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Preface 
 
      
 
    Contentment wasn’t something I had ever known much about growing up in a town as tight knitted and narrow minded as Springhill.  
 
    Putting up with the challenges life threw at me and being content with life were two entirely different feelings.  
 
    I had put up with a lot while living in my parent's house, but I had never once felt contentment. Suffocating and withering inside was how I had spent the majority of my childhood feeling. Being strong wasn’t my forte and being outspoken could cost me my freedom. 
 
    I was a ghost.  
 
    Just a ghost.  
 
    Like a bird in a cage, I had complied. I had lived the life of a caged animal, taking the scraps I was given, and never daring to push for more.  
 
    Until him. 
 
    Until Nathan Cole… 
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    Past 
 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Andi 
 
    (Age 5) 
 
      
 
      
 
    JACKSON BROUGHT A NEW friend home today.  
 
    They spent all afternoon in the back yard, building a fort. I wasn’t sure about this boy. He wasn’t like the rest of the kids on our street. No, this boy was different. His black hair was all floppy, sticking out in forty different directions, and the jeans he had on were muddy and grass stained at the knee. He had these big ole brown eyes and a real friendly smile, but he made me nervous. He was tall, too. Much taller than Jackson. He made my belly do these strange flip-flops inside.  
 
    It was weird.  
 
    And he cussed. I heard him say dang and shit and even the f-word.  
 
    Our father said we weren't 'posed to be friends with any of the kids from Riverside, but Jackson had brought him here anyway. I was kind of scared for Jackson. If Momma woke up and came downstairs, there'd be trouble. If she told on Jackson, he'd get a whooping when Daddy got home from his trip… 
 
    "Yo, Andi-Pandy!" Jackson called out and I jumped with fright. "You mind passing me that hammer over there?" 
 
    I looked across the garden at my brother and quickly shook my head. The hammer Jackson wanted was right beside me, but I didn’t want to get in trouble with Daddy. I was real scared of my father, my momma too, but Daddy was much worse. He made my palms sweat and my teeth chatter.  
 
    "I'm busy," I called out from the bottom step of the deck as I continued coloring in my Barbie coloring book.  
 
    I concentrated real hard on staying in between the lines. This was my favorite picture in the book. It was the one of Barbie in her wedding dress. It was a real pretty dress, too. Like the princesses in the movies.  
 
    "Are you scared of me or something?"  
 
    The sound of the boy's thick, southern accent close by distracted me and I jumped – and ended up going over the line. 
 
    Disappointed with myself, I sighed heavily and placed my coloring book and crayon on the step beside me.  
 
    "Sorry," the boy mumbled, noticing my mistake. "Didn’t mean to spook you."  
 
    I shrugged and placed my hands on my lap. "It's okay." 
 
    He reached around me and retrieved the hammer before sinking down on the step beside me, still looking at my face. 
 
    "Why are you staring at me?" I finally worked up the courage to ask. I felt really confused right now, but I didn’t know why, and that made it even more confusing. My belly jolted around again, too.  
 
    "I aint never seen a girl like you before." He frowned as he stared hard at my face. "You've got hair like snow." 
 
    "I've never seen snow before," I whispered. 
 
    "Me neither," he added, still looking at me with his big brown eyes. He had dirt on his cheek and smelled like freshly cut grass. "What's your name?"  
 
    "Adriana Davis." 
 
    He nodded. "I'm Nathan Cole, but my friends call me Nate." He smiled at me. He had white, straight teeth. "You can, too – call me Nate, I mean. You don’t gotta be scared of me…"  
 
    "Jackson's gonna get in big trouble for bringing you here, Nathan Cole," I blurted out as I looked up at him. "We're not 'posed to play with the kids from Riverside." 
 
    His smile turned sad then. "And why's that?" 
 
    "My Daddy says everyone from Riverside is dangerous or a trouble maker." 
 
    Nathan Cole was quiet for a long time before saying, "And what do you think, Adriana Davis?" He looked at me as he spoke in a soft voice. "Do you think I'm dangerous?" 
 
    I thought about it. "I think you're nice." 
 
    He smiled again. "Good." 
 
    "Are you dangerous, Nathan Cole?" I asked. "Are you a trouble maker?"  
 
    "Not to you," was all he replied. 
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 Nate 
 
    (Age 6) 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Momma, I met a girl today!" I called out the second I burst through the door of our trailer.  
 
    Jackson's sister was all I could think about the whole way home. "She's real pretty and she smells like a real girl, too." 
 
    "All girls smell the same, Nathan," my sister Kim teased from where she was doing her homework on the couch.  
 
    "Not this one," I assured her. "This girl is different. I think I'm gonna keep her."  
 
    "You're such a little weirdo," Kim shot back with a roll of her eyes. "Girls aren’t like cats and dogs, Nate. You can't keep one because you decide you like her." 
 
    "Well, I'm gonna keep this one," I shot back defiantly. "And you aint gonna stop me, Kimmie."  
 
    "Oh yeah?" Kim slapped the cover of her book closed and grinned at me. "And how are you going to do that?" 
 
    I jutted out my chin. "I'll bring her some flowers and be her very best friend." Yeah, that would do it. "And I'll share my lunch with her." 
 
    Kim's smile broadened. "You're almost too cute, kid."  
 
    "She'll wanna keep me, too, right?" 
 
    "Absolutely," my sister assured me. "All the girls are gonna wanna keep you, Nathan Cole." 
 
    "I don’t want no other girls." I scrunched my nose up at the thought. "Just that one." 
 
    "What's he yapping on about?" Momma demanded, appearing from her bedroom.  
 
    Kim didn’t look happy anymore. "Nathan has a crush, Momma." Kim looked mad now, but she was still talking in a real nice voice. It confused me. "I was telling him that any girl would be lucky to have him as her friend." 
 
    Momma snorted. "Who's the girl?" 
 
    "Andi," I answered proudly. "And she's got white hair, Momma. It aint even yellow." I threw my hands up in excitement. "It's all white!"  
 
    "Andi?" Kim smiled. "Your friend Jackson Davis's little sister?" 
 
    "Uh-huh." I nodded happily. "She said she thinks I'm real nice, too." 
 
    "You think the Davis girl's gonna wanna hang around with you?" Momma threw her head back and laughed then. "Boy, you must have rocks in that head of yours." 
 
    "It aint funny." I glared at my mother. "Quit laughing at me."  
 
    "Don’t listen to her, Nathan," Kim said defensively. "Andi Davis would be lucky to have you as her friend. Momma's just messing with you."  
 
    "Don’t be filling his head with nonsense, Kim," Momma shot back before turning her attention back to me. "Now listen here, boy. You aint never gonna be friends with that girl." 
 
    "But…" 
 
    "No buts," Momma interrupted, staggering a little. "Girls like that don’t hang around with boys like you. Now go on outside and play with Dallas."  
 
    "I don’t wanna play with Dallas," I grumbled. "I wanna play with Andi." 
 
    "It aint happening, boy. Now scram," Momma hissed, nudging me towards the door. "You'll thank me for this when you're older."  
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 Nate 
 
    (Age 10) 
 
      
 
      
 
    "DAMMIT, NATE, YOU SHOULD'VE SAID NO." Jackson glowered at me, his cheeks stained red. "Now I'm gonna have to watch after her all day." 
 
    "She's not a baby, Jacko," I defended as I glanced over my shoulder at the pigtailed blonde chasing after us. Our eyes met and my heart thumped hard against my chest, making me feel a little queasy. "She's only a year younger than us," I added, rubbing the sore patch on my chest. 
 
    "I was really looking forward to this," he muttered, kicking the dirt with the toe of his sneaker. Small pebbles and stones scattered from the impact. "Now, I'm gonna have to be worrying about her blood sugars." 
 
    I knew Jackson had been looking forward to us going fishing today. It was all we could talk about at school this week. But I'd be damned if I left her behind. 'Specially since their folks were in town. No, sir. I'd rather spend my whole weekend watching after Andi Davis and checking her blood sugar levels than leave her at home with them.  
 
    See, Andi had diabetes. The bad kind. Type one. The one with the needles and injections and pumps. Her body was crazy unpredictable and I understood why Jackson needed a break from it. I just didn’t understand why I didn’t… 
 
    "Whatever, Nate. You invited her so she's your responsibility for the day. I'm gonna have some fun." Huffing loudly, Jackson pedaled faster and further ahead of me, reaching up with some of the guys from our football team.  
 
    Slowing down on my bike, I dropped one foot to the ground and waited for Andi to catch up. 
 
    "Is he really mad at you?" Andi puffed when she reached me on her pink bike with streamers hanging off the handle bars and a basket in the front. 
 
    "Don’t worry about him," I replied as I watched the guys’ cycle until they were out of sight. 
 
    "I could have stayed at home, you know," she added softly, stopping beside me. "I don’t wanna get you in any trouble, Nate." 
 
    "You won't," I assured her before taking off again, this time at her pace. And either way, you're worth it. 
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    Andi 
 
    (Age 10) 
 
      
 
      
 
    JACKSON DAVIS HAD TO BE the worst brother in the history of brothers.  
 
    He forgot me. 
 
    In the ball park. 
 
    Again. 
 
    But this time was worse than the last three times because I'd hurt my ankle really badly on the monkey bars earlier. I was having a real hard time putting weight on it, and pushing my bike home one-footed had proven to be an impossible task – especially with the front wheel punctured. 
 
    Sinking down on the draught ridden dirt beside my bike, I dropped my head in my hands and cried. I was starting to get real panicked because I had to take my medicine. My ankle throbbed, making the tears spill quicker. 
 
    Stupid Jackson and stupid Jennah Elizabeth. 
 
    He was always forgetting his head and chasing after her when she was around. 
 
    This time he'd forgotten me.  
 
    I had been playing on the monkey bars in the playground area while they played ball.  
 
    Jackson had promised me he'd come get me when it was time to go.  
 
    It was growing dark now and there was no sign of him… 
 
    "Andi!" The sound of Nathan Cole hollering out my name stirred me from my thoughts and my head snapped up. "Andi? Where you at, girl?" 
 
    "I'm over here," I called out. Making a circle around my mouth with my hands, I yelled, "Down by the monkey bars, Nate. I'm down here…" my words trailed off when Nathan Cole came into sight, jogging towards me with his baseball cap slung backwards on his head. 
 
    "You okay?" he called out, panting.  
 
    I shook my head. "It's my ankle." 
 
    His frown deepened. "What about it?" His pace quickened.  
 
    "It hurts real bad," I explained, relief flooding me, when Nate reached my side and noticed the way I was cradling my foot. "I think I broke it." 
 
    "Let me see," he muttered, kneeling down in the dirt in front of me. With gentle hands, he took ahold of my foot and carefully twisted it back and forward. "Does it hurt here?" he asked, probing my foot with his thumb.  
 
    "No," I moaned, biting down on my lip in pain. "Just the ankle part." 
 
    "I think it's a sprain," he replied with a nod. "Can you walk?" 
 
    I shook my head. "I tried, but I can't keep my balance." I pressed my hand to my forehead, wiping a bead of sweat away. "And I'm feeling weak. I need to take my insulin." Exhaling a shaky breath, I added. "And I've got a puncture in my tire."  
 
    Nate frowned hard for a brief moment before jumping to his feet. "Come on," he told me as he caught ahold of my arms and helped me up. "I'll give you a piggyback." 
 
    "You will?" 
 
    "Yeah. Get on." 
 
    Nate crouched down and I quickly climbed onto his back. With one hand wrapped around my thigh, he grabbed the handle bars of my bike with the other. 
 
    "Hey, Nate?" I asked as I wrapped my arms and legs around his body and held on. "How'd you know I was down here?" 
 
    "You weren't at the house when I stopped by," he explained, carrying me effortlessly. "I kicked Jackson's ass for forgetting you." 
 
    "Thanks," I whispered. "He always forgets about me when Jennah Elizabeth is around." 
 
    "Yeah," Nate grumbled. "He's so weird around her." 
 
    "I wish I had someone like that," I sighed. 
 
    "Like what?" 
 
    "Someone who wanted to play with me so bad they forgot everyone else." Sighing, I added, "I guess I just hate being forgotten about." Which was always… 
 
    "I didn’t forget about you," Nate replied quietly. "And I never will." 
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    Nate 
 
    (Age 12) 
 
      
 
      
 
    I WASN'T SUPPOSED TO be in her room.  
 
    If Jackson or her father found out, we'd both be in trouble, but for some crazy reason I never seemed to be able to say no to this girl.  
 
    In fact, I always wanted to say yes to her. I wanted to please her, which was why I had put myself in the dangerous position of sleeping in her bedroom tonight.  
 
    How dumb did that make me?  
 
    Shaking my head, I drew myself from my thoughts and turned my face sideways. Immediately I was greeted with a shock of platinum blonde hair and eyes as blue as the Pacific Ocean. 
 
    "Hi," she giggled, twisting onto her side to face me. 
 
    "Hey," I croaked out, unable to stop myself from mirroring her actions.  
 
    "How are you feeling?" 
 
    "Andi, I told you I'm fine." 
 
    I balked when her hand snaked out and cupped my bruised cheek. "I hate that this happens to you," she whispered, touching me with tenderness. "I shouldn’t have asked you to take me trick or treating at the trailer park." 
 
    "You shouldn’t be down here on the floor with me," I changed the subject by saying, reveling in the feel of having her on the floor beside me. I didn’t like reminders of why I wasn’t good enough to be her friend. Sleeping in her mansion of a house was enough of a reality check without her bringing up the fact that I came from a trailer park. 
 
    "My bed's big enough for both of us," she shot back, innocent as always. 
 
    I swallowed deeply. "I'm not sleeping in your bed, Andi." 
 
    "Fine," she replied. "Then I'm not sleeping in it either." 
 
    Exhaling a sharp breath, I rolled onto my back and clenched my eyes shut. 
 
    This girl was going to be the death of me… 
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    Several hours later, I woke on my stomach in a blanket of sweat, and with the weight of a tiny blonde pressing me to the floor. Andi's leg was sprawled over my back. Her head was snuggled into my shoulder and her arms were wrapped tightly around me. 
 
    "Damn, Andi," I moaned, struggling to sit up. "You tryna kill me, girl?"  
 
    "Sorry." She rolled off me and smiled up at me sleepily. "I didn’t realize I was squeezing on you so tight." 
 
    Shaking my head, I forced myself to ignore the way my heart was hammering in my chest before lying back down.  
 
    The minute I rolled onto my side, she did it again.  
 
    "What are you doing?" I growled, clenching my eyes shut when her leg brushed my thigh.  
 
    "Hugging you," she replied sweetly as she continued to snuggle into my back. "I like sleeping with you." She shimmied even closer and wrapped her small arm around my waist. "You're real comfy, Nathan Cole." 
 
    "You can't be hugging on me like this, Andi," I groaned, attempting to move away from her. It was no use. Every time I moved away, she followed me.  
 
    "Why not?" I felt her nose press against my back as she spoke. "You're big and strong and warm." She giggled and held me tighter. "Like a hot water bottle or a teddy bear or something." 
 
    "That aint funny." 
 
    "You can be my little spoon." She laughed harder. "I'll be the big spoon and take care of you." 
 
    "Nuh-uh. Oh, hell no." Twisting around like a maniac, I rolled us both so that I was the big spoon. "You're the little spoon round here, girl," I grumbled, pulling her close.  
 
    "Fine by me," she whispered, backing up against my chest. "I like being your little spoon."  
 
    Goddamn… 
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    Andi 
 
    (Age 12) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    WHAT HAD STARTED AS an argument over Jackson's football team losing their game this afternoon had ended in bloodshed.  
 
    My father, furious with my brother for not 'giving it one hundred and ten percent on the field' had gnawed at and goaded my brother until he snapped.  
 
    Jackson was only thirteen and no match for our father. The fact that his entire face was covered in blood only proved the truth. His face was all beat up and bruised and I couldn’t stop crying as I watched him curl up in the fetal position as our father continued to kick him.  
 
    "Don’t you ever fucking lie to me again, you little shit," Daddy snarled before kicking my brother once more in the ribs. "You better stay down, boy. If you know what's good for you..." 
 
    Please stay down. 
 
    Please stay down. 
 
    "Asshole," Jackson hissed as he struggled to get to his feet.  
 
    I wailed loudly at the sight of my brother's sheer stubbornness.  
 
    Why couldn’t he just stay down?  
 
    Fear was escalating inside of me. I knew I had to do something – anything – but I was scared.  
 
    I was a coward.  
 
    Just then, the sound of the front door slamming drummed through my ears. 
 
    I sagged in relief when I saw my brother's best friend walk into the lounge.  
 
    "Don’t," I whispered in horror when Nathan lunged towards my father. Wrapping my hands around his waist, I clung to his body like a baby monkey. "Please." I was sobbing now. Crying real hard and ugly. "Please don’t. He'll hurt you, too." 
 
    Nate clenched his jaw as he stared past me, glaring at my father. "Walk away, Jacko," he finally said, instructing my brother to back down. "Come on, man," he added, eyes trained on my brother who was clutching his ribcage. "Walk. Away." 
 
    "Quarterback," Daddy sneered, finally noticing Nathan's presence. "Good game today." He wiped the palms of his hands against his tailored suit pants before casually adjusting his tie. "You could teach my son a thing or two on the field." 
 
    "Jackson doesn’t need me to teach him anything. He played well today," Nate shot back coolly. "We lost because we're younger and they're better. Plain and simple." 
 
