His body was so close to mine. "Only yours." 
 
    "Will you break me?" It was a valid question; one I was truly frightened of coming true.  
 
    "I might," Nate admitted, "but if I do, I promise I'll put you back together again." 
 
    Exhaling a needy sigh, I whispered, "I should get out of this truck," feeling drunk with want.  
 
    His lips were only inches from mine. My heart accelerated in my chest at the realization that if I moved just an inch or two closer I could taste him. 
 
    I wanted so badly to taste him.   
 
    "I mightn't let you go," he whispered right back.  
 
    "I shouldn’t love you," I breathed, sagging forward, my lips almost touching his.  
 
    "I know." He reached up and cupped the back of my neck with his strong hand. "You shouldn't." 
 
    I pressed my forehead to his and exhaled shakily. "I definitely shouldn't." 
 
    "But you do." His voice was confident. It wasn't a question. It was a statement. One we were both very much aware was true.  
 
    I'd spent my life trying to cover up who I truly was inside and smother my feelings. Nathan Cole, for a huge portion of my life, was all I had ever wanted. Having him inside my body, touching my skin, speaking the words I love you. It was like I'd been thrown into a parallel universe where all my dreams were brought to life.  
 
    For my whole life, he was all I had wanted.  
 
    The only one I felt I could trust.  
 
    The one who saw through my façade.  
 
    This boy got me. He cared. He was real, he was present in my life, and he showed me love. I'd never had that before, and maybe I was basing my decisions on unhealthy teenage emotions and hormones, but I couldn’t see him in any other light. I wasn’t sure if I could ever fully get past what he'd done with my mother, but I knew I'd never forgive myself if I didn’t at least try.  
 
    Clenching my eyes shut, I made peace with my decision and whispered, "I love you back." 
 
    Nate stilled. "Does that mean you'll give me another chance?" 
 
    Reaching up, I cupped his cheek with my hand and pressed a quick kiss to the side of his mouth before pulling back and nodding.  
 
    His face broke into a huge, megawatt smile. "Andi." 
 
    Slithering backwards, I refastened my seatbelt and smiled. Nate's brows furrowed in confusion. "I'm not leaving you to sleep in this truck all by yourself," I explained. 
 
    He smirked. "I'm pretty sure I can take care of myself." 
 
    "I think I better stay anyway," I replied. "So you better get driving." 
 
    He swallowed deeply. "You sure?"  
 
    I nodded. "I'm sure."  
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    THE MOMENT NATE PARKED UP at Echo's Point, the notorious make out spot in town, I had my seatbelt undone. He seemed to have the same thing in mind as I did because we both reached for each other at the same time, and when our lips touched, the air expelled from my lungs in a heady gasp. Nathan's kiss was warm and his lips felt like home. He left the radio on; the speakers blasting out song after song. 
 
    Losing all control of myself, I dove across the seats and crawled onto Nate's lap, burying my fingers in his hair, reveling in the feel of having him close to me again. I pressed my mouth to his so hard, I felt our teeth crash, but I didn’t care. I was hurt and in pain and in love.  
 
    It was a devastating concoction.  
 
    Brushing my lips against his, I rocked my hips forwards before sliding my tongue into his mouth, growing warmer when the sound of a low growl tore from his throat. "Slow down," Nate groaned against my lips, though he was doing anything but slowing down. Turning me in his arms, he tossed me down on the old worn seat before covering my body with his. "We don’t have to do anything tonight." Nate was saying the words, but his body was telling me otherwise.  
 
    Burying his hips between my legs, he thrust himself against me. He was hard and erect and the pressure touched nerves that caused my body to jerk and my back to arch upwards. The friction was almost unbearable as Nate rubbed himself against the fabric of my jeans.  
 
    I'd never been more grateful for his beat up ole Chevy as I was right now. The seating was more than generous in size and I couldn’t imagine being able to do this in a fancier car.  
 
    He dragged me closer with his hands, held me in place with his muscular forearms. Fucking my mouth with his tongue, making me lose my identity with every thrust. I wasn't sure about this, but I was certain of him. I'd never felt as good as I did when he was on me, so I didn't stop. I wanted his love. I didn't know much about boys, but I knew this one was special. There was no way in hell all boys moved like this one.  
 
    Melding my lips to his, I continued to kiss him roughly. I kept my hands in his hair, dragging him down on me, loving the feel of his body on mine. I didn’t care if I was moving too fast or not. I physically needed this boy inside of me more than I needed insulin in my veins.  
 
    I couldn’t stop the moan that escaped my lips when Nate's hands moved to my blouse, and when he undid the buttons and unsnapped the front clasp of my bra, my eyes rolled back in my head.  
 
    He suckled on my nipple, pulling it into his mouth, using his teeth to drive me to the brink of ecstasy before moving on to the next one.  
 
    What this boy could do with his mouth… it was dangerous.  
 
    He could make me scream with the flick of his tongue.  
 
    I thrashed beneath him, unable to keep still. It was too much for me. The feelings he provoked in me were shattering me. 
 
    "I'm jealous," I cried out. "Mmmm… uh. I'm so… jealous." 
 
    Releasing my nipple with a loud pop, Nate looked up at me in lustful confusion. Resting his weight on one hand, he continued to play with my breast with his free hand, stroking my hardened nipple with his thumb. "What the hell have you got to be jealous about, Andi baby?" 
 
    "You being with her," I admitted, moaning, still thrusting my hips upwards and crying out in pleasure when his erection rubbed against my clit. "Being with Dallas…Mmmm…" I thrust harder. "Being with anyone except me." I wanted to be his only one. I wanted to be the best he'd ever had.  
 
    "I'm not a fucking saint, Andi," he whispered, brown eyes locked on mine. "I never told you I was." 
 
    "I'm not asking you to be a saint, Nate," I moaned. "And I'm not saying this to make you feel bad, either. It just makes me so jealous knowing you've made other girls feel as good as you're making me feel right now." I exhaled a breathy sigh. "I just want to be on the same level as you." 
 
    "Baby, you're so far above me I can hardly see the soles of your shoes," he shot back, tone thick and gruff. "Nothing feels as good as you." Lowering his lips to mine, he kissed me real deep and slow. "I love you, Andi Davis." He brushed his lips against mine once more before pulling back and whispering, "Aint no other girl can say that." 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    He cocked a brow. "Really okay or okay it's not one bit okay but I don’t wanna talk about it?" 
 
    "Yeah." I smiled weakly. "Really okay." 
 
    "Good," he said with a smirk. "Now get naked, baby, because I know I said there's no rush, but I'm worried I'm gonna burst if I don’t get inside you real soon."  
 
    Giggling, I scrambled out from underneath Nate and quickly stripped off my blouse and bra before starting on my jeans. I watched in envy as Nate got naked in what had to be record time.  
 
    "Gotta stop taking risks with you," he said by way of explanation when he noticed me watching him pull a condom out of his wallet.  
 
    "I don’t mind," I whispered, fully naked now. 
 
    "Course you don’t," he chuckled as he tore the foil wrapper open with his teeth before rolling it onto his large erection. "But I do." 
 
    "I wanna be filled up with you," I admitted, laying down on my back, legs spread open. "It's better that way."  
 
    "You'll be filled up with more than my seed if I don’t start wrapping it up, baby," Nate shot back, tone gruff, as he lowered himself onto me. "Hook your legs around me," he ordered, grinding his hips against mine so erotically I felt faint. Compliantly, I hooked my legs around his waist, using my hands to hold my upper body up as Nate fucked me hard and rough.  
 