    "Yeah," my father sneered. " Well…" 
 
    "Give us a couple of years and we'll beat them," Nathan added in a deathly cold tone. "We'll fucking kill them when we're older." I could hear the menace in his voice, and apparently so could my father because he began to withdraw and simmer down a little.  
 
    Turning to my brother, Dad hissed, "Get your shit together, boy. You were an embarrassment to the Davis name out there today." Having said that, Dad turned to me and growled. "Get your ass up those stairs and into your bedroom now, Adriana," before retreating to his office.   
 
    The moment Dad was out of sight, I rushed towards my brother. "Are you okay?" I cried, wrapping my arms around him, only to cry harder when he flinched in pain.  
 
    "I'm gonna kill him," Jackson hissed as he wiped blood from his lips. His eyes were locked on Nate as he spoke. "One of these days, I'm gonna take that bastard out." 
 
    Nate nodded in understanding. "And I'm gonna help you." 
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    Nate 
 
    (Age 14) 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOMETIMES, I REALLY WANTED to hit her back.  
 
    I knew that made me sound like a piece of shit son, but it was the truth.  
 
    Every time I stood in that trailer and took a beating from my momma, I wanted to snap. I wanted to fight back.  
 
    Tonight, I came this close to losing it.  
 
    It was bad enough when she hit me, but letting her deadbeat, loser boyfriend hit on me?  
 
    Fuck that.  
 
    I wasn’t going back there tonight.  
 
    Throwing a few things into my backpack, I slipped it on my shoulders and stalked out of my mother's trailer, hell bent on getting as far away from her as I possibly could.  
 
    There was only one place I could go this late at night; Jackson's. 
 
    Spitting out a mouthful of blood, I dragged my bicycle off the ground before quickly hopping on. 
 
    "Get your ass back here, boy!" my mother's voice came from behind me. 
 
    I pedaled faster. 
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    WHEN I REACHED THE Davis's house and saw the car-less driveway in front of me, I sagged in relief.  
 
    Their parents weren't home again… 
 
    Pedaling up to the house, I pressed on the brakes and hopped off my bike, not caring when it fell roughly to the ground. I was too fired up to be gentle with anything right now.  
 
    Not bothering to knock on the door – it was late, and they never answered it anyway – I turned the door handle and let myself inside.  
 
    The foyer was in darkness.  
 
    Perfect.  
 
    With my bag on my back, I spent a good ten minutes just standing there, in the black of the night, breathing in deep and slow, attempting to calm myself down.  
 
    Eventually, when I didn’t feel quite so homicidal, I crept through the unlit house with ease. I spent more time here than I did my own home. I knew the layout of every room and every piece of furniture.  
 
    When I reached the staircase, I slipped my boots off and walked up the steps in my socks, hoping I wouldn’t wake either of them.  
 
    I made an effort to be extra quiet when I passed her door; the thought of her seeing me like this driving me fucking crazy. I was bruised and bloody. She didn’t need to see it. She didn’t need to worry. I knew she already had enough of those of her own… 
 
    Jackson's room was empty when I slipped inside and his absence made my anger return. He was a real dick sometimes. Leaving his sister alone all night?  
 
    Goddammit… 
 
    "Nate?"  
 
    The light in the hallway flicked on.  
 
    "Are you okay?" I could hear the concern in her voice. "It's like two in the morning?" 
 
    "I just need somewhere to crash for the night." I couldn’t look her in the eye. I couldn’t see those blue eyes fill up with sadness. She had enough of that in her life already. "Go on back to bed." I didn’t turn around as I spoke. I kept my back to her and my eyes closed, willing her to do as I said. "I'll be out of your hair first thing." 
 
    The footsteps I heard did little to comfort me.  
 
    They weren't receding; they were drawing closer.  
 
    The moment I felt her hand on the back of my shoulder, I almost groaned out loud.  
 
    "Where does it hurt?" she whispered, trailing her fingers over the broadness of my back. 
 
    Everywhere, I wanted to confess, but I didn’t say a word.  
 
    Adriana Davis stood in front of me looking like all my Christmases rolled into one beautiful package. She was all skin and bones and blonde hair pillowing around her fragile frame. She had on a pair of pink flannel pajama pants and a matching long sleeved shirt. There was nothing sexual about her appearance in this moment, but my heart still slammed in my chest at the sight. "Where does it hurt?" she repeated, voice pained. 
 
    My heart… 
 
    Again, I remained silent, unable to tell her, unable to move a muscle from the sheer sight of her.  
 
    I loved her.  
 
    I knew that sounded dumb.  
 
    I knew I was too young to fully appreciate the meaning of the word, but it didn’t matter.  
 
    I honest to god fucking loved this girl like nothing else before.  
 
    My heart slammed against my chest as I watched her watching me. It caused me physical pain being this close to her. I almost couldn’t bear it.  
 
    I was supposed to stay away from Andi – her father had warned me as much. But I fucking ached whenever she was nearby. Being mad seemed to be the only way to stop myself from acting on my feelings.  
 
    And I was mad at her.  
 
    Mad at her for making me feel this way.  
 
    Mad at her for making me weak. 
 
    "Let me see," she whispered then as she reached for the hem of my shirt. 
 
    Instinctively, I pushed her hand away. "What do you think you're doing, girl?" my voice was thick and gruff, the feel of her hands on me too fucking good to comprehend. 
 
    "I’m checking you over," she replied innocently, reaching for the hem of my shirt once more.  
 
    This time I let her.  
 
    I didn’t push her away.  
 
    I didn’t have the strength to. 
 
    Instead, I allowed her to lift my shirt. Worse than allow her, I reached one hand behind my back and tugged it off, letting it fall to the floor between us.  
 
    "Oh my god, Nate," Andi said in a strangled tone, eyes locked on my stomach. "What did that animal do to you?" 
 
    Nothing that hasn't already been done before, I refrained from saying.  
 
    Her eyes trailed over my purple stained flesh and I cringed when I watched them fill up with tears. Seeing her crying hurt worse than the beating I'd just taken.  
 
    "Don’t," I warned her. "Don’t you dare cry over this." 
 
    "I can't help it," she whispered, fingers still trailing over my stomach. "When you're in pain, I'm in pain." 
 
    Why the hell did she have to say shit like that to me? 
 
    Didn’t she know she shouldn’t give false hope to guys like me? 
 
    "Come on," she instructed then, gesturing for me to follow her to her room. "I have some arnica cream in my room." 
 
    Bending down, I retrieved my shirt. "What are you doing with arnica cream, Andi?" 
 
    She smiled back at me. "You know how I bruise easily." 
 
    Oh yeah. "I remember," I replied as I trailed after her.  
 
    Which was why I needed to steer clear of this girl.  
 
    I had an unintentional tendency of breaking the things I loved the most. 
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    Andi 
 
    (Age 14) 
 
      
 
      
 
    "WHO IS YOUR FATHER, NATE?" I asked as he walked me home from Kim's house.  
 
    I spent most of the evening babysitting Callie and I'd grown curious. The walls of his sister's home were ordained with tons of photographs and family pictures. I'd managed to identify every person in every picture.  
 
    All except his father… 
 
    It was a question I had spent nine years working up the courage to ask. I figured now was as good a chance as I would ever get.  
 
    "My father?" Nate frowned as he shoved his hands into the front pocket of his red hoodie. "He was a ghost in the night, Andi. Didn’t stick around once my momma started showing – at least that's what Kim told me." 
 
    "Oh." Hurrying to keep up with Nathan's long strides, I wrapped my arms around my body, hugging myself. "And the guy in the pictures – the one in the army uniform. That's Kim's father, right?" 
 
    Nathan nodded in confirmation. "Corporal Jason Cole." 
 
    "What happened to him?" I watched his side profile as we walked. 
 
    "Who?" He looked sideways at me. "Kim's father?" 
 
    "Yeah." I nodded. 
 
    "Poor bastard was killed in Iraq," Nate explained. "It was his first deployment. My mother was never the same after that – or so I've been told." 
 
    I knew Kim and Nathan couldn’t have the same father, but it wasn’t something I'd ever put much thought into.  
 
    Nate sighed heavily before adding, "Kim's father was the one guy my mother actually loved."  
 
    "How come you have his name?" I asked, staring up at his face. "Is that allowed?" I blushed at my lack of knowledge. "I mean; can a woman give a child the surname of a man who's not his biological father?" 
 
    "They were married," Nate shot back gruffly, as if that was explanation enough.  
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    Not to me, at least. 
 
    "So yeah, I've got the name of a dead soldier and he's not my father." Shrugging, he added, "Cole suits me better than Jones anyway." 
 
    "That's your father's name?" I asked, curious. "Jones?" 
 
    Nate nodded. "Dixon Jones."  
 
    "Do you know where he is now?" 
 
    "Not a clue," Nate admitted. "Never even met the guy." He slowed his pace then, giving me a chance to catch up – and catch my breath. "But I know he's got family out in Colorado." Nate scrunched his nose up in what looked like disgust to me. "According to Kim, he's got brothers and sisters there. One of them is a doctor… Max, I think she said his name was." 
 
    "Then we should go there someday," I announced excitedly. "And meet your family." 
 
    Nate cocked a brow. "And beg for scraps?" He shook his head. "No way. I don’t need shit from him." We reached the bottom of my street when he asked, "What’s with the twenty questions anyway?" 
 
    "Oh…" My cheeks burned red. "I'm sorry. I just wanted to know." 
 
    "Why?" he asked with a smirk as we reached the bottom of my driveway. 
 
    "Because I want to know everything about you," I explained lamely.  
 
    "You know more than most, Andi Davis," Nate shot back as he walked me to my door.  
 
    I did? "How'd you figure that?" 
 
    Stopping just outside the door, Nate shoved his hands back into his hoodie. "Because."  
 
    I waited expectantly. "Because?"  
 
    He was looking straight at me and the heat in his stare was making my stomach do somersaults. 
 
    Nate's brows furrowed. "Because… because you just do." 
 
    He seemed as confused as I was. 
 
    "You know me best, too, Nate," I whispered then, feeling the burn in my cheeks. 
 
    "Yeah?" His tone was gruff, his eyes darker than normal.  
 
    Instinctively, I took a step closer. "Yeah." 
 
    Nate continued to look at me with that heated expression for a long moment before finally shaking his head and taking a safe step back. "You should go inside," he finally said, voice thick and deeper than before. "It's getting late." 
 
    "Yeah, okay." Nodding, I bit down on my bottom lip and forced the disappointment down. For a moment there, I'd thought he was going to kiss me… 
 
    "Thanks for sitting for Callie tonight. Kim really appreciated it." 
 
    "It's honestly no trouble." I smiled brightly. "I love Callie." 
 
    "And she loves you right back," Nate shot back with a chuckle, following me into the foyer of my house.  
 
    I wish you loved me back, I wanted to scream, but of course, I didn’t. Instead, I said goodnight to my brother's best friend and retreated to my room where he would continue to haunt me in my dreams tonight.  
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    Nate 
 
    (Age 16) 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    THIS WASN’T HAPPENING. 
 
    This couldn’t be fucking happening. 
 
    Callie wasn’t Trey's biological daughter.  
 
    She belonged to Clive Davis… 
 
    Pressing my fingers to my temples, I paced my sister's kitchen, feeling furious and fucking horrified. "How could you do this to Trey?" I roared, chest heaving. Kim's husband was a good man and she'd pulled a fucking trick on him. It was one of the cruelest things a woman could do to a man, and she fucking did it! "How could you not tell me?" I demanded, feeling hurt and thoroughly disgusted. It was bad enough to find out my sister had an underage affair with my best friend's father, but to find out she had a baby by him?  
 
    That fucking blew my mind. 
 
    "Because I was scared, alright?" Kim screamed, tears streaming down her cheeks. "You're tight with his kids. I didn’t know how loyal you'd be if they pressed you for –" 
 
    "I'm your brother," I snarled, not giving her a chance to finish her sentence. "Your flesh and blood. My loyalty lies with you, Kim. Damn."  
 
    "Nathan, you have no clue how hard it was for me back then." 
 
    "How hard it was for you?" I shot back, furious. "How about how hard it's gonna be for Trey when Liv spills the beans and the poor bastard finds out he's been raising another man's daughter?" I shuddered in disgust. "Goddamn, I can't even look at you right now." 
 
    "Nathan, you can't let that happen," Kim sobbed. "Please – please – Nathan. I'm begging you. Make it go away. Go back to Liv and make her keep her mouth shut. Do whatever you need to do to shut that woman up. I am begging you!"  
 
    "How the hell am I supposed to do that, Kim?" I roared. The memory of what Liv Davis wanted from me entered my mind and I flinched. Flustered, I ran a hand through my hair and exhaled a broken sigh. "I can't fix this for you," I finally said. "I'm sorry, Kim, but you’re on your own with this." 
 
    "Fine. If you won't do it for me then do it for Callie," Kim countered, morphing into mama bear mode. "Do it for your niece, Nathan. Your innocent, kind, beautiful, niece. My god, you've seen that man! You know how he treats those kids – how he treats Andi…" her voice broke off and she groaned as if in physical pain. "Do you want Callie to end up under his roof?" she demanded then. "Do you want her to become a living ghost like Andi, Nate? Because that's exactly what will happen if he finds out about Callie being his daughter."  
 
    "Don’t put this on me, Kim," I warned, trembling. "And don’t you dare use Andi against me." 
 
    My sister knew what Andi meant to me. 
 
    Everything… 
 
    "I gave up my childhood to take care of you," my sister hissed then, eyes red and bloodshot. "I fed you and cleaned up after you and protected you for years, Nathan. I did all of that for you because I love you! Because you're my brother." Her voice shook as she threw a lifetime of nurturing at me like bullet from a loaded gun. "I am asking you to do one thing in return for me. One. For me and for my child."  
 
    "You don’t know what she wants me to do…" I whispered brokenly. "If you knew then you –" 
 
    "I don’t care!" Kim all but screamed, interrupting me. "Just do it. Give her what she wants, Nathan. Whatever it is. Whatever it takes. Make this go away!" 
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    DISGUST FILLED EVERY INCH of my body.  
 
    Self-loathing possessed every slither of my soul.  
 
    Her hands on my body only made it worse.  
 
    My brain, my heart, and my conscience rebelled against what was occurring, while my traitorous teenage dick reveled in the moment.  
 
    Everything had gone to hell. 
 
    My hopes.  
 
    My dreams.  
 
    My plans for the future.  
 
    My dream of a future with Andi.  
 
    They were gone now, slipping away with every thrust of her hips.  
 
    Covering my face with my hand, I clenched my eyes shut and remained still beneath her.  
 
    Blocking out the sound of her moans and cries, I forced myself to think of someone else. 
 
    Anyone else. 
 
    But only one face came to mind. 
 
    Andi. 
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    Andi  
 
    (Age 16) 
 
      
 
      
 
    DEEP DOWN IN MY heart and soul, I knew Nathan Cole hadn't been a virgin since freshman year of high school. But somehow, seeing him with his penis buried deep inside of Dallas Holloway made the realization a million times worse. 
 
    I didn’t mean to walk in on them tonight. 
 
    I also didn’t intend to stay and watch.  
 
    But that's what happened. 
 
    I had decided to go downstairs to one of Jackson's house parties and see what the fuss was about.  
 
    The Springhill Bobcat's had won their game so I knew the celebration would be in full swing.  
 
    I really wasn’t sure what I had expected to find downstairs, but a brothel like setting certainly hadn't crossed my mind.  
 
    The smell of cigarette smoke and beer filled my senses the moment I stepped off the bottom step.  
 
    There were drunk teenagers scattered all over the ground floor of our home, most of them paired off and making out.  
 
    Feeling out of place, I steeled my spine and walked through the house with my head held high. I shouldn’t feel out of place, not in my own home, but I did.  
 
    Avoiding several inebriated seniors from school, I hurried through the lounge and down the hallway to where my father's office was stationed.  
 
    It was quieter down here and I was glad.  
 
    I wasn’t used to the noise or the companionship. 
 
    "…Ugh…Mmmm…Fuck me…" 
 
    The sex noises coming from the other side of the office door filled my ears and I balked.  
 
    "…. Yes…Ugh. Take me harder…" 
 
    Jackson?  
 
    No way.  
 
    I shook my head and rebuked at the thought.  
 
    He wouldn’t be foolish enough to go in there… 
 
    Don’t do it, Andi. 
 
    Don’t go there.  
 
    Don’t open the door… 
 
    Foolish, and riddled with curiosity, I opened the door.  
 
    The air expelled from my lungs in a gasp the moment I laid eyes on Dallas Holloway sprawled on her back on my father's desk with Nate between her legs.  
 
    With the exception of his jeans hanging low, revealing a slither of his bare butt, Nate was fully clothed as he stood between Dallas's legs with his hands on either side of her hips.  
 
    He was rough with her – relentless even – as he slammed himself inside her over and over. 
 
    She was screaming like an award-winning porn star, obviously thrilled to have Springhill's star quarterback buried between her legs.  
 
    Before that moment, I never knew a human heart could break at the same time the body ignited with unsated desire. 
 
    I was the one in love with him. 
 
    She didn’t love him like I did. 
 
    And yet he was inside her. 
 
    It should be you, a voice inside of me hissed. Nathan Cole belongs with you… 
 
    They didn’t even notice I was watching; they were too caught up in the moment…too caught up in fucking each other's brains out.  
 
    And I was a glutton for punishment because I stood right there in the doorway of my father's office and watched the boy I was in love with have sex with a girl who wasn’t nearly good enough for him.  
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    Nate 
 
    (Age 17) 
 
      
 
      
 
    I NEEDED TO GET the hell out of this town.  
 
    If I didn’t, I was going to lose my goddamn mind.  
 
    With my head bent and my attention focused on the textbook opened in front of me, I scribbled down my notes for advanced Biology furiously. It was the last class of the day, and most of the other students were lounging around waiting for the bell. I, on the other hand, was building my empire, investing in my future.  
 
    Yeah, I knew what half of the asshole's in this room thought. They wondered why the hell a guy in my position would bother with advanced bio when I didn’t have a rich daddy to foot the bill to med school.  
 
    Well fuck them.  
 
    I didn’t need no rich prick's money.  
 
    No, I was getting myself out of this town on my own merit.  
 
    With my goddamn brain and my throwing arm.  
 
    And when I got there, I would clap myself on the back. 
 
    That was for damn sure.  
 
    I worked hard in the classroom and played harder on the field. It was a concoction that had led me to success. I was on the brink of a major scholarship to UA. My future was almost sealed. I was so close I could almost taste my freedom. Knowing this made all of the studying and football training – not to mention the countless hours of overtime I put in at Trey's auto shop – worth it.  
 
    I was this fucking close.  
 
    As per normal, the moment I thought about my plans for the future, Andi's face entered my mind and I balked. 
 
    Goddamn, she needed to stay out of my head.  
 
    I had to focus on my own future – and she had no business in it.  
 
    But still, no matter how hard I tried to force the image of her out of my mind, she wouldn’t fucking go… 
 
      
 
    "Come on, Nate!" Dallas mewled impatiently, patting the mattress in the Jackson's guest room. "Come back to bed and we'll try again." 
 
    What she meant was come back to bed and make her come.  
 
    "I need some air," I shot back as I pulled on my jeans.  
 
    I couldn’t do this with her.  
 
    Not tonight.  
 
    "God!" she hissed, angry now, as she sprawled out naked and kicked the bed. "You are so fucking selfish!" 
 
    "Selfish? I've been working all fucking week," I shot back, slipping on my sneakers. Not to mention, I'd just played one hell of a game tonight. "I'm tired, Dallas. Damn." 
 
    "You're pathetic," she spat. "I'm here, offering myself to you on a plate, and you're too tired?" She shook her head and screamed. "I should find myself a real man. One with stamina." 
 
    "Then why don’t you go ahead and do that?" I shot back. "And save me a pain in the fucking head." 
 
    "Don’t even think you're coming back in here and sleeping with me tonight," she snarled when I walked over to the door of the bedroom and pulled it open. "I mean it, Nate. Walk out that door and I'm gonna find myself some real dick." 
 
    "Go for it," I tossed back before stalking out and slamming the door behind me.  
 
    Goddamn that girl infuriated me. 
 
    Pissed off and tired, I walked down the hallway and slipped inside the one room I knew wouldn’t be filled with people fucking. 
 
    "Nate?" Andi's voice was groggy as she called out to me in the darkness. 
 
    "Yeah, it's me."  
 
    "Are you okay?" 
 
    "Tired," I admitted gruffly. "I'm real fucking tired, Andi." 
 
    "Oh. Is the party still going on downstairs?" 
 
    I nodded, even though I knew she couldn’t see me in the darkness. "I just wanna crash." 
 
    "You can sleep here with me," she whispered back. "Always." 
 
    "Thank you." Trying to be quiet, I walked over to my favorite patch on her bedroom floor and threw myself down. "I'm sorry about this." 
 
    "About what?" 
 
    "Hijacking your floor," I mumbled. "Again." 
 
    "Nathan." A pillow landed on my chest. Seconds later, a blanket followed. "You don’t have to apologize to me." 
 
    Yeah, I did. 
 
    I had so many things I needed to apologize to her for… 
 
    "Night, Andi." 
 
    "Goodnight, Nate."  
 
      
 
    Dallas wasn’t just a distraction from my obsession with Andi Davis.  
 
    She was the reality check I needed.  
 
    I never had a shot with that girl.  
 
    Not before what I'd done and not since.  
 
    I was a gutter rat and she was everything. 
 
    The bell rang then, signaling the end of class, and distracting me from my thoughts. I tossed my books in my bag before getting up and following the rest of the herd out of class.  
 
    When I reached the hallway inside the main entrance, I locked eyes on Andi standing alone at her locker and my feet almost tripped me up. What the fuck? I had balance that rivaled an acrobat.  
 
    Whatever it was about that girl always screwed with my insides.  
 
    She looked so small and fragile as she fought with the door of her locker. 
 
    Like a bee to honey, I was drawn to her. The fact that I was supposed to be at football practice five minutes ago seemed inconsequential to the burning need I had inside of me to help her out.  
 
    Walking up behind her, I reached out an arm and yanked the locker door open.  
 
    My actions caused Andi to squeal in surprise. "Oh my god!" She gasped as she flew around to face me. The moment her eyes landed on mine, she grinned up at me. "My hero." 
 
    Now why'd she have to go and say shit like that? 
 
    "Trust me, I'm not your hero, Andi Davis." 
 
    "I think you are, Nathan Cole," she replied, a sudden fierceness in her tone.  
 
    Fuck, I was enraptured by this girl.  
 
    She was looking up at me like she wanted me to kiss her. And damn, right now, I really wanted to. 
 
    "In the future, sort your own shit," I forced myself to say before stalking off, needing to put space between me and that girl.  
 
    I wasn’t Andi Davis's hero.  
 
    Not anymore. 
 
    And if she ever found out what I'd done, she'd hate my guts. 
 
    I figured I'd just help her learn it earlier.  
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    Andi 
 
    (Age 17) 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I'M TELLING YOU, ANDI. They just broke up! Like right this second. In front of my very eyes."  
 
    I couldn’t hide my happiness as I listened to my best friend tell me the best news of my day, week, year, and possibly decade. "Are you serious?" I whispered.  
 
    Please let her be serious.  
 
    Please let it be permanent. 
 
    "As serious as a heart attack," Ivy shot back. "Nathan dumped her nasty ass in front of everyone before storming out of the party!"  
 
    Unable to contain my excitement at the prospect of Nathan Cole being single again, I leapt off my bed and did a little celebratory dance in my tank top and panties. "I can't believe this!" 
 
    "I know, right?" I could hear the amusement in Ivy's voice. "And about damn time, too." 
 
    "I think this is the best day of my life," I confessed, biting down on my bottom lip. "And yes, I do realize how absolutely pathetic that makes me, but I don’t care." He's single again… 
 
    "You should see Dallas's face, babe," Ivy chuckled. "It's priceless…oh, hang on a sec. Hey handsome…" 
 
    The sound of my brother's voice came from the other line and I balked. "Are you with Jackson?"  
 
    "Hey. Don’t judge," was all I heard Ivy reply before the sound of my brother's laughter filled my ear. 
 
    "Hey, Ive's, be careful with him," I warned. "He's a bad –" I didn’t have a chance to finish my sentence; the beep on the other side of the line assured me that my best friend had ended our call.  
 
    "Idea," I whispered to myself. "He's a really bad idea." 
 
    "Who's a really bad idea?" a familiar voice slurred and I screamed before throwing my phone in the air.  
 
    My eyes landed on Nathan standing in my bedroom doorway, looking all broody and pensive. My body sagged in relief milliseconds before my heart made the connection and jackhammered in my chest. "You scared me," I gasped, clutching my chest. "What are you doing here, Nate?" 
 
    "Isn't it obvious?" he asked, his words a mumbled slur. "I came to see you." 
 
    "You're drunk," I observed nervously as I watched him stagger towards me.  
 
    "I am," he agreed, taking an achingly long time to reach me. "I most… definitely… am." When he finally reached me, the smell of alcohol almost took my breath away." 
 
    "Did you drive here?" I heard myself ask, feeling bitter disappointment at the thought of Nate getting behind the wheel this wasted.  
 
    "If by drive you mean hitch a ride to your house with the Warden of the Wasted, then yeah," he shot back, grinning wolfishly. "I left my truck at the party." 
 
    "That's good to know." I giggled at his funny way of saying designated driver. "I'm happy you didn’t drive her." I'm happy you're safe… 
 
    "Jackson's still there," he added proudly as if remembering where he left my brother was a big achievement. He staggered slightly then and I quickly wrapped my arm around his waist to steady him. 
 
    "I know," I replied as I helped him over to my bed. "Ivy called me." I helped him sit down. "She told me about you and Dallas breaking up." I sank to the floor and began to untie the laces on his boots. "I'm sorry to hear that, Nate." I wasn’t sorry. Not one bit. But I figured it was the right thing to say to a person who was going through a break up. "Are you okay?" 
 
    "Andi, baby, I haven't been okay in years," Nate slurred before throwing himself back on my bed. "I'm in a real bad way, girl." 
 
    "Why?" Forcing down the sheer delight of hearing him call me baby, I yanked off his left boot before removing the right.  
 
    "I'm off the team," he slurred. "Did you hear that?" 
 
    "I heard about that." But I didn’t understand why. Nate was the best player the Springhill Bobcats had. It didn’t make sense to cut him from the team. In fact, it was practically football suicide for the Bobcats. "I'm really sorry, Nate." 
 
    "It was my choice," he grumbled in a pained tone. "My fucking fault." 
 
    "What's your fault?" 
 
    "My life is going down the drain." He exhaled heavily. "I made some real bad fucking choices and now I'm…trapped." 
 
    "I don’t understand." My heart fluttered nervously. "Are you in some sort of trouble or something?" I hoped he wasn’t. I would die if anything happened to this boy… 
 
    "I'm just in pain, Andi," he mumbled drowsily. "I'm hurting real bad, and it aches." He slapped the palm of his hand against his chest and groaned. "It burns me." 
 
    "What does?" I climbed onto my bed beside him and knelt over his huge frame. "What hurts you, Nate?" 
 
    "Hmm?" Nate's eyes were closed, he was lying perfectly still on my bed, and all I wanted to do was scream 'don’t fall asleep yet!'  
 
    "Nate?" I whispered, daring to cover his hand with mine. "What makes you ache?" 
 
    "You," he mumbled groggily before capturing my hand with his. "Always you." 
 
    I wasn’t so foolish to believe that he actually meant me. 
 
    Nathan was drunk and in a vulnerable position right now.  
 
    But I would be a liar if I said I didn’t lay beside him with a huge smile on my face.  
 
    "You smell so damn good, little spoon," he slurred, pulling me into his arms. "I could keep you forever." 
 
    "I wish you would," I whispered to myself.  
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    WHEN I WOKE THE following morning, it was to a bed void of Nathan Cole. In his place was a note. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Andi, 
 
    I'm not sure how I ended up in your room last night,  
 
    but I'm sorry for taking over your bed. 
 
    But I promise I'm suffering with the 
 
     mother of all hangovers for my sins...  
 
    Oh yeah…  
 
    consider whatever I said to be bullshit.  
 
    I was drunk as hell. 
 
    Nate. 
 
    PS: Thanks for taking care of me. 
 
   


  
 

 Andi 
 
    Age 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    NOW, I KNOW THE MEMBERS of Alternative Kiss had chosen Jackson to be the lead singer in the band back they first formed, but I swear I could listen to Nate's raspy singing voice for the rest of eternity and never grow tired.  
 
    Maybe I was biased because of the whole being in love with him thing, but I didn’t think so. He was truly that good.  
 
    Nathan's voice was deep, enthralling and incredibly melancholic as he strummed on his guitar and sang the lyrics of Stateless' Bloodstream.  
 
    The band were practicing around our pool tonight, and I was mesmerized.  
 
    Too shy to join them, but unwilling to go inside and miss out on hearing them play, I remained on the back porch and observed.  
 
    Sitting on the top step, I wrapped my arms around my knees and listened intently to every single word that came out of Nathan Cole's mouth. He looked incredible – painfully beautiful – as he sat at the edge of our pool, with his feet in the water and his guitar pressed to his bare chest. 
 
    Every once and a while, he looked over at me as he sang, and that one single glance was enough to set my body on fire. I pretended he was singing the words to me. I knew that made me very pathetic, but I didn’t care, and besides, I wasn’t hurting anyone. Well, maybe except for myself… 
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 Nate 
 
    Age 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    I DEDICATED EVERY WORD of the song I had just played to my best friend's sister – in my mind, of course.  
 
    Even now, as I sat alongside my bandmates, practicing some new songs, my entire focus was on Andi. 
 
    Watching her watching me play tonight? 
 
    Fuck, it was too much.  
 
    She was too much.  
 
    Last night had been a mistake.  
 
    Sleeping in her bed?  
 
    What the fuck had I been thinking?  
 
    I was already addicted to her. Now, her smell was on my body. 
 
    Unable to take the heat of her stare a second longer, I drew my feet out of the pool before standing up and placing my guitar back in its case. I couldn’t stay here. Not with her looking at me like that… 
 
    "You going somewhere, man?" Jackson asked, still strumming on his acoustic, when I picked up my case and walked towards their house. "We're not finished. I wanna get this song nailed down before tomorrow night." 
 
    "I'll be ready," was all I replied, not stopping. 
 
    "Are you leaving?" Andi asked when I walked past her. "Nate?" 
 
    I didn’t stop to answer her. 
 
    I had to get some space from that girl before I exploded.  
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    Nate 
 
    (Age 18) 
 
      
 
      
 
    FUCK JACKSON AND HIS stupid idea.  
 
    Fake boyfriend my ass.  
 
    If he knew just how much I needed to be buried inside his sister, he'd see things a hell of a lot differently.  
 
    Raging inside, I watched like some obsessed pervert as Andi drank it up with that preppy rich prick from her class.  
 
    Brad the Dick.  
 
    Andi was offering me everything I'd ever wanted. Her mind, her body, and her heart, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t have her.  
 
    Not after being with her mother.  
 
    I couldn’t fucking do that to her.  
 
    I hated myself for what I'd done.  
 
    I wished I could go back in time and change things, make better choices, more selfish choices.  
 
    I had lost everything because of that woman. Football, my scholarship, and the chance of being with Andi...  
 
    She'd hate me if she knew.  
 
    She'd fucking despise me.  
 
    I couldn’t bear the thought of it.  
 
    But it was hard to stop obsessing over the girl; especially now that I had gotten a taste of her.  
 
    Christ, she tasted like honey on my tongue… 
 
    "Quit it," I mumbled to myself as I shook my head and tossed back another shot. "Quit fucking thinking about her like that." 
 
    Yeah, drinking myself into oblivion seemed to be my safest bet for the night.  
 
    But it didn’t seem to matter how many shots of tequila I tossed back my throat, Andi Davis continued to consume my thoughts… 
 
      
 
    "Hah. You have to kiss me!" DJ Kellerman – who preferred to be called JD – snickered. A whole group of us were all sitting in a circle in his back garden playing spin the bottle and his spin had just landed on Andi. 
 
    "Those are the rules, Andi," he continued to taunt. "Pucker up, girl." 
 
    Andi's eyes bugged in horror.  
 
    Immediately, I was on defense mode. "She's not playing, Kellerman," I warning, casting a warning glare in his direction. "Spin again." 
 
    "But she's in the circle –" 
 
    "You deaf or just plain dumb?" I snarled, interrupting him. "I said she's not fucking playing. Spin again."  
 
    "If ya'll don’t play by the rules then you can't play here," he grumbled, pouting his lips. 
 
    "Fine." Jerking to my feet, I kicked his bottle across the grass and held out my hand for Andi to take. "Then we won't play."  
 
    Andi placed her small hand in mine and jumped up.  
 
    "Thanks, Nate," she whispered as we walked down Kellerman's driveway to where I'd left my bike. "I really didn’t wanna kiss him." 
 
    "I know." I didn’t, not until now at least, but it made me feel real good hearing her say it. "You don’t have to kiss anyone you don’t wanna, Andi," I added, helping her onto the saddle of my bike before climbing on in front of her. "Remember that." 
 
    "I will," she replied before leaning forward and pressing a kiss to my cheek. 
 
    I froze. "Why'd you do that?" 
 
    She wrapped her hands around my waist and pressed her cheek to my back. "Because I wanted to…" 
 
      
 
    Even though I'd only been eleven at the time, I'd known Kellerman wanted to kiss Andi that day. One look at Brad the dick's face now and it only showed me that he wanted to kiss her too. 
 
    Fuck that… 
 
    Burning with jealousy and unable to stand another second of Brad the Dick's attempt at snaring my fake girlfriend, I stalked towards them and wrapped my hand around Andi's narrow waist before swiping the drink he'd made for her out of her hand. 
 
    I couldn’t help but notice the bewildered expression on Andi's face when I took a sip of her drink.  
 
    Mother fucker… 
 
    "She's diabetic, asshole," I roared when I tasted the rum and coke. What a stupid mother fucker… "What the fuck are you trying to do – put her in a coma?"  
 
    "I didn’t think," the little dipshit offered as he held his hands up in defeat.  
 
    As if that was gonna stop me from kicking his ass.  
 
    "I'm sorry," he muttered. "Andi, I'm so sorry." 
 
    "Her name is Adriana," I hissed, feeling irrationally angry at the sound of her name coming from his mouth. 
 
    He looked at her again, and I automatically tightened my grip on her, marking my territory.  
 
    Brad the Dick looked at Andi once more before glancing back up at me, red faced.  
 
    Ah, so awareness had finally dawned on the fucker.  
 
    She's mine, asshole. 
 
    "And you will be fucking sorry," I added the threat for impact, secretly hoping the guy would piss his pants and show Andi how much of a loser he truly was, "if you don’t back the fuck up from my girlfriend."  
 