    Kings of Leon's I Want You blasted from the beat up stereo system in the old Chevy. The bass crackled, the speakers protested against the obscene volume, as the cab of the truck rocked to Nate's relentless thrusting.  
 
    He was almost cruel and I loved every second of it. I didn't want soft loving. I wanted hard fucking and Nate gave that to me in abundance. He pinned me to the tattered, smoke scented leather seat and fucked me hard, grinding his body on mine, moving in ways that should have been illegal.  
 
    I was helpless beneath him, his to take, to do with what he wanted. The vein in his neck bulged, the muscles in his arms were coiled and bunched. He never once took his eyes off me as he moved.  
 
    I could feel every inch of him inside of my body, spearing me, spreading me open, branding me, making me feel like I was levitating off this seat. The things he could do to me; the way he could make me feel… it was indescribable.  
 
    "Christ," he groaned, pressing further inside me. "I can't fucking cope with you, Andi baby." Upping his pace, he moved faster, fucked harder, held me tighter. "You're ruining me." 
 
    I knew the feeling well. Nathan had been ruining me since Pre-K. I thought it only fair that now I was returning the favor.  
 
    "Good," I whispered, tilting my hips upwards, wanting to suck him into me. "I want you broken." 
 
    He half chuckled half groaned in pleasure. "You turning into a sadist, sweetheart?" 
 
    "You're mine," I breathed, scrawling his broad back with my nails. "And now you know it." 
 
    "I know," he hissed. Dipping his head, he pressed a harsh kiss to my lips and exhaled a heavy sigh. "Fuck me, I know."  
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Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    DAWN WAS BREAKING when I finally went home. I'd stayed with Nate in his truck for most of the night. After having sex, we talked and talked. I couldn’t even remember the half of what we had discussed. I'd been too focused on memorizing the plains of Nate's face when he smiled at me, or the way he laughed freely around me now – much different to before when he spent most of his time trying to avoid me.  
 
    Surprisingly, I wasn’t even a little bit tired. Even though I had been awake since yesterday, my body was still on high alert. I guess that's the affect Nate had on me. Collapsing onto my bed, I attempted – and failed – to get some sleep. Excitement thrummed through my body, making it impossible to stay still. Feeling overly-energetic and newly exhilarated, I threw my covers off and jumped out of bed, set on taking a shower. My phone was still on the charger on my desk, and it wasn’t until I went to unplug it that I realized there was a text from Nathan. My stomach fluttered like crazy as I unlocked the screen and opened the message. 
 
      
 
    To: Andi  
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 04:58 
 
    10-15-2016 
 
    Message: Thanks for last night. See you at school. 
 
      
 
    A sigh of contentment escaped me and I sank down on my chair.  
 
      
 
    To: Nate 
 
    From: Andi  
 
    Time: 05:25 
 
    10-15-2016 
 
    Message: I wish I was still with you. Does that make me crazy?  
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 05.29 
 
    10-15-2016 
 
    Message: Not sure, but it makes me hard.  
 
      
 
    My clit throbbed when I read the words on the screen. Good Lord… Biting down on my lip, I tapped away on the screen.  
 
      
 
    To: Nate 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 05:31 
 
    10-15-2016 
 
    Message: Now I really wish I was still with you… 
 
      
 
    Who was I?  
 
    I didn’t recognize myself anymore, and I was okay with it. I was okay with who I was becoming because this version of me was happy. I was making my own decisions and I felt as free as a bird. I had a feeling the boy on the other side of these messages was responsible for my newfound spirit.  
 
    Seconds later, my phone started to ring… 
 
    Scrambling to answer it before I woke up Jackson, I slid my finger across the screen and put the phone to my ear.  
 
    "Hello." 
 
    "Tell me more." His voice was deep and raspy and thick from sleep. "Why you wishing you were with me now, Andi baby, instead of that big ole cozy bed of yours." 
 
    "Because I can't touch you in that big ole bed." Oh god… "And I can in your truck. And if I were with you right now, I would. Um…touch you, that is," I added lamely before dropping my head in shame.  
 
    I was so not good at this… 
 
    If Nate had been disappointed in my lack of experience, then he hid his disappointment well. "Damn, girl," he muttered under his breath. "You drive me fucking crazy. You know that, right? What am I saying? Of course you do." Nate was trying to make me feel confident and it was working.  
 
    "And that thing you do with your hips," I added, hearing the purr in my own voice. "When you're deep inside of me…" I exhaled a breathy moan. "I love how it feels when you fill me up." 
 
    "Jesus Christ," Nate strangled out. "I can't fucking hear those naughty words coming out of your pretty little mouth." 
 
    "I'm sorry," I teased. I wasn’t sorry. Not in the slightest. It felt incredibly empowering to make a boy like Nathan Cole groan and I was on a high from the feeling. 
 
    "No, you're not," he shot back and I could hear the amusement in his voice. "Tease." 
 
    "Promise you'll be at school later?" 
 
    "I'll be there." 
 
    "What about clothes?" When I left him earlier, Nate still had his work clothes on.  
 
    "I'll be there, Andi," he repeated softly. "Don’t worry." 
 
    "I'm not," I whispered. "I'm just nervous, I guess." 
 
    "About Jackson?"  
 
    I nodded. "Yeah." And everyone else at school who had given me grief yesterday…"He's not going to go for this, is he?" 
 
    Nate sighed heavily. "I don’t think so, baby." 
 
    "And my parents." I cringed at the thought. "They'll send me away if they find out about us." My father would. I knew that for sure. He had a zero tolerance policy on me dating. He was forever holding the boarding school card over my head.  
 
    "I'm not gonna ignore you, Andi," Nate grumbled, repeating the same words he'd spoken last night when I'd suggested we keep our relationship a secret. "No goddamn way, baby. You're not walking around that school, taking shit because of me." His tone was heated when he said, "I'm gonna stand right with you, baby."  
 
    "But my father, Nate." I pressed my hand to my forehead and groaned. "He'll send me away if he finds out, and if we don’t keep us a secret, he will find out." 
 
    "Then we'll deal with him when it happens, Andi. But I can promise you now, baby, you're going nowhere," Nate growled. "I won't let them take you. As for Jackson and the rest of the school? If any damn one has something to say to you, they're gonna have to go through me first."  
 
    I believed him.  
 
    I knew that sounded crazy and incredibly naïve, but I believed Nathan Cole when he said he would protect me. I put my complete faith in the boy and his word in which he had given me.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 **** 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



"WHERE ARE MOM AND DAD?"  
 
    That was the first question that came out of my mouth when I walked downstairs later that morning, dressed for school, and peered around our parentless house. I wasn’t sure how I was going to cope being around my mother now. Knowing what she had done; it made my skin crawl. 
 
    Jackson, who was dutifully ignoring me in the kitchen, cocked his head up from some last minute homework he was completing and grunted, "St. Barts." 
 
    I hadn't actually expected an answer from Jackson, so I was grateful when he replied.  
 
    "Again?" This was the third time since January that our parents had jetted off to the Caribbean. "For how long this time?" 
 
    "Who knows," Jackson drawled in a bored tone as he rolled a pencil between his fingers, eyes still focused on his homework. "Dad's working on the DeFrantz case," he added, turning a page of his textbook. "Could be a while." 
 
    "Last time he got a divorce, Dad was out of town for six weeks," I whispered and suddenly, the fact that Paulo and Augustine DeFrantz three-year marriage had recently gone down the drain thrilled me.  
 
    Paulo DeFrantz was one of Dad's most valued clients. He'd settled four of his previous marriages and was always in a fantastic mood afterwards. DeFrantz was awkward and demanding and required more attention than a toddler, but he was filthy rich. And my daddy liked em with big, fat bank accounts. This was perfect.  
 