    I watched him retreat with a shit eating grin on my face.  
 
    Yeah, Brad the Dick finally got it. 
 
    Andi Davis was mine. 
 
    "Why did you do that?" Andi demanded. Swinging around in my arms, she looked up at me with a sexy pout. "He was only being nice to me." 
 
    "Nice!" I scoffed at the thought and drew her body closer to me. She needed to stop wiggling around and trying to move away from me. I clamped my hand down on her hip to keep her still. "His niceness could have landed you in the ICU." 
 
    "Are you drunk?"  
 
    "I don't know," I shot back with a smirk.  
 
    Of course I was drunk.  
 
    Was she being serious?  
 
    "Why don’t you ask that crazy bitch, Tequila," I added. "Forced herself down my throat." Wasn’t that the truth… "Wouldn’t take no for an answer."  
 
    "God, Nate. You're wasted."  
 
    "S'all your fault." Another truth. 
 
    "How is this my fault?" 
 
    "It's always your fault," I confessed, hard as die cast metal at the mere sight of her.  
 
    Unable to stop myself, I picked up a loose tendril of hair and rubbed it between my fingers. "Soft." I bit back a pained groan as my dick hardened even more.  
 
    I wanted her. 
 
    "Why'd you have to be so fucking soft, Andi?"  
 
    I wanted her so fucking much. 
 
    "You need to stop doing this," she told me shakily.  
 
    "Stop doing what?" What was she talking about? "Looking out for you?" Didn’t she know by now that I was obsessed with her? "If you want a drink, I will get you a drink. You don’t accept it from some strange guy, Andi." 
 
    "Brad's in my History class. And he's my lab partner in bio. He's hardly a stranger." She looked so fucking cute as she tried to explain herself. "And he's always been kind to me at school." 
 
    "Oh, that's alright then." It wasn’t okay. It wasn’t one fucking bit okay.  
 
    Grabbing her hand, I quickly led her over to the drinks table and filled a Dixie cup with vodka before handing it to her.  
 
    "Here. You wanna get buzzed, then you do it on my watch."  
 
    What was I doing?  
 
    Why the hell was I behaving like a fucking caveman?  
 
    Because you're in love with her. 
 
    Because you want her…badly. 
 
    And if she offers herself to you one more time, you're gonna take her… 
 
    "Is this a trick?" Andi asked me as she looked at the cup with a small frown. 
 
    "Why would this be a trick?" I couldn’t stop myself from touching her. 
 
    "Because you were just mad at me for drinking and now you're giving me more…" She hiccupped then and it was adorable. "I don’t get it." 
 
    "I was mad at that prick for almost poisoning you. I don’t have a problem with you drinking. I have a problem with you doing it when I'm not around. I can keep you safe." My hands were wandering dangerously low. "You're too good for him, Andi."  
 
    You're too good for everyone… 
 
    Jesus Christ, she needed to stop looking at me like she wanted me to eat her up, and I need to stop touching her like I had the right to.  
 
    I was drunk and incapable of seeing the reasons why we were a bad idea.  
 
    I knew there were very good reasons, but I couldn’t fucking remember them. Because right now, in the state of mind I was in, all I kept thinking about was how fucking good an idea me and her were…  
 
    "Why can't I kiss you?" she blurted out, her big blue eyes locked on my face. "If I'm your girlfriend for the night then I think I deserve a kiss." 
 
    "Andi, you're drunk." It was so fucking hard to be a good guy. "Fuck, I'm drunk." 
 
    "You weren't drunk in your bedroom. And neither was I." 
 
    Well shit. 
 
    She had me there.  
 
    I was stone cold sober when I stuck my tongue in her pussy.  
 
    Damn… 
 
    "You don’t really want me," I said, unsure of who I was trying to convince of this. Needing privacy, I took her hand and led her out of the house towards the tree line. "It's the vodka talking." 
 
    "You're wrong," she tossed back, entwining her fingers with mine as we half walked, half staggered into the wooded area. "Well, you're right about the drunk part. But not the wanting part."  
 
    She stopped walking then and broke free of me. I watched as Andi shimmied over to a huge ass tree and leaned against it. 
 
    With her eyes locked on mine, she purred, "I really, really want you…" 
 
    "What kind of a fake boyfriend would I be if I took advantage of you?" I forced myself to say when in truth, I was two damn seconds away from taking her.  
 
    Even though I knew it was wrong, I couldn’t stop myself from prowling towards her.  
 
    When I reached Andi, she took my face in her hands and drew my lips down to hers.  
 
    "Andi…" I whispered against the fucking wonderful feel of her lips on mine. I wanted her. I needed her. I was fucking dying to be with her, but I didn’t want to make a mistake with her. I didn’t want to let this girl down... "What are you doing to me?" 
 
    "I'm playing your game, Nate." Her blue eyes paralyzed me. "It's what you asked me to do, right?" Goddamn, I was hooked and drowning in the color of her eyes. "Be your girlfriend for the night?" She rubbed her tight, little pussy against me, teasing me, tempting me… 
 
    "No!" I shook my head and slammed her roughly against the tree before pressing my body to hers. "Damn, Andi…" 
 
    "I figured since I'm your girlfriend for the night, we might as well make the most of it…"  
 
    "You're not a game to me, Andi," I told her as I cupped her cheek with one hand. "I won't play games with you." I rubbed her plump bottom lip with my thumb and my dick strained against its confinements. "I'm drunk and I'm weak."  
 
    Christ, I wanted her so bad I felt like I was going to explode.  
 
    "Don’t fucking expect me to be your prince charming tonight. I barely stopped myself last time…"  
 
    "I didn’t want you to stop the last time," Andi thrilled me by saying. "And I don’t want you to stop this time." 
 
    "Stop looking at me like that," I begged her.  
 
    This was her last chance to go back.  
 
    If she wasn’t sure about me then she needed to walk away now because I sure as hell couldn’t.  
 
    Testing the waters, I ground myself against her and groaned in pleasure when she met my move with a thrust of her own. 
 
    She continued to rock her pelvis against me, driving me out of my mind with need as she purred, "Like what?" 
 
    "Like you want this almost as badly as I do." 
 
    "I do." I could hear the begging tone in her voice – the hint of sheer fucking desperation. I couldn’t do this anymore. I couldn’t hold back. "I want you. I'm done being good, Nate. I am. I just want you."  
 
    "Don’t fucking tease me, Andi. Don’t play with me. Not about this." 
 
    "I'm not. I want you. All of you. Whatever you're willing to give me –" 
 
    I kissed her. 
 
    Wrong or right, I couldn’t stop myself from giving into the temptation that was Adriana Davis.  
 
    She had been the focus of my life from the age of six and I couldn’t hold back a second longer. 
 
    Drunk or not, I knew something had ignited between us tonight that wasn’t ever gonna fizzle out.  
 
    Yeah, I was in deep fucking trouble with this girl.  
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 Nate 
 
      
 
      
 
    I SCREWED UP. 
 
    I messed up real fucking bad.  
 
    The girl shaking from head to toe in the passenger seat of my truck assured me that this was a monumental fuck up on my behalf.  
 
    The responsibility I felt for the path Andi's life was taking was immense. I wanted to fix this for her. She was all I'd ever wanted for as far back as I could remember.  
 
    And I'd never been allowed to have her. I'd never been allowed to act on those feelings. But then she kissed me and turned my world on its ass. 
 
    I couldn't deny the girl.  
 
    I loved her when she was five years old and I loved her now.  
 
    I was well aware that she hadn't been put on the earth for a guy like me, but I'd marked her.  
 
    I'd put a baby in her belly. 
 
    She was growing something inside of her now, something that was a part of us both.  
 
    And I wasn’t giving her up without a fight… 
 
    "This is a really bad idea," Andi whispered over and over as I pulled into her driveway and killed the engine. "A really bad idea, Nathan."  
 
    She was right of course.  
 
    This was a terrible fucking idea, but what other choice did I have? 
 
    If I didn’t bring her home, Clive Davis would have me hunted down and carted off for kidnap.  
 
    And if I did walk her back into that house, chances were he'd still try and find a way of taking her away from me. 
 
    There was no limit to how low that man would stoop to maintain control over his family.  
 
    To maintain control over Andi. 
 
    Problem was, his child was currently housing my child.  
 
    My flesh and blood.  
 
    And planned or not, I'd be damned if I let anything happen to that baby.  
 
    But I had to be smart about this.  
 
    One wrong move could ruin everything...  
 
    The sob that escaped Andi's lips just then drew me from my thoughts and almost broke my damn heart.  
 
    "Andi, baby, breathe."  
 
    Unfastening my seatbelt, I leaned across the console and cupped her small face with my hand. "Nothing is gonna happen to you. It's gonna be okay." 
 
    "No. It's not, Nate." Her voice was small, her eyes wide and full of unshed tears. "Nate, please…" She reached over and grabbed ahold of my hand. "Please don’t leave me here on my own." 
 
    "Never planned on leaving here without you," I whispered before pressing a kiss to the back of her hand. "I won't let a damn thing happen to you. I promise. Okay?" 
 
    "Okay." 
 
    It wasn’t okay. 
 
    She wasn’t okay. 
 
    But there was no other way around this. We had to face her parents as a couple. Show a united front and pray to Jesus that they backed down. 
 
    Andi shook like an ivy leaf beside me as we walked into the house.  
 
    When we reached the lounge and were met by her parents, she shook even harder.  
 
    It was fucking awful, knowing she was this petrified of her father, and her nerves did little to calm my temper. I held her hand like it was the only thing keeping me on the ground. She needed the support and I needed the physical contact.  
 
    The moment Clive Davis noticed me standing in his house, holding his daughter's hand, his entire face turned crimson red. "Out."  
 
    Every muscle in my body coiled tight in anticipation; my body's natural reaction to danger. "Not happening." If he thought he could bully me like he did his kids, he was about to get a rude fucking awakening. My eyes landed briefly on Jackson's battered face before refocusing on their shitty father. I'd been waiting to lay this piece of shit on his ass since I was six years old and first saw him put his hands on Jackson.  
 
    "Oh my god!" Liv Davis gasped in horror. "I didn’t actually believe the rumors." 
 
    I felt Andi stiffen beside me, and it didn’t take a genius to know why. 
 
    I'd fucked that up, too. 
 
    Being with that woman?  
 
    Christ, there were no words to describe the regret I felt for the choices I had made when I was sixteen... 
 
    There were so many things I wanted to say to these people; so many insults and home truths I wanted to hurl their way, but I kept it in.  
 
    And I did it because I loved their daughter more than I hated them.  
 
    I loved her enough to bite my tongue and keep my shit to myself.  
 
    "I won't tell you again," Clive snarled, eyes locked on my face. "Get the fuck out of my house, Cole. This is family business." 
 
    "Then I'll say it again for all of us," I shot back coolly. "It's. Not. Happening." I wasn’t afraid of him and he knew it. It was why he was keeping a safe distance from me. He knew as well as I did that if it came down to a fight between us, he wouldn’t be getting back up again.  
 
    That man had messed with everyone I cared about; Andi, Jackson, my sister…hell, even my ex-girlfriend, Dallas.  
 
    "This is your fault," Clive spat, turning his attention – and the blame – on his wife. "Feed rats and you'll never get rid of them. He cast a glance at me and smirked cruelly. "What's the old saying? Lay with dogs and you'll catch fleas?"  
 
    "Don’t talk about him like that," Andi blurted out, surprising the hell out of everyone in the room.  "I mean it."  
 
    "Adriana," her father said in warning. "Don’t."  
 
    "Don’t what?" she demanded, teary eyed. "Don’t tell you how I feel?" 
 
    "I know this seems fast," she added in a shaken tone of voice. "But I love Nathan. And…and he loves me right back." My heart couldn’t fucking take her words. I didn’t deserve this girl. "And we're… we're together now." Pride blazed inside of me. She was something else. "So you guys will just have to get used to it."  
 
    "I'll just have to get used to it?" Clive shot back, eyes locked on Andi. 
 
    "Yes," she whispered, eyes wide and tone fearful.  
 
    "Huh," her father muttered about two seconds before he flung the glass he was holding at my pregnant girlfriend.  
 
    I threw myself in front her a millisecond before the glass made contact, slamming against my back and shattering into pieces on the floor.  
 
    "Jesus Christ, Dad!" I heard Jackson roar, but I was too busy checking Andi over. Thankfully, she hadn't been hit. "What the fuck are you thinking? That's Andi, you prick!" 
 
    "Speak to me like that again, and I'll ruin you. I mean it, boy. I'm not messing around anymore."  
 
    "Don’t sweat it, Jackson," I snarled, bristling with barely restrained rage. "Your father throws like a bitch."  
 
    I was goading him and it was working.  
 
    Well, good.  
 
    I wanted to see this bastard lose his mind.  
 
    "I bet that's what your coaches told you, star quarterback," Clive tossed back venomously, "Before they cut your ass from the team."  
 
    "Is that supposed to hurt me?" I threw my head back and purposefully laughed. "You'll have to do better than that, asshole." His wife was the reason I was off the team and nothing else. I was the best. I'm still the best. 
 
    "Come on, hotshot." Now it was his turn to taunt. "Bet you'd love to hit me right about now." 
 
    "And have you throw me in jail for assault and battery?" I cocked a brow and smirked. "I'm broke, not stupid."  
 
    "You don’t care about your football career?" Clive sneered, cracking because he wasn’t making me crack. What a loser. "What about your drunk-ass momma? Care about her, boy?" 
 
    "Sticks and stones, old man."  
 
    I grinned at the bastard.  
 
    He couldn’t hurt me with words.  
 
    None of them could.  
 
    "You can thank my 'drunk-ass momma' for teaching me that life lesson."  
 
    Did he honestly think he was first person to throw the alcoholic mother jibe at me?  
 
    He was fucking delusional.  
 
    Losing his cool, Clive turned to Andi and roared, "You. Get your ass up to your room, now!" 
 
    I felt Andi move to take a step before quickly stopping herself. "No," she whispered, sidling closer to me. "I won't." 
 
    "What the fuck is this?" Clive roared. "Get the fuck upstairs and pack your shit, Adriana. Now. I warned you what would happen if you broke rank. I called St. Bernadette's this afternoon!" 
 
    "There's a space waiting for you right now," Liv piped up.  
 
    "So I'll say it one more time, Adriana," her father threatened. "Go upstairs and pack your shit."  
 
    "Dad, this isn’t the military," Andi shot back, voice soft and broken. "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 menacing step towards her and I lost my cool.  
 
    Bristling with anger, I edged towards him, daring him to attempt to touch this girl in my presence.  
 
    "Ah," he said, grinning darkly, awareness dawning on him. "So my daughter is your breaking point."  
 
    "Absolutely, asshole," I shot back without an ounce of hesitation. His daughter was my everything. "All bets are off when it comes to her. My patience. My tolerance levels. Everything.” I took another step towards him, reveling in satisfaction when the coward backed away from me. "She's also the reason I'd gladly do time inside – if it meant beating the life out of your worthless ass."  
 
    "Nate," Jackson called out, distracting me from my stare down with his father. "Just go, man. You're only making it worse for her." 
 
    "Fuck you. I'm going nowhere without her," I hissed in disgust. "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?" I shook my head, hardly able to stand to look at the guy I once called my best friend. "Over my dead fucking body."  
 
    "I wouldn’t let that happen to her," Jackson retorted with a wounded tone. 
 
    "You wouldn’t let that happen?" Was he fucking kidding me? "It's already happening to her! It's been happening to her since the day she was born, Jackson." My chest was heaving as I desperately tried to calm myself down. Calmness wasn’t coming easily to me though. "That prick would lock Andi up in a fortress if he had one at his disposal, and the way you've been treating her these past few weeks only tells me that you're just as defected in the head as he is!" 
 
    "I am nothing like him," Jackson roared.  
 
    I cocked a brow. "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," I mocked, not willing to accept his words for anything more than a cop out excuse. "Build a bridge and get the fuck over yourself. You don’t get to know everything about your sister 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 glared at me, but he didn’t respond. 
 
    "And here's some food for thought," I added, glaring at all three of Andi's fucked up family members. "My family might not be much to talk home about, but at least we're an average shade of dysfunctional. You all are off the fucking color charts crazy."  
 
    Wasn’t that the truth. 
 
    I turned to Andi. "You okay?" I should have never brought her here. Cupping her cheek with one hand, I stroked it with my thumb. "You were right. I'm taking you away from here." 
 
    Wrapping my arm around her frail shoulders, I led Andi towards the front door. 
 
    She was right.  
 
    We should have taken our chances on the road. 
 
    This prick was never going to accept our relationship… 
 
    "You walk out that door with him and I'll cut you off." Clive's voice came from behind us, but Andi didn’t stop moving so neither did I. "Take one step out that door and you're dead to me." 
 
    "Dad!" That was Jackson. "You can't be serious." 
 
    "Oh, I'm serious," Clive roared. "One more step, Adriana, and you can kiss your credit cards goodbye. Your healthcare plan, your unlimited supply of insulin. All of it. Leave with him and it's over for you."  
 
    She hesitated. 
 
    Her step faltered. 
 
    I could feel her uncertainty; it was fucking killing me.  
 
    And then she stopped moving altogether. 
 
    My heart had never beat as hard as it was in this moment.  
 
    I wanted to throw her over my shoulder and get her the hell out of this house, but Andi had spent her whole life having decisions made for her.  
 
    I wasn’t about to take away her right to choose.  
 
    I wasn’t her father.  
 
    Jesus Christ this was torture.  
 
    On the one hand, Andi needed her medication. I couldn’t give that to her. But if she stayed then my baby stayed here, too… and I would rather peel the skin off my bones than give that prick a minute alone with either one.  
 
    "That's what I thought, girl," Clive snarled, smirking victoriously, reveling in Andi's fear and confusion. "Now. Move your ass up that staircase before I change my mind and toss you out on your ass." 
 
    "Back up," I warned Clive Davis when he took a step towards her. "Now." I was trying my hardest not to lose my shit, but the more that bastard looked down his nose at me, the closer I got to losing what little was left of my self-control.  
 
    I had always thought of myself as a pretty together guy.  
 
    I didn’t react to bullshit; I'd learned early on in life that if I reacted to every bit of negativity that came my way I would lose my mind, so I observed and used my energy on worthwhile arguments.  
 
    But when it came to Adriana Davis, all bets were off. She was my weakness.  
 
    Right there, that tiny girl with a halo of blonde hair and eyes the color of the brightest sky, had the ability to knock me on my ass. When she was in pain, I lost myself in a sea of pure fucking rage. I couldn’t see straight when it came to her, and now, it was worse than ever.  
 
    Her father was threatening her, trying to force her hand. Worthless piece of shit that he was. I couldn’t stand it.  
 
    I'd watched this crap go down for years and the only reason I had stayed was because of her. Because that girl had taken ahold of my heart since childhood and had never let go. 
 
    "Back the hell up," I repeated when the prick took another step towards my girlfriend.  
 
    I was the one shaking now and Andi's silence only made it worse.  
 
    What the hell was I supposed to do? 
 
    I was stuck between a rock and a hard place and Andi's health meant more to me than my pride.  
 
    I loved her.  
 
    Jesus Christ, I loved that girl more than it was healthy.  
 
    She was all I'd ever wanted and the guilt I felt for having put her in this position was stifling.  
 
    What could I do?  
 
    Take her home to my trailer and hope for the best?  
 
    Dammit, I couldn’t take risks with this girl.  
 
    She was diabetic, and now because of my inability to wrap it the hell up, she was also pregnant. 
 
    My only other option was to leave her here with him?  
 
    No, fuck that.  
 
    I couldn’t do that either.  
 
    Dammit to hell… 
 
    Goddammit, Clive Davis had me backed into a corner and he knew it.  
 
    The only reason I wasn’t coming out of it swinging was because I loved her more than I hated him. I loved her more than I felt emotion for any damn thing else on this planet. It was unhealthy and imbalanced, but it was true and it was real.  
 
    Torn, I looked from Andi to her parents and back again.  
 
    What the hell was I supposed to do?  
 
    Christ, I couldn’t cope with this.  
 
    I was drowning in panic, burning in anger. 
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    Chapter Two 
 
   
  
 

 Andi 
 
      
 
      
 
    MY FAMILY WAS STANDING on one side of me, my boyfriend on the other. Meanwhile, I was firmly planted in the middle, completely torn as to what to do.  
 
    I was frightened.  
 
    Sure, I was their daughter, but his baby was growing inside of my belly. 
 
    My father wasn’t bluffing.  
 
    I knew Clive Davis enough to know that he said what he meant.  
 
    He would cut me off without an ounce of hesitation if I walked out of this house.  
 
    I also knew that Nathan would do his best by me.  
 
    He wouldn’t walk away, but how could I do that to him?  
 
    How could I put him under that kind of pressure?  
 
    "I…" Shaking my head, I looked from my father's face to my mother's and I cringed in disgust.  
 
    I didn’t think I could ever get over what she had done with my boyfriend.  
 
    Not ever.  
 
    Fear like I'd never experienced before consumed my heart as I stood on the verge of a monumental precipice.  
 
    If I kept walking, I risked the backlash of my entire family.  
 
    If I stayed, I would have to give him up.  
 
    In a lifetime of uncertainties, I knew only one thing for sure. It didn’t matter if I had to beg, steal, and borrow for the rest of my life; wherever Nathan Cole went, I would undoubtedly follow.  
 
    I was done with the threats and the punishments.  
 
    I was tired of spending my life under the thumb of my father's cruel reign.  
 
    I had tasted freedom, I had felt the love of a boy, and there was no way I was going back to the me I used to be.  
 
    All my life, I had been told what to do. I had been bullied and lied to and forced to conform, forced to live the role of a perfect daughter. An unsullied girl.  
 
    Now, as I stood in my parent's lounge with Nathan Cole's hand in mine and his baby in my belly, I was beginning to feel an inner strength inside of me. Something burning white, bright, and beautiful. Something that told me it was okay to be different. It was okay to love him. It was okay to follow my heart...  
 
    For the first time in my life, I had someone in my corner, someone who loved me for who I was, not who I was forced to be. I had someone to fight for.  
 
    I had him.  
 
    "You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, Andi," Nate said quietly as he stroked his thumb over the skin covering my knuckles.  
 
    I knew he was worried.  
 
    I could hear it in his voice.  
 
    He didn’t know what I would do.  
 
    He wasn’t the only one.  
 
    Panic clawed at my gut, my nervous disposition no match for my father's black hearted words.  
 
    "I won't say it again, Adriana," my father hissed. "Walk out that door and it's over for you. You'll no longer be a Davis." 
 
    "Then she'll be a Cole," Nathan shot back before locking eyes on me. "I'll take care of you," he added gruffly, his words a promise of a better life for me.  
 
    Nate was offering me a way out of this.  
 
    "I know you will," I whispered, unable to turn off what I felt for him. It was burning bright inside of me, refusing to go away, shining bright and flashing like a neon sign, lighting up my darkness. Being with this boy made me more aware; it woke me up. I was beginning to understand that abuse didn’t always come in the physical form. Nathan treated me so well that I was realizing that the way my family treated me was not okay. 
 
    "You pair of idiots," Mom hissed before swinging around and storming out of the lounge. 
 
    "I won't let you down, Andi," Nate added, ignoring my mother's dramatic exit. "I promise." He was willing to put himself in harm's way to get me out of this trouble. "I can fix this."  
 
    I couldn’t have loved him more in this moment if I tried. 
 
    "I'm not putting up with this shit in my own damn house," Dad roared. "Liv, get your ass back here. They're your kids, too." With that, he turned on his heel and stalked out of the room.  
 
    A trickle of fear ran through me.  
 
    What if he was getting a gun?  
 
    I wouldn’t put it past him.  
 
    Come to think of it, I wouldn’t put anything past my father… 
 
    "Goddammit, Nate!" Jackson groaned in a pained voice when Dad was out of earshot. "What the fuck have you started, man?" He didn’t sound angry anymore. He just seemed sad… resigned even as he looked at me with a broken expression. "This is gonna end real bad, Andi." Grimacing, he added, "I can't fix this for you… Not this time." 
 
    "Your sister doesn’t need you to fix shit for her," Dad barked, returning to the lounge – thankfully without a weapon – and with my mother in tow. Pointing his finely manicured finger at me, Dad hissed, "I'm only going to warn you one more time, Adriana." His face was ashen red, his body trembling with barely restrained anger. "Walk up those stairs now or this won't work out in lover boy's favor."  
 
    "Come on, Adriana. Be sensible and think about this, honey," Mom added, playing devil's advocate. Stepping around Dad, she walked towards me. "You're throwing your future away on a whim." Smiling falsely, Mom placed her hand on my shoulder. "It's just a crush, honey. What you feel for Nathan is puppy love." She laughed once, like the very thought of a relationship between me and Nate was ridiculous. "I can assure you that it won't last." The poisonous words rolled off her tongue effortlessly. I guess it was easy to spout poison when you were a snake. "Give it a week or two and that boy will have moved on to the next girl that catches his eyes at school. Trust me, honey, that's how boys like Nathan Cole work." 
 
    "Oh yeah? Who's he going to move onto, Momma? You?" The words were out of my mouth before I had a chance to think twice about it.  
 
    I felt Nathan stiffen beside me, but I was too far gone to hold it in anymore.  
 
    "I know all your dirty secrets, Momma," I hissed. "Every last one. And yours too, Daddy." I was bristling with anger as I spoke. "And, Jackson, if you knew the half of what they'd done, you wouldn’t be standing with them and judging me," I added in a shakily. "Our parents are bad people, Jackson."  
 
    "My dirty little secrets?" Dad scoffed, clearly enraged by my accusations. "As opposed to the gutter rat you've attached yourself to?" The rage on my father's face was terrifying. "Do you have any idea what he's done?" Dad gestured towards Nathan and sneered. "Mister fucking quarterback himself; the ladies man." 
 
    I felt Nathan stiffen beside me and I guessed he had just come to the same conclusion as I had. 
 
    He knew. 
 
    "What the hell are you talking about?" Jackson piped up. He looked from Dad to me to Nate and then back to our father. "Dad?" 
 
    "Thought I didn’t know?" Dad cocked a brow and smirked at Nate. "Thought you'd have figured out by now, I own this town, boy." His face reddened as he spoke. "You even piss crooked around here and I. Know. About. It." 
 
    "Clive." My mother's expression reminded me of a fish that had been dragged out of water. Her mouth was opening and closing at a rapid rate. "What are you talking about?" 
 
    "Cut the shit, Liv," Dad shot back, not batting an eyelid in her direction. "I've known you were a whore since high school." 
 
    "As opposed to you?" she snarled, turning venomous. "You're just as bad as me. Worse! Screwing around with teenage girls." 
 
    "Maybe I am," Dad mused. "But I've never had to use blackmail to get anyone into bed." 
 
    "Can someone please tell me what the fuck is going on?" Jackson demanded.  
 
    No one said a word.  
 
    "Foolish boy," Dad tutted, looking straight at Nate. "You honestly believed I didn’t know about your sister's child."  
 
    "Callie?" Jackson frowned in confusion. "What about Callie?" 
 
    "You didn’t," Nate whispered, visibly shaken. "You couldn’t have known." He staggered slightly then. "She said you didn’t know… I did it to stop you from finding out!"  
 
    "Of course I fucking knew!" Dad laughed softly. "How else do you think my lovely wife knew?" He pointed to my mother in disgust. "Because I told her." 
 
    Nate exhaled sharply and clutched the piece of skin over his chest. "You tricked me," he whispered, eyes narrowed at my mother. "What the hell is wrong with you? You're fucking sick!" 
 
    "Will someone fill me in here?" Jackson demanded. 
 
    "For once, quarterback, I have to agree with you," Dad shot back solemnly. "My wife is a very sick individual." 
 
    "You can talk," Mom scoffed.  
 
    Dad rolled his eyes. "I've been trying to divorce her for years." He spoke about ending their marriage like he was discussing the weather. "Sadly, she's smarter than she looks." Shrugging, he added, "Locked me down real tight, didn’t you, sweetheart?" 
 
    "'Till death do us part," Mom shot back snidely. 
 
    Okay, what the heck was going on? 
 
    They were going to have it out and about their relationship now?  
 
    "Oh my freaking god!" I screamed, unable to stand another second of this craziness. "I hate you," I told my father before casting a glance at the woman who had birthed me. "Both of you." I was trembling all over. "You're both twisted." 
 
    Lifting my chin, I took one last final glance at the family I'd had the misfortune of being born into and exhaled a heavy sigh. The feel of Nathan's hand in mine gave me the strength to say what needed to be said. 
 
    "Worse than hate, I feel nothing for you." My voice sounded weak, but this was the strongest I'd ever been. "You might be my parents, but you are not my family, and I would rather live the rest of my life in the gutter with him than spend another night under this roof with either of you."  
 
    The moment the words fell from my lips, I felt the imaginary shackles that had been attached to my body and holding me back all my life just slip away.  
 
    I was frightened and unsure of what my future had in store for me, but I knew the boy who'd spent his whole life taking care of me had a leading role to play in it. 
 
    "After everything we've given you," Mom hissed. "A roof over your head… and a warm meal each night, you think you can treat us like this?" She shook her head in disgust. "I wasted my time on raising you, girl. That first time your blood sugars went wrong when you were a baby? I shouldn’t have bothered taking you to the hospital. I would have gotten more thanks for it…" 
 
    "Don’t listen to her, baby," Nate interjected.  
 
    "Why don’t you stay the hell out of this, Nathan," Mom growled. "This is family business." 
 
    "She is my family!" Nate shot back heatedly.  
 
    "How'd you figure that?" Mom sneered. 
 
    "Because she's pregnant!" Nathan roared then, losing control of his temper. He was shaking all over. Anger was wafting off him in waves as he continued his stare down with my father. "And I'll be damned if I let either of you fuck any kid of mine up like you've done yours." 
 
    There was dead silence. 
 
    You could have heard a pin drop. 
 
    Three angry pairs of eyes were locked on me, waiting for some sort of explanation.  
 
    Dropping my head in shame, I nodded once in confirmation. 
 
    "Tell me you're joking," Jackson said in a deathly cold tone of voice, eyes locked on Nate. "Tell me you two are mother fucking joking right now." 
 
    "Christ," Dad laughed humorlessly and threw his hands up in the air. "This just keeps getting better and better." 
 
    "Of course it's not true," my mother interjected as she looked on in horror. "This is obviously something they've concocted." 
 
    "Why would I make this up?" I demanded then, staring hard at my mother. "I'm not you, Momma. I don’t have to lie and cheat to trap a man."  
 
    "Watch it, lady," Mom hissed.  
 
    My comment gained a snort from my father. "Well," he mused emotionlessly as he rubbed his jaw. "Isn't this quite a mess?" 
 
    "A mess?" Mom hissed, clearly furious. "This is disgraceful." 
 
    "Oh, like you can talk, Liv," Dad retorted, shutting my mother down with one sentence. "You had Jackson on your hip and Adriana in your belly when you were her age." 
 
    Mom looked affronted.  
 
    Her mouth fell open. "How dare you –" 
 
    "Don’t act like you have feelings to hurt," Dad shot back in a bored tone. "We both know you're an emotionless, robotic bitch." 
 
    "Clive!" Mom narrowed her eyes in anger. 
 
    "Olivia," Dad shot back mockingly. 
 
    "Nathan!" Jackson growled, drawing my attention back to him. "Tell me it's not true, man." I watched in horror as my brother clenched his fists tightly. "Tell me your trailer trash ass didn’t knock my baby sister up." 
 
    "You wanna come over here and say that to my face, preppy?"  
 
    "What the fuck are you two gonna do with a baby?" Jackson demanded, clearly appalled. "Jesus Christ." He ran a hand through his ruffled blond hair before shaking his head in evident disgust. "How the hell are you two gonna bring up a kid?" 
 
    "I may not have a lot, but I'm not completely fucking useless." Nate's chest was heaving. He looked wounded and prideful and protective all rolled into one beautiful package. "Contrary to the Davis family beliefs, you don’t actually need to be a millionaire to have a baby," Nate added, reclaiming the space he'd put between us. "The other ninety-nine-point-nine percent of the population have kids every day and are just fine. And besides, I have a job, and I've got some cash saved up." He looked at me with a reassuring smile that didn’t quite meet his eyes. "I can take care of her." 
 
    "How exactly are you gonna do that, Nate? By dumping my sister in some shitty trailer and signing her up for Medicaid?"  
 
    "I never took you for such a snob, Jackson," Nate shot back coldly.  
 
    "Yeah, well, unfortunately, Nathan, kids can't survive on love alone." 
 
    "That's true," Nate shot back. "You're a prime example of how fucked up an unloved child can turn out." 
 
    "I turned out better than a bastard, momma's boy like you." Jackson walked straight up to us and glared at my boyfriend. "I've got a future waiting for me, man. All that's in your horizon is a full-time job as a grease monkey and a run-down trailer beside your drunk ass momma."  
 
    "Jackson, back off," I defended, moving to stand between them. "This is our problem." I pushed against my brother's chest. "You need to stay out of it." 
 
    "Exactly!" Jackson hissed, glaring down at me with fury in his blue eyes. "It's a problem. That's the first sensible thing I've heard come out of your mouth in weeks, Andi." I gaped at my brother as he spoke words I never thought I'd hear him say. "There are clinics for girls like you."  
 
    "Jackson! I can't believe you sa–"  
 
    I didn’t have a chance to finish my sentence because Nathan had lunged at my brother and all hell broke loose around me.  
 
    Pushing me aside, my boyfriend speared my brother to the ground, knocking over several pieces of furniture on the way.  
 
    "Nathan!" I screamed, covering my mouth with my hands as I watched Nate straddle Jackson and pummel him with his bare fists over and over again. "Don’t…" 
 
    "Say whatever the hell you want about me," Nate snarled, his hand firmly gripping my brother's throat. "But you keep my girl and my baby off your lips." 
 
    "You're…wrecking…her…life…" Jackson squeezed out, though he sounded like he was genuinely strangling to death from the force of Nathan's hand around his throat. "You…need…to…do…the…right…thing for…her!" 
 
    "I am!" Nate roared. "I'm taking goddamn responsibility for her, asshole." 
 
    "Nathan, please! Stop." Wrapping my arms around my boyfriend's shoulders, I exhaled a ragged breath and whispered, "Please just take me away from here." 
 
    I felt him shudder beneath my touch.  
 
    Seconds later, he released my brother and climbed to his feet.  
 
    I was just beginning to realize the power I had over this boy… 
 
    "Okay." He looked at me with such tenderness that I felt my heart squeeze tight in my chest. "Let's go." 
 
    We were going to be okay.  
 
    Everything was going to be all right just as long as we stuck together.  
 
    "Are you just going to stand there, Clive?" I heard my mother shout from behind us, but I didn’t stop walking towards the front door.  
 