    "And Mom?" I squeezed out. "Is she gone with him?" I hoped Jackson didn’t notice how absolutely thrilled I was at another person's misfortune. 
 
    "Flew out last night," he confirmed with a flick of his wrist, tone bored and clearly uninterested. Our parents' absence was nothing new for us. We spent most of our lives without them. Most of the time, I never even bothered to ask about their whereabouts; I never had reason to. But I did now.  
 
    Nathan… 
 
    My heart flipped around excitedly. 
 
    Reaching inside my jean skirt pocket, I pulled my phone out and immediately typed out a message to Nate before clicking send. 
 
      
 
    To: Nate 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 07:02 
 
    10-15-2016 
 
    Message: My parents are in the Caribbean!!!! 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 07:03 
 
    10-15-2016 
 
    Message: You're shitting me? 
 
      
 
    To: Nate 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 07:03 
 
    10-15-2016 
 
    Message: I'm deadly serious here. 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 07:04 
 
    10-15-2016 
 
    Message: I'm on the way to school now. I'll wait for you in the parking lot.  
 
      
 
    To: Nate 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 07:05 
 
    10-15-2016 
 
    Message: Okay. I'm nervous. 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 07:07 
 
    10-15-2016 
 
    Message: Don’t be. I love you.  
 
      
 
    "Who are you texting?" Jackson asked, drawing me out of my text induced trance. 
 
    "Huh?" Red faced, I guiltily slung my phone back in my pocket and forced a smile. "No one. I was checking to see if Mom or Dad messaged me." I shrugged sheepishly. "They haven't."  
 
    "And they won’t." Closing his textbook, Jacks stood up and began to pile everything back into his bag. "You know they don’t give two shits about us, Andi. Stop getting your hopes up." Suddenly, his bored looking expression transformed into a disapproving frown.  
 
    "What?" I asked, uncomfortably, as my brother glared at me. 
 
    "You're wearing that to school?" He inclined his head towards me and tutted. 
 
    "There's nothing wrong with my clothes, Jackson," I shot back. I had on a light denim jean skirt that rested an inch or two above my knees, flat pumps and a plain black tee shirt; it was hardly the outfit of a stripper.  
 
    "At least clean that shit off your face," he shot back cruelly. 
 
    Immediately, my hands moved to my cheeks. All I had put on was some mascara and red lipstick. "Stop making me feel bad," I whispered, red-faced. 
 
    "Whatever." Sliding his bag onto his shoulder, Jackson ran a hand through his hair and added, "I'm going now if you want a ride to school." 
 
    "Yes, please," I replied, reaching for my bag. 
 
    "This doesn’t mean I'm cool with you," Jackson announced when we were sitting in his car a few minutes later. "Driving you to school?" he added grimly. "I'm doing it because I'm your brother. Nothing else. I'm still mad as hell with you." Letting out a heavy sigh, Jackson cranked the engine and tore off down our driveway, causing stones and chippings to scatter everything. "Don’t think I don’t know where you were last night," he added as he pulled out onto the empty street. "I made that goddamn trail, Andi." 
 
    "Jackson," I whispered sadly. "You're my brother, not my father." Clasping my hands together, I turned to face him. "You don’t have the right to be mad at me for this. You need to stop trying to control me. Dad already does enough of that."  
 
    "You lied to me, Andi," he shot back, hurt laced in his voice. "Again." The Range Rover picked up speed; evidence of Jackson's frustration with me. "Last night, you told me it was finished between you two." 
 
    "At the time, it was," I offered lamely, feeling horrible.  
 
    "He's my best friend, Andi," he shot back gruffly. "I'm not fucking having it."  
 
    "I know and I'm sorry," I conceded. "But I love him, Jackson. I know that's hard for you to hear right now, but it's the truth." 
 
    "Yeah, well you're delusional if you think it's gonna work out between you two," Jackson announced when we pulled into the student parking lot at school. Immediately, I sought out Nate's truck and when I found it, a warm feeling settled over me. "You need to end it." 
 
    I didn’t care what Jackson said. I didn’t care about any of it. I wasn't listening to him anymore. My entire focus was on the boy leaning against the beaten down Chevy, with his eyes locked on mine.  
 
    The moment Jackson pulled his car into a parking space and killed the engine, I had my belt unfastened and was halfway out the door, only to have my arm yanked back by my brother. 
 
    "Jackson," I cried out, cradling my arm with my hand. "You almost pulled my arm out of its socket."  
 
    "He is dead to me, Andi." My brother's eyes were blazing with anger. "I mean it. He is nothing to me and if you walk out of this car and go to him, then you're dead to me, too." 
 
    "Jackson." My voice was barely more than a whisper. "You are completely overreacting here –" 
 
    "Overreacting?" he snapped, interrupting me. "I didn’t spend my whole damn life taking care of you just so you could go and screw yourself up by getting involved with a guy like him." 
 
    "A guy like him?" I shot back in disgust. "Nathan's your best friend."  
 
    "Was," Jackson corrected in a heated tone. "And if you don’t start using your brain, you'll be past tense too." 
 
    "I'm with Nathan now," I shot back shakily, forcing myself to be brave. "And if you don’t want him in your life, then you don’t want me either." 
 
    "Fine," Jackson shot back coldly. "I don’t want you in my life." 
 
    I paled, taken aback by his cruelness. "You don’t mean that." 
 
    "You keep fucking around with him?" Disgust laced his tone. "And I'm done with you." Shrugging, he sniffed. "Your choice."  
 
    My choice?  
 
    This wasn’t a choice.  
 
    It was bullying.  
 
    If I got out of this car, I would lose my brother. I knew the risks, the consequences, and the repercussions my decision would cause, so why wasn’t I more upset?  
 
    I reached for my bag. 
 
    "Andi," Jackson called out, clearly appalled, as I climbed out of his car.  
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
    I didn’t even look in his direction.  
 
    I was done being treated like an object.  
 
    With my head held high, I kept moving, my feet directing me towards where my heart wanted to be.  
 
    To where I belonged.  
 
    With him.  
 
    My fear fell away with every step I took, bringing me closer to Nate.  
 
    I had crossed a line, I knew it, but there was no turning back now.  
 
    A line had been drawn in the sand, and I'd made my choice.  
 
    Nate was my choice. 
 
    When I reached Nate, the concern on his face was evident. He knew full well something had gone down between Jackson and me. It was obvious from the tears in my eyes. With a pained expression on his face, Nate opened his arms to me.  
 
    Without a word, I walked straight into his arms, not caring who saw me. Burying my face in the fabric of his shirt, I clenched my eyes shut and forced myself to get ahold of myself. Nate's arms came around my body; warm, strong, and protective.  
 
    "I'll take care of you," he whispered, lowering his face to my temple, and I knew he was being one hundred percent sincere. "I promise."  
 
    I wrapped my arms around his waist and held on for dear life. "I know."  
 
    He's safe, my body screamed. He's home, pounded my heart. My brain, for once, didn’t protest.   
 
    He was a trailer park boy from Riverside and I was a girl from the upper side of Spring Hill. We were so very wrong for each other and yet, it wouldn’t stop me from having him. From having him take me. I belonged to him. I had always belonged to him. He knew it and so did I, and now I was willing to give him whatever he needed from me. It was astonishing really; how one person could walk into your life and wield your future over you.  
 
    I didn't care what people thought about me anymore.  
 
    Nathan Cole wrapped me up in his arms and I felt cocooned – protected.  
 
    They couldn’t touch me.  
 
    None of them.  
 
    Not even my father.  
 