    Towards my freedom.  
 
    "Stop them, won't you!" Mom's voice was laced with a mixture of shock and infuriation.  
 
    The words were no sooner out of my mother's mouth when the front door flew inwards.  
 
    "Nathan Cole?"  
 
    Sheriff Brady, flanked by two of his deputies, announced in a no-nonsense tone of voice as he stalked towards us.  
 
    Grabbing ahold of my boyfriend, the two officers roughly dragged him away from me while the sheriff approached my parents.  
 
    "Nathan Cole, we are arresting you on suspicion of attempting to abduct a minor." 
 
    "Arrested?" I screamed, panic lacing my gut. "He hasn’t done anything wrong!"  
 
    "Don’t panic," Nate said in a gruff tone, his brown eyes locked on my face. "It's gonna be fine, baby. I promise."  
 
    "You have the right to remain silent," one of the officers continued to say as he roughly cuffed Nathan's hands behind his back. "Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law." 
 
    "This is bullshit," Nate snarled. "I haven't done a damn thing wrong here and ya'll know it." 
 
    "You have the right to an attorney." Ignoring Nathan's protests of innocence, the officer continued reading my boyfriend his rights. "If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided for you."  
 
    "What the hell is this?" Jackson roared, suddenly coming to life from where he had been sprawled out on the floor.  
 
    Bursting past all of us, he rushed towards Nathan.  
 
    "Take those fucking things off him, man. He hasn't done a damn thing wrong." 
 
    What? 
 
    He was defending Nate? 
 
    After they just gave each other a beating? 
 
    I would never understand their friendship… 
 
    "Settle down, Jackson," Sheriff Brady warned. "Or you'll be joining your old pal here in the slammer." 
 
    "This is bullshit," Jackson protested, not settling down one bit. "You can't just arrest him." 
 
    "Stay out of this, Jackson," Nate snapped. "This aint your fight." 
 
    "Blow me, asshole," Jackson shot back heatedly before addressing the officer once more. "Nate's a turncoat bastard, but he aint no criminal."  
 
    "Attempting to abduct a minor is a felony," the cop rolled off. "And punishable by law." 
 
    It was in that exact moment that I knew we had been set up.  
 
    That's what my mother had been doing when she left the room.  
 
    She'd called the police...  
 
    "Abducting a minor?" Jackson sneered in outrage. "He's my sister's boyfriend for Christ's sake." 
 
    Hearing Jackson finally acknowledge our relationship should have been a good moment, but it was blackened by this…farce. 
 
    Struggling against the officer's grasp, Nate moved towards me, looking both agitated and worried.  
 
    "Don’t listen to a word they tell you, Andi. You got that, baby? Not a word." He stared meaningfully at me and I got his drift. Don’t let them sway you into making any rash decisions… "Keep your mouth shut and I'll fix this. Just stay … hey, get the hell off me!"  
 
    "You wanna have resisting arrest added to your rap sheet, Cole?" One of the officer's growled as he tackled Nate to the ground and held him there.  
 
    "I'm not resisting a damn thing," Nate hissed out, pinned to the floor. "I'm just tryna say goodbye to my girl." 
 
    "Nate…" I rushed to help him, but one of the officers caught ahold of my arm and dragged me roughly away. 
 
    "Hey!" my brother roared. Jumping to my defense, Jackson shoved the officer away from me. "Don’t touch my sister."  
 
    "You were warned, Jackson," Sheriff Brady exclaimed in an exasperated tone before inclining his head towards his colleague.  
 
    Seconds later, another set of cuffs were placed on my brother who promptly joined my boyfriend on the floor. 
 
    This wasn’t happening. 
 
    This couldn’t be happening. 
 
    I watched as the officers continued to pin both Jackson and Nate to the floor, and I felt those shackles lock tight around me once more.  
 
    This was never going to be over… 
 
    "Please!" Shaking my head, I rushed to where Sherriff Brady was standing with my parents and threw myself at his mercy. "I promise you, he's innocent. They both are!" I was rambling, I knew I was, but I was petrified. "You can't just take him away." Please don’t take him… "This is a big mistake."  
 
    "There's no mistake," my mother interrupted. "Our daughter is a minor and this low life was trying to take her from our home without consent."  
 
    "Without consent?" I balked. "Nathan is my boyfriend, Momma!" Every ounce of blood in my body ran cold. "And Jackson? What's his crime?" I shook my head and gaped in disbelief. "Sherriff Brady, this is wrong and you know it."  
 
    Like a bad scene from one of my worst nightmares, I watched, feeling both useless and numb to the bone, as the two officers dragged both Jackson and Nathan up from the floor and carted them out of the house.  
 
    "Andi, don’t worry!" I heard Nate roar out, wrestling against the firm grasp of the officers. "I'll be back as soon as I can, baby… I promise I'm coming back for you." 
 
    Everything happened so quickly after that. I couldn't quite grasp what was happening.  
 
    In all of the chaos, I hadn't noticed my mom leaving the room. It was only when the officers had left, and I was alone with my father, that I realized she was no longer with us. 
 
    "Please," I begged, throwing myself at my father's mercy. "Don’t do this to him." Wrapping my hands around my father's arm, I begged, "Don’t ruin his life over this." Over me. "Please, Daddy, please…"  
 
    "You were warned," was all my father replied as he roughly shook me off. "And don’t beg, Adriana. You're not a dog." 
 
    Emotionally broken, I stared in horror at my mother who had reappeared and was walking towards me with a suitcase in her hands.  
 
    "What's this?" I whispered, barely able to see through the tears pooling in my eyes. 
 
    "They'll be here in five minutes," was all my mother replied as she placed the suitcase at my feet. 
 
    In truth, it was all she needed to say.  
 
    I knew what was about to happen. 
 
    It was over.  
 
    I was being sent away. 
 
    "Daddy, no!"  
 
    Backing away unsteadily, I desperately tried to fight down the panic threatening to consume me.  
 
    "Please, don’t do this…" I walked backwards until I felt the hard banister at the base of my spine. "Please." Clutching the stair baluster like it could somehow save me, I whispered, "I don’t want to go." 
 
    "Put the case away, Liv," Dad chided. "We can hardly send her off now, can we?" He looked at me once before shaking his head. "What a fucking mess." 
 
    "It's as good as done," my mother interrupted, uninterested in my internal turmoil. "You'll go to St. Bernadette's and finish out your junior year there." She walked over to where my father was standing and wiped an imaginary tear from her eye. My god, she was a fabulous actress. "Although we'll need to make an appointment for a termination, but we can do that when you're settled in at your new school." 
 
    "Termination?" Another tear slid down my cheek. I shook my head. "I'm not…I'm not having one of those!" 
 
    "After that, your father and I will decide what happens for your senior year," Mom continued to say, ignoring me as if I wasn’t even in the room. "But we both feel you need structure and stability. St. Bernadette's can offer you that –" 
 
    "Shut up!" I screamed, interrupting her. "I'm not doing any of that!" Turning my attention back to my father, I begged, "Please don’t send me away."  
 
    Out of the two evils standing in front of me, I suddenly felt he was the better devil. He was the one I knew. My mother, on the other hand, was toxic through and through. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend the depths of her deceit.  
 
    "I will do whatever you want me to do," I promised my father, hiccupping through my tears. "Anything. I swear. Just don’t make me go. Please…" my voice broke off as a sob engulfed me. "Let me keep my b… my ba…" 
 
    "Stop being such a drama queen, Adriana," Mom barked, glowering at my father who, for the first time in my life, was looking at me like I was an actual human being. "Pull yourself together and quit it with those crocodile tears." She flicked her wrist in impatience. "You're not the first girl to fall pregnant in high school and you won't be the last." She spoke the words like they were supposed to comfort me in some way. They didn’t. "Fortunately for you, your father and I have the finances to make this go away quickly and the power to keep it hidden." 
 
    "I'm not doing it," I screamed, feeling frantic and terrified.  
 
    "Oh yes, you are," my mother shot back menacingly.  
 
    "Hold up," my father interjected, speaking for the first time in what felt like forever. "Nobody's having an abortion." 
 
    Hope flickered inside of my heart. "Really?" 
 
    He nodded once in confirmation. 
 
    "Have you lost your damn mind?" Mom hissed, glaring at my father. "Our daughter has gotten herself pregnant by a Riverside boy!" She shook her head, eyes bulging for emphasis. "Of course she has to have a termination, Clive." 
 
    "Oh shut up, woman!" Dad lashed out in annoyance. "Do you think that if I honestly believed in that sort of thing I'd be stuck here with you?"  
 
    My mother's mouth fell open.  
 
    "Don’t act so surprised, Liv," Dad drawled lazily. "We both know who trapped who in this marriage." 
 
    "You bastard," she hissed before reaching back and slapping him across the face. "I didn’t trap you." 
 
    "Sure you didn’t," he shot back mockingly. "Either way, it's done now. It's in the past."  
 
    The door bell sounded then and I balked.  
 
    "That'll be them," Mom announced, glaring at my father. "What the hell am I supposed to say, Clive?" 
 
    "Tell them we've made alternative arrangements," Dad instructed coolly before turning to me and saying, "Go up to your room. Don’t you dare leave that room until I get back. Do you hear me?" 
 
    "Thank you," I blurted out shakily as I turned blindly towards the staircase and bolted up the steps as fast as physically possible.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what my father was up to, but I was willing to put all of my eggs in his basket over my mother's right now. 
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    Chapter Three 
 
   
  
 

 Andi  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    "HOW DARE YOU!" My mother screamed as she stormed into my room, catching me unaware. "You little slut." 
 
    "I'm not talking to you about this," I shot back shakily from where I was sitting on my bed. "Dad said I'm to wait in my room until he gets back." And right now, that was all I wanted to do. "So just leave me be." Get out of my life…  
 
    My mother's eyes narrowed. "Oh, you're going to talk to me, alright!" Lunging towards me, my mother caught a fistful of my hair in her hand and dragged me clean off my bed. 
 
    "Get off me," I screamed, landing roughly on my knees. "Let go of my hair, Momma." I desperately tried to free myself from her grasp, but it was no use. She was freakishly strong right now.  
 
    "You're disgusting," my mother hissed, finally releasing my hair. "A disgrace." 
 
    "I'm disgusting?" I blurted out as I climbed shakily to my feet. "You're one to talk." 
 
    "Don’t speak back, Adriana," Mom warned in a threatening tone, taking a step towards me. "You might have your father fooled, but I'm not blinded by those big, blue eyes." She laughed cruelly. "I can't believe he's even considering this." 
 
    "Considering what?" I wailed in confusion, still holding my aching scalp.  
 
    "If I had my way, you'd be out of here right now, slut," she hissed.  
 
    She took another step towards me and I jerked sideways, avoiding her. I needed to get out of this house and I needed to get out fast.  
 
    Stumbling backwards, I edged towards the door, never taking my eyes off my mother as I moved. 
 
    "Take one step out of this room and it's over for you," she warned. Her words caused a wave of fear to trickle down my spine.  
 
    "You can't stop me, momma…" I paused when my back hit my bedroom doorframe. "And if you try, I'll tell the whole world about what you did to Nathan. I'll tell them everything." 
 
    "You wouldn’t dare," Mom snarled.  
 
    "I've got nothing to lose," I shot back, catching ahold of the door handle. "You've given me no choice." Twisting the handle, I quickly slipped outside, putting the huge oak frame between me and my mother.  
 
    "And where will you go?" Mom roared after me as I bounded down the staircase. "You'll die without us, you stupid little bitch." 
 
    I didn’t stop to answer her.  
 
    I didn’t dare waste a split second. 
 
    Every moment was sacred to me. 
 
    Running at full speed, I bolted out of the house and down the driveway towards Nate's truck before throwing the door open and jumping inside.  
 
    As soon as the door was closed, I slammed my palm down on both lock buttons and exhaled a ragged breath.  
 
    God must have had an angel looking down on me, because the keys were in the ignition.  
 
    Cranking the engine, I quickly fastened my seatbelt and threw the huge Chevy into drive. And then I committed my first ever crime; I drove without a driver's license.  
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    FEAR SPIRALED INSIDE OF me as I drove down the familiar route to Ivy's house. It was growing late in the evening, the sun was going down, and I honest to god didn’t know where I would be when it rose again in the morning.  
 
    I didn’t belong at Ivy's house, but I didn’t belong in my father's house either. There was nowhere else for me to go and in truth, I felt misguided and incredibly misplaced.  
 
    I had no home.  
 
    I was seventeen years old and pregnant.  
 
    My baby daddy was in jail and I was illegally operating a stolen vehicle without a license.  
 
    I didn’t recognize the person I was becoming...  
 
    I pulled into Ivy's driveway and drove around the back of the house before parking. My mother knew I was in Nate's truck. If she came looking for me, his red Chevy wasn’t exactly inconspicuous. With it parked out of sight from the road, I had some hope of remaining hidden.  
 
    Throwing open the door of the truck, I half jumped, half fell out of the driver's side before slamming the door shut and racing towards the back door.  
 
    Without thinking twice about it, or waiting to knock, I pushed open the back door and barreled into the Dupree's mudroom, both breathless and panting. 
 
    Tears were streaming down my face as I hurried through the empty house towards the staircase.  
 
    Unlike mine and Jackson's, Ivy's parents were good people. She was the center of their world. She was the reason Mr. and Mrs. Dupree both worked crazy hours at the local hospital; to give her a better life.  
 
    My parents worked to escape us. 
 
    "Andi?" Ivy's face was laced with surprise when I all but fell into her bedroom. "Oh my god, what's wrong?"  
 
    She rushed towards me, catching me just before I collapsed from deflated adrenalin. 
 
    "They t-took them," I attempted to explain as I sobbed uncontrollably in my best friend's arms. "T-to jail!" 
 
    "Who?" I could hear the alarm in Ivy's voice as she attempted to calm me down. "Who'd they take, babe?" 
 
    "Sheriff Brady and his deputies. They took Nathan!" I choked out, shuddering violently. "And J-Jackson!"  
 
    "What?" she deadpanned. "Why?"  
 
    "Because of me," I squeezed out, clenching my eyes shut. "It's all my fault." 
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    Chapter Four  
 
   
  
 

 Nate 
 
      
 
      
 
    "NATE, ARE YOU STILL AWAKE?"  
 
    "No."  
 
    Folding my arms behind my head, I attempted to relax on the hardest mattress I'd ever laid my ass down on.  
 
    I'd been holed up in this cage going on six hours now, and I was going out of my mind worrying about Andi.  
 
    The thought of her alone with her parents was causing the anxiety inside of me to spread like wildfire. I needed to be with her and instead I was here, caged like a dog with my asshole best friend.  
 
    Clive Davis had me backed into a corner and there was no way out.  
 
    I was trapped.  
 
    I couldn't do shit.  
 
    The man as good as owned this town.  
 
    I couldn't take him on and win. 
 
    This was a fucking nightmare... and that bitch he called a wife had tricked me. 
 
    I couldn’t put into words how violated I felt when I learned Clive knew all along about Callie. I felt sickened to my very core.  
 
    That woman had taken advantage of me. Jesus, I'd been barely sixteen at the time. I'd truly believed what I'd done was for the good of my family – for the good of Callie. Knowing that it was all lies now made me feel a million times worse. 
 
    "It's your damn fault we're in here," Jackson muttered in the darkness from the bunk above me. 
 
    "Yeah, you go ahead and keep telling yourself that, man, but I aint the one with the psycho dad," I shot back as I slowly smothered to death in the stench of urine coming from the toilet bowl less than three feet from my face.  
 
    His fucked-up father was the reason we were both behind bars right now – and the reason we'd been denied a fucking phone call.  
 
    Christ, money really did speak all languages and Clive Davis had more than enough to spare in his evil game of playing god with my life. 
 
    "At least I have a dad." 
 
    "Ouch." I rolled my eyes to the heavens, my tone laced with sarcasm. "Wow, good one. You really got me good with that one, Jacko."  
 
    Asshole.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I resumed my post of ignoring the shithead sleeping above me and the way he was purposefully creaking the bed springs. 
 
    "Can you knock it off?" I snapped after another hour or so of constant creaking, finally losing my patience. "Cause I'm telling you now, man, if I have to suffer listening to you roll around on that bunk for one more minute, I'm gonna lose my shit."  
 
    "You broke my nose," Jackson growled. "I think you're owed some suffering." 
 
    "Only after you busted my jaw." 
 
    "Because you fucked my momma, Nate!" 
 
    "Yeah." I grimaced at the memory. "Fair point." 
 
    "And my sister!" he added in a pained tone. "You screwed around with my baby sister, too." 
 
    It had gone down between me and Jackson earlier.  
 
    Too many hours confined in a small cell, fueled with a truckload of resentment and issues had resulted in me spilling my guts.  
 
    I told Jackson everything. 
 
    Every dark and seedy secret I'd ever kept from him, including the fact that he and Andi had a half-sister in the form of my niece.  
 
    Yeah, it was seriously messed up. I didn’t have the desire to cover for Kim like I once had. Not since I'd realized the one person I cared for most was in pain and hurting because of my lies.  
 
    Yeah, my priorities had shifted and were entirely focused on Andi and the baby now...  
 
    "And you knocked her up!" 
 
    "I did."  
 
    "I should kill you." 
 
    "You could try," I offered dryly. "I'll give you a free shot." I'd given him several of those earlier, too. It was the only reason I was sporting two black eyes now; I'd let him hit me.  
 
    "What's the point?" Jackson grumbled dejectedly from the top bunk. "Aint like I'm gonna be able to shake you off now." 
 