    "You're nothing but a traitor bastard, Cole!" I heard Jackson roar from behind me. "A broke as fuck momma's boy who fucks over his friends." 
 
    Immediately, I stiffened, expecting a brawl, but Nate didn’t react like I thought he would.  
 
    Instead of chasing Jackson down like I expected, Nate pulled me against his side and wrapped his large tanned arm around me. "Aren't you mad at him?" I asked, gaping up at him. 
 
    "Nah." Nate shrugged it off and waited until my brother had turned around and walked into school before looking down at me. "Jackson's hurt, baby. He doesn’t mean a word of what he just said. And besides." He smirked down at me then. "See how he's saying all that shit from a safe distance?" Nate winked down at me. "Boy's all sizzle and no steak." 
 
    "You are seriously kind, Nathan Cole," I heard myself say as I stared up at Nate's face. A new found respect for him settled inside of my heart because I knew he could beat on my brother like a sack of potatoes if he felt inclined. I didn’t want that to happen and he cared enough that he didn’t either.  
 
    "No. I am seriously yours, Adriana Davis," he corrected before ducking down and pressing a kiss to my lips.  
 
    It was supposed to be just a light kiss, but the moment his lips touched mine, I couldn’t stop myself from turning in Nate arms and pressing my body to his. With a breathy sigh against his mouth, I reached up and wrapped my arms around his neck, throwing everything I had into kissing him. His tongue snaked out, sliding against my bottom lip, probing for access; access I gladly gave to him. His hands moved to my lower back, holding me to him, his fingers digging into the fleshy area of my hips.  
 
    When we finally broke apart, Nate was smeared in my lipstick. Grinning at the sight, I reached up and wiped his lip with my thumb. "You're covered in my red lip prints," I told him. 
 
    "Fine by me," he shot back gruffly, eyes dark and full of heat. "Feel free to cover any part of me in your lip prints." Nate hooked a finger in the waistband of my jean skirt with one hand before sliding the other around to cup my butt. "Goddamn, you're perfect." 
 
    "I'm scared," I admitted then when the sound of the school bell filled my ears.  
 
    "Don’t be," Nate assured me by saying. Wrapping his arm around me once more, he walked us towards the entrance of the school. It was a beautiful morning and I wanted more than anything to cut school and spend it outside with him. "If anyone, and I mean anyone, gives you an ounce of shit, you tell em come talk to me."  
 
    "Yeah, okay," I muttered sarcastically. 
 
    "I mean it, Andi," he replied. Holding the door so I could walk in first, Nate reclaimed my hand and walked me to my locker. "You're my girl now and if someone upsets you, I wanna be the first to know about it." 
 
    "Why?" I teased. "So you can kick their butts?" 
 
    "Absolutely," he shot back without a hint of humor. "It's one thing to call me names," he added. "I'm a bastard and probably a helluva lot worse besides it." He rolled off the words and I knew he truly didn’t care what people thought about him. "But no one talks about you like that. You got it?"  
 
    I could feel dozens of pairs of eyes on us; mine and Nate's relationship obviously causing a huge stir at school, and still I'd never felt safer than right now with him.  
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Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    WE WENT STRAIGHT TO Nathan's place after school and camped out in his bedroom for the rest of the weekend. His mom was gone again, no surprises there, so we made the most of having some alone time. Jackson didn’t call, either, demanding I come home. I guess he knew what the response would be. I helped Nate tidy up the trailer after his momma's latest episode and he tried to tell me not to the entire time. I knew he was embarrassed, but I had a mother who'd done so much worse. 
 
    I was so deeply enthralled in this boy, I couldn’t seem to remember where I started and he ended. I was invested in this relationship. Wholeheartedly. And I knew he was too.  
 
    "Sing with me," Nate asked on Sunday afternoon as we lazed about in his tiny bedroom. Neither of us had been outside the four walls of this trailer since Friday evening, and if I had my way, I'd never leave again. All weekend we had talked and fooled around and then talked and then fooled around some more. 
 
    "What?" I raised my head to look at him. Nate was shirtless and barefoot, clad only in a pair of sweatpants as he messed around with his guitar. I was lying on the end of the bed, dressed in one of his tee shirts, and listening to him play contently, or at least I had been up until about ten seconds ago. "Nate, no. Jackson's the singer in our family." Adjusting myself so that I was sitting cross-legged on his small, twin-sized bed, I nervously re-braided my hair. "I'm no good."  
 
    "Bullshit," he shot back as he began to strum on his tattered six string. "I've watched you my whole life, Adriana Davis. You got air in those lungs, baby." Smirking, he leaned back against the headboard and cocked a brow. "Sing." 
 
    He looked so damn appealing with his bare chest on full display and that guitar cocked against it chest, I could hardly concentrate on anything else. His tattoo sprinkled arms were tanned and muscular as he played. He kept his eyes on me the entire time, watching me like I was something special – making me feel like I was something special.  
 
    Oh lordy.  
 
    Clasping my hands together, I listened hard to the sound of Nate's guitar as he strummed the intro of Tracy Chapman's Fast Car, listening out for my cue.  
 
    "See!" Nate teased when the song was over. "Voice like an angel, girl." 
 
    "More like the voice of an old crowing hen," I giggled. 
 
    "Well that crowing hen just got this rooster going," he shot back with a wolfish grin before checking the screen on his phone.  
 
    Without a word, Nate placed his guitar on the floor and retrieved my school bag. On his knees, he unzipped it before rummaging around inside it for a few seconds. When he pulled his hand out, he held a rectangular shaped, leather purse in his right hand.  
 
    My insulin bag.  
 
    Equally wordlessly, I flopped onto my back and watched through hooded eyes as he prowled towards me.  
 
     My heart hammered against my chest as Nate slowly rolled the hem of my shirt upwards, revealing my bare stomach. With gentle fingers, he knelt over me and stuck me with my pen, releasing into my body another dose of insulin.  
 
    He kept his eyes on me the whole time, watching for a reaction, any reaction, and as my body greedily accepted the lifesaving medicine, my clit pulsed with a different kind of need, but one equally as necessary. 
 
    "I've seen you with no make-up on," Nate purred as he replaced my pen back in its purse and slinging in on his nightstand. "I've seen you covered in dirt." He crawled over me, hovering above my shaking body. "I've seen you cry, seen you smile, seen you come…" Ducking low, he brushed his lips to mine. "But nothing…" He kissed me again. "And I mean nothing, compares to seeing you naked in my bed." 
 
    "I'm not naked right now," I whispered, blue eyes locked on his. 
 
    "Exactly."  
 
    With his knees on either side of my legs, he caught ahold of the hem of my shirt and dragged it off my body. "See?" he said gruffly as he gently pushed me down on my back. "Fucking perfect." 
 
    The things he could do to my body. I was fairly certain this wasn’t normal. Boys weren't supposed to have the ability to make a girl ache and tremble all over with just words. 
 
    "Do you want me, Andi?" he purred, hovering above my naked body, teasing me with his smiles, making me delirious with want. He slipped between my legs and rubbed himself against my bare body. He still had on his sweats and the friction was too much for me to handle. "Hmm?" 
 
    Pinned to Nate's bed, with his full weight pressing down on me, I let my thighs fall open, giving myself fully to the boy above me. Nodding eagerly, I reached up and pressed my lips to his, moaning loudly when he crushed his against mine. I was drowning in the sensations that came with loving this boy and as his hands roamed over my naked skin, my heart hammered so hard in my chest I thought it might explode.  
 
    "Yes," I cried out against his punishing kiss. Gasping, I begged, "I want you to take me like you did that first night." Dropping my head back on the mattress, I exhaled shakily and looked into his dark, hooded eyes. "Please?" 
 
    "I fuck to the mood I'm in," Nate growled as he lifted himself above me and kicked off his sweats. "And that night I was crazy." Reaching towards his nightstand, he grabbed a condom and quickly unwrapped it before rolling it on. "You," he groaned as he settled between my legs. "You make me crazy." He thrust himself inside of me and my back arched upwards. "I can't be perfect with you. I try…" Groaning, he hitched my thigh around his hips and sank into me. "But I'm not a good guy, Andi." Hissing out a sharp breath, he upped the ante, fucking me harder…faster. "You sure as hell know that, but I'm here." He slipped a hand between our bodies and pressed his thumb against my clit. "And I love you."  
 
    The pulsing in my clit was so intense it was almost painful. I could do nothing but mewl and buck beneath him, begging him to make me come. "I love you…too," I cried out, thrashing beneath his hard, toned body.  
 
    My words of love only urged Nate on and took his fucking skills to a whole new level, pounding me so hard my body jerked clean off the bed with each thrust. His jaw was clenched, his muscles straining, as he rode me hard and rough.  
 
    "Future wifey… Future baby mama, girl," Nate bit out. Clamping his hands on my hips, Nate pumped into me until I came; hard and convulsing around him. "You're my endgame, Andi Davis," he groaned as he came hard inside of me. 
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Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    EVERYTHING ABOUT MY LIFE changed when Nathan Cole publically claimed me as his girlfriend.  
 
    All the comments and teasing I'd suffered at school, and all of the dirty looks and not so inconspicuous pointing? Yeah, that all stopped the moment people realized that making fun of Nathan Cole's girlfriend was a sure way of getting a butt whooping. Nathan Cole wasn’t my fake anything anymore and he was letting the whole world know it.  
 
    Jackson and Nathan didn’t sit together at school anymore. They didn’t speak or look at each other in the hallways, either. In fact, my brother made it his mission to pretend Nathan Cole never existed in the first place, and Jackson didn’t speak much to me, either, but at least he was leaving us alone.  
 
    Deep down, I think Jackson knew that he was no match for Nate, and the fact that Nate was willing to go public with me? Well, I think Jackson respected him for that. Though I knew he'd never in a million years admit it. 
 
    Because of this, Ivy had pulled further and further away from me. We only spoke in class now, we rarely sat together and never at lunch. One thing I did know was that she and Jackson had become a couple. He'd finally asked her to go exclusive with him, and of course, she'd said yes.  
 
    I knew I should have felt sad over the way things had turned out, but I didn’t. I had Nathan Cole and, as selfish as that made me, I didn’t feel an ounce of regret over my choice. I was falling into the black abyss with this boy and I didn’t care. I was barreling head first and I never wanted to stop falling. The intensity of being around him; it was too much. Like when he held my hand in the hallway at school, or waited for me outside my classroom. How he publicly chose me over Jackson and made no qualms about it. It meant so much to me.  
 
    And Nate asked my opinion on things. He listened to what I wanted. He took the time out to please me; to make sure I was happy, and if I wasn’t he went to the trouble of finding out why I wasn’t and then more trouble fixing it. I'd never had a person in my life who cared for me like Nate did. He completed me and I knew that wherever we ended up on this road, we'd be okay because we had each other. I knew we were on borrowed time. I knew the moment my parents returned from St. Barts, all hell would break loose, but I wasn’t as afraid as before because I knew Nathan would protect me. I had him and his love and support gave me the strength I needed to stand up to my father. It was inevitable that I would eventually have to. 
 
    One downside of being Nathan Cole's girlfriend was the fact that I wanted to spend my every waking hour with him and he had a job. It wasn’t like the usual job most seniors held for extra spending money. Nate depended on his wages to pay the bills and feed himself. It had been that way for him since he was old enough to change a tire and it made me sad.  
 
    "Do you want to come over to my house tonight?" I asked on Wednesday as we got in the lunch line at school. 
 
    Nate smirked and shoved our tray up the counter. "On a school night?" 
 
    "Don’t act so shocked," I teased, poking him in the chest gently. When Nate flinched from my touch, I frowned in concern. "What's the matter with you?" I asked, eyes locked on him. "Are you hurt?" 
 
    "No, of course not," he said as he quickly paid for our food before picking up our joint tray.  
 
    "Don’t lie to me," I accused, watching his face like a hawk. He was smirking at me like my concern was funny. On the contrary, I wasn’t one bit amused. "Nathan, tell me what's wrong with you!" 
 
    "Fine." Chuckling, he handed me our tray before grabbing the hem of his shirt and lifting it up.  
 
    "Oh my god," I squeaked when my eyes landed on the slightly inflamed and evidently fresh tattoo on Nate's chest. A bar code with the numbers 08-31-2001 and the words Andi above it and endgame underneath. "What's this?"  
 
    "What do you think it is?" he shot back with a grin.  
 
    "Is it…" I took a step closer to inspect it more closely. "Is this for…" 
 
    "You?" Nate filled in before dropping his shirt back down and relieving me of the tray. "Of course." He pressed a quick kiss to my brow before sauntering over to an empty table. "It's the date we first met." He pulled out a chair for me and then sat down beside me. "I knew it then just the same as I knew it now." Reaching forward, he grabbed a plastic enclosed sandwich and unsnapped the cover. "You're my endgame, Andi."  
 
    "Nate." I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. The emotions bubbling inside of me raged out of control. "I don’t know what to say." I shook my head and stared at the side of his face. "Should I get one, too?" 
 
    "You?" Nate cocked a brow in amusement. "As in the girl who gets squeamish taking her insulin? Nah, baby. You don’t need to do that."  
 
    "I just love you," I choked out, feeling overwhelmed with emotion for this boy. "So much." 
 
    "Then keep on just loving me so much," he shot back with a wink. "And I'll be happy." 
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Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "SO, YOU AND NATHAN SEEM to be doing okay?" Ivy's voice penetrated my thoughts as I attempted to concentrate on my school work. I really wasn’t in the mood for talking to Ivy today. I had been feeling ill since I got up and I didn’t think I had the patience to listen to whatever she had to say. I hated that I sounded bitchy in my own mind, but I just felt so off. 
 
    "We're fine," I replied, not taking my eyes off my textbook. I wasn’t sure what Ivy expected me to say to that question. It wasn’t as if she was a fan of me and Nate being together. In fact, she had been less than supportive. Taking my brother's side over mine had wounded me deeply, but feeling the need to fill the awkward silence that had enveloped us, I asked, "What about you and Jackson?" 
 
    "It's good," she gushed, leaning closer to me. "So freaking good, Andi." 
 
    "That's nice," I replied, forcing a small smile for the sake of a lifetime's friendship. I wasn’t feeling well today and this talk wasn’t something I felt like wasting my limited energy levels on. 
 
    "Andi," she said then, tone serious and full of emotion. "I don’t want things to be like this between us." She sighed heavily. "I miss you."  
 
    "Neither did I," I replied as I furiously scribbled down some notes. "I miss you, too." 
 
    "Do you think we can fix this?" she asked with a hint of hope in her voice.  
 
    Exhaling wearily, I placed my pencil on my desk and turned to face her. "I never stopped talking to you," I told her. “I didn’t change. This isn’t on me, Ivy." She flinched, but I didn’t take it back. It was the truth and I wasn’t taking the blame for things I hadn't done anymore. "I've always been your friend," I added softly. "You're the one who chose to ignore me." 
 
    "But Jackson…" 
 
    "No." I shook my head, interrupting her. "But Jackson nothing. You and me. We were friends first and you walked away from me when I needed your support most." 
 