    He was right about that.  
 
    No one was going to keep me away from her.   
 
    Not him, or his father, or my sister's secrets… 
 
    Adriana Davis was mine and I was going back for her, just as soon as I got out of this fucking cage.  
 
    "You're not good enough for her." 
 
    "Do you think I'm blind?" I shot back heatedly. "I'm well aware she's too good for me. It's like I'm fucking running up a waterfall trying to be good enough for that girl. It aint never gonna happen. I'm well fucking aware, but I love her just the same." 
 
    "Did you even think about her diabetes?" Jackson asked then, tone serious. "About how dangerous her getting pregnant could be to her health?" He paused before adding, "Did you even care? I mean, you say you love her, but she's only seventeen, man. She's just a baby having a baby." 
 
    "Don’t you think I know this?" I growled through clenched teeth.  
 
    My chest ached at the thought of anything happening to Andi because of me.  
 
    "I've been going over those exact same questions in my mind since I found out and I want to kick my own ass for being so fucking reckless." Releasing a low growl, I ran my hands through my hair in frustration. "I'm scared to death, man. For her. For the baby – but mostly for her." With my hands on my face, I clenched my eyes shut and whispered, "If anything happens to her because of me…" I swallowed deeply and fought back my nerves. I couldn’t say it. I couldn’t even think it.  
 
    "Don’t expect any sympathy from me, shit head." 
 
    "I'm not looking for sympathy from anybody, dipshit," I snarled. "I'm explaining why I couldn’t fucking stop it going this far." I sighed in agitation and rubbed my face once more. "Christ, I wish I handled things differently, but then Andi told me she loved me and I couldn’t take it anymore…" My words broke off once more, replaced this time with a pained groan. "You need to know that I tried to stop it. I fucking tried to leave her alone." 
 
    "You're an asshole, Nathan Cole." 
 
    "I know." 
 
    "And Andi knew?" His voice was laced with disgust. "About you and our mother?"  
 
    Not at first… "She knew."  
 
    "And she still wanted to be with you?" 
 
    "Yeah." 
 
    "Goddamn," Jackson muttered. "I should have seen this coming a mile away." 
 
    "How'd you figure?" 
 
    Jackson released a heavy sigh. "Because Andi's innocent, man. She's sheltered. Never shown any real interest in guys or dating. Except for you. She was different with you," Jackson offered glumly. "The way she always followed you around when we were kids, and hung on your every word like you'd invented the English fucking language? Or all the times you two hung out together when I wasn’t around? I should have seen it coming…" He laughed humorlessly. "I should have known you were into her." 
 
    "Dude, I was there because you were my best friend," I corrected him. "Still am – even though you're a fucking douche canoe. And I didn’t use you to get to her, if that's what you're thinking. It fucking killed me inside keeping all this shit from you." 
 
    "It did?" 
 
    "No." I rolled my eyes. "I thoroughly enjoyed keeping this secret life from you." I stretched my leg out and kicked his mattress above me. "Yeah, it fucking killed me, man." 
 
    "The thing is, I know that you're a good guy," Jackson said after several minutes of silence. "We've been friends since we were six, man. I've seen you with girls. I've seen how good you treat your momma and sister, even when they don’t deserve it. The moment you went public with Andi; I knew you were invested. I fucking knew it was serious. You're not the kind of guy who jumps in and out of shit without thinking long and hard about it first. When you put your mind to something it's all or all, nothing less will do... And sure, you'll stick by her. I get that okay. I'm not doubting your intentions, man…" 
 
    "But?" I offered, knowing full well there was a but following closely on the horizon. 
 
    "But it's not enough, is it?" he admitted dejectedly. "A trailer in Riverside and a baby on her hip before she graduates high school – that's if she even does graduate high school now." The bunk creaked again beneath his weight. "I just… I wanted better for her. That's all." 
 
    I knew Jackson wasn’t personally attacking my lifestyle.  
 
    He was genuinely expressing his concerns for his sister.  
 
    They were the same concerns I'd had since I was old enough to know where I ranked in the grand scheme of life – at the bottom.  
 
    The life I had been born into was the reason I had worked so damn hard at school, so relentlessly on the field.  
 
    Up until his momma screwed shit up for me, I'd had a plan.  
 
    I'd had my eyes on a football scholarship and the girl of my dreams.  
 
    Figured once I was out of Springhill and playing college ball, I'd have something to offer Andi. I'd be someone worthy of her.  
 
    Jackson's words only cemented the fact that I was so far beneath that girl it was a miracle she'd looked at me twice, much less love me back… 
 
    "I feel like I'm drowning, man," I admitted gruffly. "I'm so fucking in love with her and I can't see a damn thing beyond her. You don’t get it. You have no idea how it feels," I added. "To sit on the sidelines and observe? To feel so much, so fucking hard for one person, and when she's around you everything just falls into place… Christ, I didn’t wake up one morning and say, hey, I think I'll go bang Andi. It was a multitude of continuous mornings, man. Every single morning since I was six year's old." 
 
    "So, what are you gonna do now?" 
 
    "Now?" I shrugged. "Now I'm gonna wait until your dick of a father decides to stop playing god with my life and lets me out of here. Then I'm gonna go get my girl." After a pause, I added, "I'm gonna get my place back on the team," surprising the both of us.  
 
    "You're gonna rejoin the team?" 
 
    I nodded. "Sure am."  
 
    "And what if coach won't let you?" 
 
    I snorted.  
 
    The question was laughable. 
 
    It didn’t deserve a response. 
 
    "Okay," Jackson conceded. "You're gonna rejoin the team. And then what?" 
 
    "I'm gonna get that goddamn scholarship to UA," I vowed quietly with newfound resolve. "After that, I'll make her a brand-new world. One she aint gotta be afraid to live in." 
 
    "And in the mean time?" Jackson asked doubtfully. "What are you gonna do while you're still in high school?" 
 
    "I'll work every spare hour of the day, god willing, to support Andi and the baby." I twisted my neck from side to side, finding relief when my muscles clicked back into place.  
 
    "My guitar's worth some," I mused, more to myself than him. It was about the only thing I had worth anything. "I'll sell it and put the cash it makes up against a deposit for a place of our own." 
 
    "You're really serious about this, aren’t you?" Jackson whispered after a while.  
 
    I nodded. "Are you gonna try and stand in my way?" 
 
    "No," he whispered finally. "I'm not. But I'm warning you now, man, I'm never gonna be happy about you and Andi being…together." 
 
    "You don’t have to be," I shot back. "You just have to accept it because as bad of a match as I am for your sister, I'm not going anywhere." There was silence for a long moment before I added, "Oh, and Jackson?" 
 
    "Hmm?"  
 
    "You ever tell Andi to go to a clinic again, I promise on my momma's life I will kill you. You got that?" 
 
    "Loud and clear." 
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    Chapter Five 
 
   
  
 

 Andi 
 
      
 
      
 
    "ASSHOLES!" IVY SCREAMED AS she stomped back and forth in her bedroom the following morning.  
 
    She'd just gotten off the phone with the deputy on duty at the station and we were still none the wiser as to the whereabouts of our boyfriends.  
 
    "They can't just do this," she seethed. "There has to be some sort of law against this bullshit." 
 
    "Sheriff Brady is the law around here," I whispered dejectedly. I was actually pretty stunned that the Sheriff or my father hadn't come here and hauled me home already. Mom must have told him by now. "And my father makes the rules."  
 
    We had been over this already; it was why neither of us had gotten a wink of sleep last night. Ivy and I had talked for hours, desperately trying to hatch a plan to get me out of the mess I was in. After several hours of talking and plotting, we had come up empty.  
 
    "What bullshit," she shot back angrily. "What absolute fucking bull shit." 
 
    She was right. 
 
    It was crap.  
 
    It was worse than crap; it was sort of terrifying to know my father held this sort of power over the officers of our town.  
 
    "Someone needs to take your parent's down a peg or two," Ivy added, seeming to read my thoughts.  
 
    "I should go home," I whispered glumly from my perch on her bed. "The guys are being punished because of me." I swallowed deeply. "If I go home, maybe they'll –" 
 
    "Over my dead body are you going back to those freaks," Ivy countered evenly.  
 
    "What am I supposed to do, Ives?" I shot back weakly. "Hide out in your bedroom until I give birth?" I shook my head and forced down a sob. The thought of being pregnant still felt alien to me. "I am in so much trouble… and without my father's health insurance and money, I'm as good as de –" 
 
    "Don’t you dare say that," Ivy snapped heatedly. "Nothing's going to happen to you, Andi Davis. I won't allow it." 
 
    "I thought you didn’t care." The words were out of my mouth before I had a chance to censor them or take them back. 
 
    Ivy flinched like I had physically slapped her. "Ouch." 
 
    "I'm sorry," I mumbled, red faced. 
 
    "I deserved it," she replied in a pained voice. "I've been a shitty friend to you, but I'm trying to fix it, Andi. I'm going to make it up to you." 
 
    She had been a shitty friend to me, but the sincerity and sheer guilt in her voice made me want to believe her.  
 
    "I don’t know what to do," I squeezed out, changing the subject from our strained friendship to my broken world. "I'm really scared, Ivy." That was the understatement of the century. "I don’t even know how far along I am." My hand automatically dropped to my stomach. "What if there's something wrong with the baby?" I had diabetes. It was hardly a simple illness. "What if something goes wrong…"  
 
    "You're going to be fine," she assured me. "Andi, Nathan Cole adores you. He won't see you wrong." 
 
    "He won't see me at all if they don’t release him," I choked out before bowing my head in shame. "I really should go home, Ives…"  
 
    "Stop it! They're going to have to let the boys out eventually," Ivy told me. "What do you think Nathan will do when he gets out and finds you've been shipped off to some dungeon in the Midwest?"  
 
    "It's a boarding facility," I corrected in a small voice. "And Dad said he wasn’t going to make me go." I frowned, thinking back. "I think he's up to something, Ivy." 
 
    "Of course he's up to something. That man is always up to something! And it's not happening; you're not going back there," Ivy shot back. "So put it out of your head. Besides, your brother would kill me if I didn’t take care of you." 
 
    "Do you think he's ever going to forgive me?" I whispered. 
 
    "Jackson?" Ivy asked. 
 
    I nodded glumly. "He was really mad yesterday."  
 
    "Hell yes, he was mad," she shot back. "Andi, you're his baby sister and Nate's his best friend…" 
 
    My stomach churned. "Oh god." 
 
    "But he'll come around," she added softly. "Know why?"  
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "Because he loves you."  
 
    I felt sick to my stomach.  
 
    Just yesterday, I had a home and a family – albeit a screwed up one, but a family all the same.  
 
    Now, I was… I didn’t know what I was, but I knew I felt scared. Scared and out of my depth. 
 
    "Are you okay?"  
 
    Ivy's voice drew me back to the present and I nodded, an automatic response.  
 
    "I think so." I wasn’t okay. I wasn’t even close, but how could I explain any of it to her?  
 
    "It's gonna be okay, Andi." 
 
    How? "Yeah, I guess."  
 
    "Nate's gonna get out and fix everything." 
 
    Again, how? "I know." I was homeless. Seventeen and pregnant and homeless! How in god's name was Nathan going to fix this? Why should he have to? I was as much to blame for this mess as he was, more even. I was the one who pursued him. I'd gone after him, disregarding all consequences… 
 
    Drowning in my thoughts, I watched as Ivy stalked towards her closet and yanked the door open. "Now. Enough of this moping around. Get your butt up," she muttered as she continued to rummage in her closet.  
 
    "What – why?" 
 
    She pulled out a clothes hanger that was housing a yellow sundress before tossing it towards me. "Because I'm going to school and you're coming with me." 
 
     "What?" I asked in disbelief. 
 
    "I’m serious, Andi. Get dressed. You’re coming to school with me," she repeated. 
 
    "Get dressed," she told me. "You're coming to school with me." 
 
    "Ivy, no." I shook my head. "I can't. If my parents are looking for me it's the first place they'll go…" 
 
    "And what, cause a scene at the school and tarnish their perfectly polished reputations?" she shot back sarcastically.  
 
    "They wouldn’t dare." She dropped her hands to her hips and stared hard at me. "Get your ass up, girl. We're going to school. I'm going to send Jackson a text and let him know where we'll be in case they're released this morning." 
 
    Releasing a heavy sigh, I threw the covers off my body and climbed out of bed before retrieving the dress she had thrown at me. 
 
    This was a really bad idea.  
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    Chapter Six 
 
   
  
 

 Nate  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE REST OF THE NIGHT PASSED by in uncomfortable silence.  
 
    Every once and a while, the sound of Jackson's light snores filled the room, but aside from that, there was nothing.  
 
    Nothing but darkness and silence.  
 
    I didn’t close my eyes for longer than a minute or two the entire time.  
 
    I couldn’t.  
 
    Where was Andi?  
 
    Was she okay?  
 
    Was she still with her parents? 
 
    Had they sent her away? 
 
    They'd told us the people from that fucked up boarding school were on their way… Goddamn! Everything was beyond screwed up and I had never felt more helpless in my life. 
 
    Dawn was breaking outside the tiny window in our cell when the sound of clanking filled my ears.  
 
    Without thinking twice about it, I threw my leg up and kicked Jackson's mattress before leaping off my bunk. 
 
    "What the…" Jackson muttered as he slowly rose up. 
 
    "Someone's coming," I explained. "Get your ass up." 
 
    "’Bout fucking time," Jackson grumbled before jumping down from the top bunk. 
 
    "Time's up boys," Sherriff Dipshit announced as he yanked open the door of our holding cell. "Your folks are here to collect ya'll."  
 
    We both looked at each other simultaneously before gaping at the Sherriff.  
 
    "What about the charges?" 
 
    "They've been dropped." 
 
    "Dropped?" I cocked a brow.  
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "By who?" 
 
    "Do ya'll wanna stay for another night?" the Sheriff growled in annoyance. "Because that can be arranged." 
 
    "No, sir," we both said in unison.  
 
    "Then get the hell out of my sight. Now." 
 
    He didn’t have to tell either of us twice. 
 
    Bolting out of that cell as fast as our legs could carry us, Jackson and I followed the sheriff, retrieving our possessions on the way out.  
 
    My heart all but fell into my ass when we walked into the reception and were greeted by… Clive fucking Davis? 
 
    He smiled calculatingly at me. "You and I have some talking to do, son." 
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    "SIMMER DOWN, QUARTERBACK. Adriana is back at the house," Clive announced from the driver's seat of his BMW when I demanded to know what the hell was going on – for the third fucking time. 
 
    Confused was an understatement for how I was feeling as I sat in the back seat of Clive Davis's flashy car with Jackson beside me.  
 
    "What happened to St. Bernadette's?" Jackson asked then, and I was glad. It saved me a conversation. "What changed?" 
 
    "Circumstances have changed," Clive shot back coolly. "Unlike your mother, I'm not prepared to send my pregnant daughter to a catholic affiliated boarding school."  
 
    "Never knew you cared so much about her," Jackson shot back dryly. 
 
    "Think about how it would look," Clive replied without hesitance. "Clive Davis's knocked up daughter arrives at an all-girls catholic convent?" He shook his head. "No. I'm afraid that won't do." He shuddered at the thought. "It would be terrible publicity for business." 
 
    "Is that really all you care about?" Jackson asked in a quiet tone. "How things look?" 
 
    "Perception is all that matters," his father replied. "One of these days you'll understand why." 
 
    "I won't," Jackson shot back.  
 
    "So, what?" I demanded, feeling like Clive Davis was dangling my future in front of me. "You're gonna lock her up? Out of sight, out of mind? Or try and force her into an abortion?" My fists curled tight at the thought. "Let me just tell you straight; you even think about pushing that girl into something she doesn’t want and I'll –" 
 
    "You'll what, hotshot?" Clive shot back tauntingly. "Fight me?" He laughed again. "Be realistic, Nathan." 
 
    "Oh, believe me, I am," I shot back through clenched teeth.  
 
    "And there will be no abortion," he affirmed with a nod.  
 
    "Never planned on there being one anyway," I growled, finding it harder and harder to stay in my seat and not lunge forward and knock this prick out. "I'll take responsibility for her."  
 
    "Oh, you most certainly will," Clive countered dryly. Pulling into his driveway, he killed the engine and exhaled a heavy sigh. "Because you're going to marry her." 
 
    Marriage? 
 
    I opened my mouth to respond but nothing came out. 
 
    "What?" Jackson squeezed out, sounding equally as winded.  
 
    "Lost for words, quarterback? You only need to remember two." My girlfriend's father swung around and smirked at me. "I do." 
 
    "Wait, wait… Let me get this straight." I pressed my thumbs against my temples. "First, you wanna send her off to boarding school to keep her away from me, and now you want me to marry her?" I shook my head, unable to comprehend the full extent of Clive Davis's twisted mind. "You're fucking crazy." He was certifiable. A grade a fucking lunatic.  
 
    "What I'd like," Clive shot back coldly, "is to go back in time and stop you from impregnating my teenage daughter." His eyes flashed with anger. "But I don’t have a time machine, so all I can do now is damage control." 
 
    "Damage control?" I gaped at him.  
 
    Was he serious?  
 
    "Here's the deal, you little punk," Clive hissed, turning in his seat to face me. "This can go one of two ways; Adriana remains at the house and is homeschooled until the child is born and put up for adoption, or you can make all this right and marry her." Clive shrugged emotionlessly. "Either way, this farce ends. I will not have shame brought down on my family because of this." 
 