    "So what are you saying?" Her eyes filled with tears. "You don’t want to fix our friendship?" 
 
    "No. I'm not saying that at all," I replied calmly. "I'm saying I never had a problem in the first place. Whatever happened between us, it happened because you let it happen. I haven't changed, Ivy. I'm still very much me." Shrugging, I returned my focus on my work. "If you want to repair our friendship then that's your choice, but I won't beg to be your friend."  
 
    The bell rang then, thankfully, and I rose from my seat before she could say anything else.  
 
    "See you later," I offered with a half-smile as I tucked my books in my bag and walked towards the exit.  
 
    My disappointment when I reached the door and didn’t find Nate waiting for me outside the classroom was evident. I felt so unwell and just wanted to bury myself in his arms.  
 
    "Andi?" Ivy asked in a concerned tone as she came to stand beside me. "Are you alright?" 
 
    "Yeah," I whispered, placing my hand on my forehead. "I'm…I’m fine." I took a step forward and staggered.  
 
    "Whoa, you don’t look okay," Ivy announced. Rushing over to me, she caught hold of my arm, steadying my shaking body. "Oh my god, Andi," she hissed, touching my forehead with the back of her hand. "You're burning up."  
 
    "I'm…" Shaking my head to rid myself of the dizziness, I took another few wobbly steps. "I just need…a minute –" The words were barely out of my mouth when my legs gave away beneath me.  
 
    The cool concrete beneath my body and Ivy calling out my name was all I remembered before the darkness engulfed me. 
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    I AWOKE IN THE NURSE'S STATION with a throbbing in the back of my head, a panging taste in my mouth, and Ivy Dupree's big brown eyes looking down at me. 
 
    "You scared the shit out of me," Ivy hissed before throwing her arms around me. "What the hell, Andi. I thought you were dead." 
 
    "Sorry?" I offered lamely. Shuffling so that I was resting my weight on my elbows, I looked around the room in confusion. "What happened?" 
 
    "What happened?" Ivy balked. "Oh my god, girl. What happened was you collapsed outside Trig." She pressed one hand to her chest and used the other to fan her face. "I was so scared, Andi. So freaking scared. Don’t you ever do that to me again, ya hear?" 
 
    "I don’t even know what I did in the first place," I admitted. "I took my insulin before school." 
 
    "Yeah, I know, but the nurse thinks you might have heatstroke or something." 
 
    I frowned in disbelief. "In October?" 
 
    "Hey, I didn’t say it." She held her hands out in front of her. "Goddamn, I think I aged ten years in the past twenty minutes." 
 
    "Hey, thanks for staying with me," I mumbled, feeling touched that our friendship was still there somewhere. "It means a lot to me." 
 
    "As if I'd leave you here on your own," she replied with a swat of her hand.  
 
    "Andi!" The door of the nurse's room flew inwards then and in stalked Jackson. "Jesus Christ, Andi," he hissed, sagging in visible relief when he realized I was okay. "What the fuck happened?" 
 
    "Heatstroke," Ivy replied solemnly.  
 
    "Heatstroke?" Jackson cocked a brow. "In October?" 
 
    Ivy shrugged. "That's what the nurse is saying." 
 
    "Have you been taking your insulin?" he demanded, quickly falling back into his overprotective brother role. "At regular intervals?"  
 
    "Yes, Jackson, I have..." 
 
    The door of the nurse's station flew inwards again and the moment my eyes landed on the intruder, all of my fear and anxiety evaporated. 
 
    Nathan stalked towards me like a man on mission, not stopping until he was in front of me with his hands on either side of my face. "What happened?" he demanded, tone gruff, as his gaze roamed all over me. When he didn’t see any visual damage he visibly sagged in relief. 
 
    "I'm okay," I whispered, curling my hands around his large wrists. 
 
    "Baby," he whispered, pressing a kiss to my forehead. "Fuck, baby." 
 
    "I'm okay," I repeated, clutching onto him for dear life. "Everything's okay." 
 
    "Only one visitor at a time, please," Nurse Campbell announced as she sauntered into the room. "Two of you better scoot on back to class." 
 
    "Nate…" Jackson began to say, but my boyfriend cut him off.  
 
    "Jackson, don’t fuck with me right now," Nate snapped, entirely uninterested in what my brother had to say.  
 
    "She's my sister –" 
 
    "And she's my girlfriend," Nate snarled. "I'm going nowhere."  
 
    "Andi?" Nurse Campbell asked. "Who do want to stay with you, sweetheart?" 
 
    "I want Nathan to stay," I replied, cheeks reddening. I felt awful, but there really was no choice to make. 
 
    "Fine," Jackson hissed. With that, he stalked out of the nurse's station.  
 
    "I better…" Ivy muttered as she chased after my brother. "Andi, call me later, okay?" 
 
    She was gone before I had a chance to answer her.  
 
    "Now," the nurse announced in a serious tone of voice as she waddled towards me. "I have some questions for you, sweetheart." She glanced at Nathan and then back at me. "Some personal questions. You might feel more comfortable if we do this alone." 
 
    "I'm her boyfriend," Nate shot back as he planted his butt firmly on the cot beside me.  
 
    "Even so…" 
 
    "It's okay," I assured the nurse when she eyed Nathan. "I want him here." 
 
    "Very well," she said before getting straight to the point "Let's talk menstrual cycles. When was your last period?" 
 
    "Okay, maybe you should wait outside," I choked out, mortified.  
 
    Nate rolled his eyes. "Don’t be dumb." 
 
    "Well?" Nurse Campbell repeated, tapping her foot impatiently.  
 
    "I don’t know…um…maybe August?" I offered, feeling embarrassed. "I had a real light period in September, but it was only for a day and they usually last about five…why?" 
 
    "Huh." She looked at me with a blank expression. "Am I correct in saying you're sexually active?" 
 
    "Sexually active?" I squeaked. "Oh my lord." 
 
    "We are," Nate confirmed, taking my hand in his.  
 
    "Are you practicing safe sex?" She directed that question towards Nate. 
 
    "Yes." I nodded, relieved to have the correct answer to at least one of her questions. 
 
    "Not at the start," Nate said gruffly. "I…uh…" He cleared his throat before speaking again. "There were a few…uh incidents a while back." 
 
    "Well then." Nurse Campbell reached into a cabinet drawer and retrieved a urine sample pot. "You best get peeing, sweetheart." My eyes followed the nurse as she removed a long rectangular box from the same cabinet and pulled out a stick.  
 
    "What?" Awareness smacked me straight in the face. "Why?" My mouth fell open and I leapt down off the cot, refusing any part in this craziness. "I'm not pregnant." 
 
    "Well, now honey, you need to check," the nurse ordered as she thrust the box into my unwilling hands. "You're showing all the signs. Best be safe than sorry." 
 
    "Nate?" With tears in my eyes, I rushed towards where my boyfriend was standing with a horrified expression. "Nate!" 
 
    "It's okay, Andi," he choked out, catching me as I threw myself into his arm. "It's fine. It's…. fuck...don't panic, baby. It's okay." 
 
    "I can't be," I sobbed, trembling in his arms. "I can't. I can't." 
 
    "Andi….Baby, listen to me." Holding my face in his hands, Nate stared into my eyes, forcing me to focus on him. "You need to go in that bathroom and pee in the cup." 
 
    "But I don’t wanna–" 
 
    "Shh…" He pressed a kiss to my forehead and exhaled shakily. "Don’t think about it, okay? Just go pee. I'll wait right here for you." 
 
    "You won't leave?" 
 
    "I'm not going anywhere, I swear." 
 
    With the deepest of reluctance, and with sheer terror in my heart, I did as I was told and went to the bathroom.  
 
    When I returned, I felt numb to the bone as I handed the sample to the nurse and walked straight back into Nate's awaiting arms.  
 
    The two minutes I waited to hear to nurse's verdict were the two longest minutes of my life, and when she said, "Two pink lines, honey. You're most definitely pregnant," I felt like I had died inside. 
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    "IT"S GONNA BE OKAY," Nate reassured me for what had to be the fifteenth time since we left school. "I'll take care of you, Andi. Both of you."  
 
    "I know." I didn’t know. We were kids with a kid on the way and no possible way of financially funding ourselves. Tears slid down my cheeks as I sat in the passenger seat of Nate's Chevy. We'd skipped class and were currently parked up at Echo's Point. We'd been sitting here for about three hours. And in those three hours, I had cried half of my bodyweight out. Nate had spent the time trying to reassure me, but I knew he was terrified, too.  
 
    Dropping my head in my hands, I forced myself to breathe slowly. All I wanted was to have a full blown panic attack, but that wouldn't solve anything. I needed to be rational right now. I needed a plan.  
 
    Who was I kidding?  
 
    I didn't have a plan.  
 
    I was seventeen years old and pregnant with my brother's best friend's baby.  
 
    My father was going to kill me.  
 
    My mother was going to freak out.  
 
    Jackson was going to disown me – permanently this time.  
 
    "Andi," Nate said in a tone much more patient than I deserved. "I promise you. I fucking swear to you, I will take care of you." He placed his hand on my back and gently stroked me. "I love you so much. Please don’t cry…"  
 
    His words only made me cry harder. 
 
    This wasn’t just about me.  
 
    This was about Nathan, too, and I couldn’t stop crying long enough to ask him if he was okay. 
 
    My phone pinged then, distracting me from my potential breakdown. Reluctantly, I dragged my phone out of my pocket and unlocked the screen. 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Jackson 
 
    Time: 18:05 
 
    10-26-2016 
 
    Message: Mom and Dad are back from St. Barts. They want you home now. 
 
      
 
    Oh. My. God...  
 
    My heart fell into my butt as I read and re-read the message over and over.  
 
      
 
    To: Jackson 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 18:06 
 
    10-26-2016 
 
    Message: How do you know? 
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Jackson 
 
    Time: 18:06 
 
    10-26-2016 
 
    Message: I'm sitting next to one of them. 
 
      
 
    To: Jackson 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 18:11 
 
    10-26-2016 
 
    Message: What should I do? 
 
      
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Jackson 
 
    Time: 18:12 
 
    10-26-2016 
 
    Message: Go back in time. 
 
      
 
    To: Jackson 
 
    From: Andi 
 
    Time: 18:13 
 
    10-26-2016 
 
    Message: Do they know about me and Nate? 
 
      
 
    I waited with my heart in my mouth and my eyes locked on the screen until it pinged.  
 
      
 
    To: Andi 
 
    From: Nate 
 
    Time: 18:15 
 
    10-26-2016 
 
    Message: Yes. 
 
      
 
    "Andi?" Nate's voice penetrated my thoughts and I turned to look at him. The moment his eyes landed on my face they were filled with concern. Who is it? What's wrong?" 
 
    Numbly, I handed him my phone and whispered, "Everything." 
 
    I shook from head to toe as I watched Nathan scroll through my messages and when he finally looked up at me, I could see the worry in his eyes.  
 
    "Take me away from here," I begged, flinging myself at his mercy. "We'll leave. Tonight. Right now if you want." 
 
    "Andi, You're seventeen, baby," he choked out, voice torn, as he wrapped me up in his arms. "I'd get arrested and you'd get dragged back here." 
 
    "Then we make sure they don’t find us," I urged, heart racing in my chest. "Nate, if I go home now, you know what will happen." Inhaling a shaky breath, I squeezed out, "You know what they'll make me do when they find out." 
 
    "Over my dead fucking body," he shot back, snarling. "Nothing's gonna happen to you while I'm breathing, Andi. I can fucking promise you that." 
 
    "Please, Nate." Reaching over, I covered his hand with mine. "Take me away from here." Forcing myself to blink back the tears that wouldn’t stop falling, I stared into his brown eyes, willing him to take mercy on me. "The only way you can keep that promise is if you take me away from here. Today." 
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    "THIS IS A REALLY BAD IDEA." Nate pulled into my driveway and I expelled an anxious breath. "A really bad idea, Nathan."  
 
    My heart was hammering in my chest.  
 
    My palms were sweating.  
 
    The thought of facing both my mother and father was causing me panic attack symptoms. Come to think of it, I was fairly sure I was having a panic attack. The knowledge that I was carrying Nate's baby in my belly made that anxiety a thousand times worse. 
 
    "Andi, baby, breathe," Nate said as he killed the engine and unfastened his seatbelt. "Nothing is gonna happen to you. It's gonna be okay." 
 
    "No." I shook my head and wiped a bead of sweat from my brow. "It's not, Nate." Nathan thought a united front would be most effective when facing my parents. He thought that if we face them head on as a couple, they would have to accept us. 
 
    I knew he was wrong.  
 
    But I also knew that if I walked into that house on my own, the chances of me walking back out were slim. 
 
    "Nate, don’t leave me alone in there." Turning to face him, I reached across the truck and grabbed his hand. "Please don’t leave me here on my own." 
 
    "Never planned on leaving without you," he replied in a thick tone of voice, brown eyes locked on my face.  He lifted my hand to his mouth and pressed a kiss to my knuckles. "I won't let a damn thing happen to you. I promise. Okay?" 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    I shook the entire walk into the house and when we reached the lounge and my eyes landed on my family, I felt like fainting. Honest to god, the only thing that was giving me strength was Nate's hand as he held mine.  
 
    Mom was sitting at the edge of the couch with a blank expression when we walked into the room. My father was leaning against the mantelpiece with a half empty tumbler of amber liquid in his hand.  
 
    Jackson was sitting on the couch looking forlorn. He was nursing a busted lip and a swollen eye. My heart sank at the sight of him and regret churned inside of me. I knew why my brother was nursing these new cuts and bruises and it had everything to do with me. 
 
    "Out," was the first word my father said when he saw us. The look in my father's eyes combined with the condition of my brother's face confirmed my worst fears.  
 
    They really did know about us.  
 
    "Not happening," Nate shot back calmly, tightening his hold on my hand. I could feel the tension bristling from my boyfriend. It was emanating from him in waves as he kept his hand on mine and his eyes locked on my father.  
 
    My mother's mouth fell open when her eyes landed on Nathan's hand entwined with mine. Suddenly the penny seemed to drop and her eyes narrowed. "Oh my god! I didn’t actually believe the rumors." Her tone of voice actually made me furious; like the thought of Nathan being with me was inconceivable.  
 
    Frozen to the spot, I gaped in horror as my mother leered at my boyfriend like he was some prized trophy. My palms twitched, the urge to scratch her almost overwhelming me. I wanted more than anything to throw all of my parents’ lies and secrets in their faces, but the image of Callie's face in my mind made me hold my tongue. Just barely. 
 
    "I won't tell you again," my father sneered as he glowered across the room at Nathan. "Get the fuck out of my house, Cole. This is family business." I noted that my dad kept a safe distance from Nate. I knew that if he wasn’t here right now, this scenario would be very different, but he was here. 
 
    "Then I'll say it again for all of us," Nate replied coolly. “It's. Not. Happening." 
 
    "This is your fault," Dad roared, turning his attention to my mother. "Feed rats and you'll never get rid of them." He looked at Nathan and then me before shaking his head in disgust. "What's the old saying; lay with dogs and you're gonna get fleas?"  
 
    "Don’t talk about him like that," I snapped, shocking myself and everyone else in the room. Jutting my chin up, I added, "I know this seems fast, but I love Nathan." He squeezed my hand and in that touch, pumped enough courage inside of me to say, "And he loves me right back. And we're… we're together now." My voice was trembling as I spoke. "So you guys will just have to get used to it."  
 
    "I'll just have to get used to it?" my dad replied, voice terrifyingly soft.  
 
    "Yes," I whispered, swallowing deeply.  
 
    "Huh," he mused. I watched in horror as my father brought his arm back and flung the glass tumbler straight at us. Moving fast as lightening, Nate swung me around, protecting me. The glass hit Nate in the back before shattering on the marble tiles beneath us. 
 
    "Jesus Christ, Dad!" Jackson hissed as leapt up from the couch. "What the fuck are you thinking?" He shoved our father in the chest and gaped at him. "That's Andi, you prick!" 
 
    "Speak to me like that again, and I'll ruin you," Dad warned Jackson. "I mean it, boy. I'm not messing around anymore."  
 
    "Don’t sweat it, Jackson," Nate taunted, turning to face them both. "Your father throws like a bitch." 
 
    "I bet that's what the coaches told you, star quarterback," Dad hissed, "Before they cut your ass from the team."  
 
    "Is that supposed to hurt me?" Nate threw his head back and laughed. "You'll have to do better than that, asshole."  
 
    "Come on, hotshot," Dad taunted, gesturing for Nate to come at him. "Bet you'd love to hit me right about now." 
 
    "And have you throw me in jail for assault and battery?" Nate continued to smile and it was clearly driving my father crazy. "I'm broke, not stupid."  
 
    "You don’t care about your football career?" Dad goaded. "What about your drunk-ass momma? Care about her boy?" 
 
    "Sticks and stones, old man," Nate shot back grinning. "You can thank my 'drunk-ass momma' for teaching me that." 
 
    "You." Dad turned his attention on me. "Get your ass up to your room, now." 
 
    I made to move before stopping in my tracks. I didn’t have to listen to him anymore. I didn’t have to let him control me and punish me for being born his daughter.  
 
    "No," I whispered. "I won't." 
 
    "What the fuck is this?" Dad roared. "Get the fuck upstairs and pack your shit, Adriana. Now!" Furious, he added. "I warned you what would happen if you broke rank. I called St. Bernadette's this afternoon," he added.  
 
    "There's a space waiting for you right now," Mom interjected.  
 
    "So I'll say it one more time, Adriana," Dad snarled. "Go upstairs and pack your shit."  
 
    "Dad, this isn’t the military," I cried out. "I'm not a soldier in your fantasy army. You can't command me to do things and then banish me away when I don’t comply." 
 
    He took a step towards me then and Nate stiffened beside me. My father's eye lit up in delight. "Ah," he said. "So my daughter is your breaking point."  
 
    "Absolutely, asshole," Nate shot back without missing a beat. "All bets are off when it comes to her. My patience. My tolerance levels. Everything." Releasing my hand, Nate took a step forward. "She's also the reason I'd gladly do time inside – if it meant beating the life out of your worthless ass."  
 
    "Nate," Jackson said then, voice pained. "Just go, man. You're only making it worse for her." 
 
    "Fuck you. I'm going nowhere without her," Nate snapped, losing his cool façade. "You expect me to walk out this door so that piece of shit you call a father can call one of his contacts and have her sent away? Or knock her around like he does you?" Nate glowered at my brother. "Over my dead fucking body."  
 
    "I wouldn’t let that happen to her," Jackson shot back, but Nate wasn’t having any of it. 
 
    "You wouldn’t let that happen? It's already happening to her!" he roared, tone laced with disgust. "It's been happening to her since the day she was born, Jackson." Chest heaving, Nate shook his head and glowered at my brother. "That prick would lock Andi up in a fortress if he had one at his disposal, and the way you've been treating her this past few weeks only tells me that you're just as defected in the head as he is!" 
 
    "I am nothing like him," Jackson snarled, visible shaken from Nate's accusation.  
 
    "Could have fooled me."  
 
    "I was hurt, dickhead," Jackson shot back hoarsely. "You're my best friend. She's my sister. You two were screwing around behind my back!" 
 
    "Well boo fucking hoo, Jackson," Nate shot back without an ounce of hesitation before adding, "Build a bridge and get the fuck over yourself. You don’t get to know everything about her or me. I love your sister. Always have, always will, so you can either get over it or get out of my way, because I'm telling you now, friend, I aint giving her up for you or anyone else." 
 
    Jackson glowered at Nathan but he didn’t reply.  
 
    "And here's some food for thought," Nate tossed out, glaring at all three of them. "My family might not be much to talk about, but at least we're an average shade of dysfunctional. You all are off the fucking color charts crazy." 
 
    Nate turned to me then. "You okay?" he asked, tone soft and tender. Cupping my cheek with one hand, he stroked my cheek with his thumb. "Come on. You were right. I'm taking you away from here." 
 
    Sagging against his touch, I nodded frantically.  
 
    I didn’t want to spend another second inside of this house.  
 
    "You walk out that door with him and I'll cut you off," my father announced in a deathly cold tone of voice when I turned to leave with Nathan. "Take one step out that door and you're dead to me." 
 
    "Dad," Jackson hissed. "You can't be serious." 
 
    "Oh, I'm serious," Dad snarled. 
 
    Ignoring him, I continued to walk away from his reign of terror, 
 
    "One more step, Adriana, and you can kiss your credit cards goodbye," my father called out. "Your healthcare plan, your unlimited supply of insulin. All of it. Leave with him and it's over for you."  
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 Nate and Andi's story  
 
    continues in  
 
    Faking it #3  
 
    March 2017. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Playlist for Off the Cards 
 
    Music is one of the most important parts of my writing process.  
 
    I create playlists for each individual character.  
 
    Check out my Spotify where I make all my playlists for my stories: 
 
      
 
    https://open.spotify.com/user/215l6ymtg7ulpype2otbeseji 
 
      
 
    Bush – Glycerine 
 
    Sam Hunt – Make You Miss Me 
 
    Little Mix – Secret Love Song 
 
    Preset's Remix – Closer 
 
    Picture This – Take My Hand 
 
    Taylor Swift – All Too Well 
 
    Taylor Swift – You Belong With Me 
 
    Billy Joel – Uptown Girl 
 
    Avril Lavigne – Hot 
 
    The Killers – Mr. Brightside  
 
    Anne-Marie – Alarm  
 
    Amy Studt – Under The Thumb 
 
    Alex & Sierra – Little Do You Know 
 
    Elle King – My neck, My back  
 
    Tyler Shaw – House Of Cards 
 
    Oh Wonder – Drive 
 
    Selena Gomez – Hands To Myself 
 
    Zedd – Starving 
 
    Blake Shelton – Sangria 
 
    Sia – The Greatest 
 
    Shelby Lynne – I Only Want To Be With You 
 
    Kate Voegele – Wish You Were 
 
    Miranda Lambert – Mama's Broken Heart 
 
    Chris Stapleton – Whiskey And You  
 
    Jimmy Eat World – Hear You Me 
 
    Alex & Sierra – You're The One That I Want 
 
    Shaman's Harvest – Dirty Diana 
 
    Ursine Vulpine – Wicked Games 
 
    The Killers – Romeo and Juliet 
 
    Andy Grammer – Honey, I'm Good 
 
    Uncle Kracker – Smile  
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    Tame (Carter Kids #3) 
 
    Torment (Carter Kids #4) 
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