    "Shame?" I narrowed my eyes in disgust. "It's the twenty first century!" 
 
    "I wouldn’t care if it was the fifty-first century, you little shit," he shot back, snarling. "No daughter of mine will be an unmarried mother at seventeen." He leaned closer. "My wife would prefer Adriana to have a termination and be done with it. I don’t share the same beliefs, but that could change if there was no other option…" 
 
    "Are you threatening me?" I leaned forward in my seat, not one bit scared of this bastard. 
 
    "Take it however you like," Clive shot back coolly. "But be certain of this; I won't be funding your bastard." 
 
    "What, like my sister did yours?" I hissed, feeling like a dick for calling Callie a bastard, but needing to vent all the same.  
 
    Clive smirked. "That's completely different." 
 
    "How?" 
 
    "I already had two children when your sister got pregnant, one of which was a girl," he told me. "I had no need for another daughter." 
 
    "You're something else, do you know that?"  
 
    "Be realistic, won't you! I was married, Nathan," he added. "It's not as if I could publicly claim the child – not that anyone would have believed a little slut from Riverside if she talked and tried to pin it on me." He shrugged nonchalantly. "Besides, the mechanic was more than happy to take the child on as his own." 
 
    "That’s because he believes she's his," I snarled.  
 
    "Sure he does." He threw his head back and laughed. "Don’t be so fucking naïve." 
 
    "I think I'm gonna be sick," Jackson moaned as he covered his face with his hands. "This is so fucked up." 
 
    "True," his father replied without an ounce of emotion in his voice. Turning his attention back to me, Clive looked me square in the eye and said, "What's it gonna be, quarterback…" 
 
    "She's not here!" Liv Davis screeched, appearing out of thin fucking air at the car window and almost giving me a goddamn heart attack.  
 
    "What'd'ya mean she's not here?" I roared, panic churning inside of me. 
 
    "She bolted last night," she replied, focusing on her husband. "Took his truck."  
 
    "For Christ's sake, Liv," Clive growled. "You couldn’t keep a goddamn eye on her?" He slammed his hand against the steering wheel in obvious frustration. "You had one job, dammit! We need to contain this," he growled. "If she goes and tells her friends about her predicament then –" 
 
    "And where the hell were you?" his wife shot back, interrupting him. "You're the one who told her to wait in her room for you!" She scoffed. "All night?" 
 
    "I was cleaning up the shit storm that erupted last night," he spat. "Jesus Christ." 
 
    "Hold up," Jackson announced as he scrolled through his phone. "She's with Ivy." He frowned before adding, "Says here, they're at the school."  
 
    The moment I heard those three words come out of Jackson's mouth, the fear and worry that had been choking me since I heard the words "she's not here' come out of his momma's mouth simmered down a little.  
 
    "Thank god," I managed to squeeze out.  
 
    "Yeah." Jackson exhaled loudly as he slid his phone back into his jeans pocket.  
 
    "I'm gonna go to the school and get her," I announced as I threw the car door open and leapt out.  
 
    "You made a decision yet, boy?" Clive called out, halting me in my tracks.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest as I turned back to the car.  
 
    "I have," I replied, nodding slowly. 
 
    "And?" 
 
    I had no fucking clue of what I was going to do, or how I was going to take care of this girl, but I knew for damned sure that I would die trying. 
 
    I looked her father square in the eye and said, "I'm keeping her."  
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    Chapter Seven 
 
   
  
 

 Andi  
 
      
 
      
 
    "CAN I PLEASE SPEAK to him?" my voice shook as I waited for the officer's reply.  
 
    "I'm sorry, that's not possible right now." 
 
    My heart sank. "Then what about my brother? Can I speak to Jackson?" 
 
    "Hold on for a second…." There was a long pause. "I'm afraid that's not possible, either." 
 
    "This is ridiculous." Pressing the palm of my hand against my forehead, I exhaled a shaky breath. "It's been almost twenty-four hours." Twenty-four long hours of waiting around and not knowing a damn thing. "They haven't done anything wrong and you guys know it." 
 
    "Hang up," Ivy mouthed from where she was leaning against the neighboring locker. "You're wasting your time with those jerks." 
 
    Reluctantly, I pressed the end button on my phone and rested the back of my head against my locker.  
 
    "I can't take this, Ives," I whispered. "Knowing he's in there because of me?" I shook my head and bit back a moan. "It's killing me."  
 
    "Stop that," Ivy ordered as she caught ahold of my arm and pulled me in for a hug. "The last thing we need is for you to get sick over this." She wrapped her arm around my shoulder, and walked me towards my next class. "Have you taken your insulin?" 
 
    I nodded, thankful for the emergency stashes I kept in my locker and at Ivy's house. "But when I run out…" 
 
    "Hey! None of that talk now, ya hear!" she scolded. "Think positive thoughts." 
 
    "Why?" I shot back when we reached my classroom. "Are positive thoughts going to provide me with an unlimited supply of insulin? Or a healthcare plan? Because without either one, I'm in serious trouble…" 
 
    "Well," Ivy squeaked out, looking over my shoulder. "I don’t know if positive thinking will get you a health plan, but would you be opposed to a hot-as-the-fiery-depths-of-hell baby daddy?" 
 
    My heart stopped. "What?"  
 
    Ivy nodded towards something over my shoulder. "Get him, girl." 
 
    I swung around quickly and locked eyes on Nathan at the far end of the corridor, striding towards me like a man on a mission.  
 
    The sight of him caused the dam inside of me to burst clean open. 
 
    "Nathan!" The air escaped from my lungs in the biggest sigh of relief I'd ever experienced.  
 
    He was back.  
 
    He was here.  
 
    He was mine.  
 
    Stumbling towards him, I couldn’t stop the tears from streaming down my face.  
 
    By the time I reached the bottom step of the stairs that separated us, I was an emotional wreck.  
 
    Blubbering like a baby and ignoring everything else around me, I darted through the school hallway.   
 
    Relief, gratefulness, and sheer adoration flushed through my veins as I darted past several other students and threw myself at a pale looking Nathan.  
 
    "You're back." My whole body shook as I wrapped my arms around him and welded my body to his. "Thank god!" 
 
    I didn’t care what anyone thought anymore.  
 
    I only cared about him and the fact that he was here and he was safe. 
 
    "I can't believe you're back," I sobbed uncontrollably. "You're really here."  
 
    "It's gonna take more than a cell to keep me away from you," Nate growled as he scooped me up in his arms and held my body to his.  
 
    Burying my face in Nate's neck, I wrapped my arms and legs around his body, clinging onto him for dear life. "I was so scared." 
 
    "I know, Andi baby," he whispered. "It's okay. I'm here now." 
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    "I thought you were gone for good." She cried and shook in my arms. "I thought it was over…oh god…"  
 
    "Hey… Hey!" Placing her down on her feet, I took her face in my hands, and forced her to look at me.  
 
    "Andi, look at me, baby." My voice shook almost as much as my nerves but I'd be fucked if I walked away from her now. "I'm right here." Dipping my head, I pressed a kiss to her brow and exhaled a ragged sigh. "I'm not going anywhere." 
 
    "I was so scared," she whispered, her big blue eyes blinding me with innocence. "So scared, Nate." 
 
    I knew how she felt.  
 
    The whole time I'd been in jail, I had been terrified for her. 
 
    "Your face," she gasped then, clearly horrified. "Did Jackson do this to you?" 
 
    "I'm fine." It was just some bruising. "It'll fade." I didn’t bother to add that her brother looked a helluva lot worse than me. It wasn’t the time or the place for that kind of chat. Besides, we had bigger things to deal with… 
 
    "How are you even here?" she choked out. 
 
    "Your father came and got us," I explained gently. "Hey. Shh. It's okay." I brushed the tears from her cheeks with my thumb. "Stop crying, baby." 
 
    "I don’t understand." She shook her head. "Why would my father do that?" 
 
    Because he wants to save face.  
 
    "It's…complicated," I squeezed out. It was worse than complicated. It was fucking twisted.  
 
    "I stole your truck, Nate," she blurted out guiltily, biting down on her bottom lip. "She looked up at my face with her big blue eyes. "I broke the law." She hiccupped. "I'm so sorry." 
 
    Well shit...  
 
    "It's okay." Tucking her hair behind her ear, I smiled down at her. "I'm not mad, baby."  
 
    "Where's Jackson?" Ivy asked then, making me aware of her presence. I'd been so wrapped up in Andi that I hadn't even noticed she was here.  
 
    "At his house," I told her before focusing on my girlfriend once again. "It's me he's mad at, not you." I had this burning need inside of me to reassure her. To make her feel at ease. 
 
    "But it's not your fault." She looked up at me and frowned. "I pursued you."  
 
    So sweet. 
 
    It was so my fault. 
 
    I was older than her, more experienced. I should have protected her. I would now. Whatever came, I would stand right beside her and be there for her. I had no other choice. The girl as good as owned me.  
 
    And I needed her.  
 
    It made me weak and foolish but I didn’t care.  
 
    I needed her like I needed air in my lungs and blood in my veins. 
 
    "I need to talk to you about something," I announced before taking her hand and pulling her towards the school entrance. "Come on. We need to do this in private." 
 
    "And cut class?" 
 
    So fucking innocent.  
 
    I cocked a brow. "I think cutting class is the least of our worries right now." 
 
    "What do you mean?"  
 
    I cringed inside. "You're about to find out."  
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    Chapter Eight  
 
   
  
 

 Andi 
 
      
 
      
 
    "MY BOY GOT HER WHAT?" Becky Cole sat on the couch opposite us. She was drunk and the smell of alcohol coming from her was stifling.  
 
    Intoxicated or not, the anger in her eyes was both obvious and evident as she glowered at her son, who was sitting beside me; a beacon of strength, as he held my hand in his.  
 
    When Nathan first told me he was taking me back to my parents' house, I'd thrown a fit and begged him not to leave me. After promising me he wouldn’t at least a dozen times, I'd finally agreed to come with him. Now that we were here though, I was starting to panic. And Becky Cole's presence was doing nothing to calm my frazzled nerves. After a few minutes of conversation, it had become pretty obvious what was happening. Our parents were staging an intervention...  
 
    "Pregnant," my father confirmed grimly. "That's right. Your eighteen-year-old high schooler is having a baby with my seventeen-year-old child." 
 
    Becky's mouth hung open. She blinked several times, clearly sobering quickly at the news of becoming a grandmother for the second time.  
 
    "You dumbass!" she finally hissed, gaze locked on Nathan. "How many times have I told you to wrap it up? How many goddamn times have I told you, Nathan?" Tears were in her eyes as she hollered at him. "You were the good one," she whispered then, voice breaking. "You were gonna go places." She sniffled and dropped her head in her hands. "College. Football. Someplace real good." 
 
    "I'm still going places, Momma," Nate shot back quietly.  
 
    "No, you aint!" Becky wailed. "Only place you're going now, boy, is the goddamn workforce, living off minimum wage paychecks and food stamps." 
 
    "Thanks for the vote of confidence, Mom," Nate shot back, acting as if her words hadn't affected him. I knew deep down they had. 
 
    "Nathan is going places," I mustered the courage to say. "He has always been going places." Forcing myself not to back down from the heated stares I was receiving, I added, "I'm not going to hold him back from succeeding. In fact, I'm going to be right there in his corner, cheering him on the entire time."  
 
    "Don’t be so naïve, Adriana," my mother sniped with a tsk. "The only corner you'll be in is the one with a rocking chair with a baby attached to your breast. Because as soon as that baby arrives, it's on you, my dear. Not Nathan or your brother, and certainly not us. You can forget school and prom and football games. Your life will be over." 
 
    "Damn straight your life will be over," Becky chimed in, adding her two cents worth. "Do yourselves both a favor and take a trip to the clinic and fast." 
 
    "Why don't ya'll quit fucking acting like you give two shits about either of us?" Nathan's voice was heated and furious. I jumped with fright. He wrapped his hand around mine. "And quit tryna talk my girlfriend into getting rid of my baby." He sneered at all of our parents in disgust. "If Andi wants to terminate, then we will talk about it. Us. As in me and her. But my kid aint got a goddamn thing to do with either one of you." 
 
    "I'm not terminating," I choked out. I wasn’t against the option for other women, I fully supported a woman's right to choose for herself, but it wasn’t something I could bear to think about. For me, it just wasn’t an option.  
 
    Looking up at Nate, I shook my head. "I can't." I hoped he wouldn’t be mad. I prayed he wouldn’t feel I trapped him. "I have to keep it." Everything inside of me was screaming at me to keep it. I had to follow my heart.  
 
    "Then we'll have the baby," he shot back in a voice thick with emotion. "Together." 
 
    "Jesus, Nate!" Becky wailed. "You can't just throw away your life like this." 
 
    "It's my life to throw," he shot back angrily.  
 
    "If you two want to shack up and play happy families then, by all means, be my guest," my father stated calmly as he glanced across the coffee table at us. "Personally, I agree with your choice to keep the child." 
 
    Nathan stiffened beside me. 
 
    I frowned in confusion.  
 
    "Where's all this coming from?" I strived to contain my emotions as I gaped at my father. "This morning you were hell bent on sending me away to St. Bernadette's." 
 
    "This morning I didn’t know you were pregnant," Dad shot back. "Did I?" 
 
    I shook my head in shame.  
 
    "Keeping you apart isn’t going to work," he continued to say. "Not now there's a baby on the way. Therefore, I think I'll take the opposite tactic." 
 
    "And throw us together?" I gaped in surprise. 
 
    "Exactly," my father shot back with a smirk. 
 
    "I…" Shaking my head in confusion, I managed to say, "I don’t understand." 
 
    "It's quite simple really," my father announced. Standing up swiftly, he walked around the couch. "If you're old enough to make a baby with a boy, then you're old enough to raise one with him." He cast a glance at Nathan, who was sitting beside me looking pained. "Aint that right, quarterback?" 
 
    "If you think I won't go through with it then you're wrong," Nate shot back, eyes locked on my dad. "And if you think it won't last then you'll be wrong again." 
 
    "Fine." Throwing his hands up in the air, my father laughed humorlessly. "Then prove me wrong, boy."  
 
    Nathan stiffened beside me. "I will."  
 
    "But here's the thing." Dad held up his index finger and smirked. "If you're taking her, you're taking all of her." 
 
    "Fine by me," Nate shot back, glaring daggers across the room at my father. 
 
    "I mean it, boy," Dad said then, tone serious. "She walks out that door with you and she's all yours to be dealing with. I wash my hands of her."  
 
    I wanted to scream you washed your hands years ago, but I held it in.  
 
    The truth was I wanted to go.  
 
    I was dying to be free.  
 
    I trusted in Nathan.  
 
    I believed in the future we could have together. 
 
    "It's on you, Cole. The decision is yours." Walking back to the seat he had just vacated, Dad sank down once again and crossed one leg at the knee. "If you're serious about being with my daughter then you know what needs to be done. Otherwise get the hell out of my house, walk away from my daughter, and let me fix the mess you've made." Leaning back in his seat, he smirked "What's it gonna be, quarterback?" 
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    Chapter Nine 
 
   
  
 

 Andi 
 
      
 
      
 
    EXACTLY ONE MONTH AFTER my father's ultimatum, on the twenty-fourth day of November, Nathan Cole and I exchanged wedding vows in St. Peter's Cathedral in Springhill.  
 
    To the outside world, it looked like exactly what it was; a shotgun wedding.  
 
    Two teenagers forced into a lifelong commitment because of a father's religious pride and a teenage boy's infallible sense of duty.  
 
    My parents even had to sign special documents consenting to the marriage because I was under eighteen. 
 
    Even though I had been dreaming about marrying Nathan Cole from as young as the age of five or six, our wedding day was nothing like I thought it would be.  
 
    It should have been perfect.  
 
    Except it wasn’t perfect. 
 
    Because it was forced. 
 
    Because he was forced. 
 
    I knew it, and even though he denied it, Nathan knew it, too.  
 
    There was no big, fancy wedding reception in a glamorous hotel, or a six-tier cake for us to cut together. There were no smiles or tears of happiness from our guests when Father Crowley pronounced us man and wife. We didn’t have anyone to cry for us. Except Jackson and Ivy, who looked on in misery as we joined together in holy matrimony. Our parents were there, too; my father watching over the ceremony like he was sealing a contract with a tricky client.  
 
    I wore a simple, full length white dress given to me by Ivy, and Nate wore a black suit. Our clothes were the only thing about the day that resembled a wedding.  
 
    When the mass was over, and the ink was dry, Nathan and I walked out of the church hand in hand, though I never felt further away from him. 
 
    When we got outside, my parents presented us with two suitcases full of my stuff and a handshake goodbye. And then they turned around and walked away, leaving me alone with the boy who was now my husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
    With our bags in each of his hands, Nate held the trailer door for me before letting it slam shut when I was inside. "I'll fix that," he muttered, frowning at the way the door didn’t close properly. "It's not much." He sounded embarrassed as he gestured around the trailer. "But it's ours."  
 
    "It's perfect," I reassured him, tone soft and sincere. I meant it. Any place with Nathan was better than where I'd come from. I felt awkward as I stood in the middle of the tiny sitting area, clad in a wedding dress. "This feels so surreal," I whispered, wrapping my arms around myself.  
 
    "Yeah. Some wedding night," Nate shot back dryly. Setting our bags down on the built-in sofa, he stretched out and loosened the collar of his shirt before clearing his throat. "I know it's not much to look at right now, but I get paid on Saturday and we can get some…" he looked around in dismay. "I don’t know, maybe some blankets or a throw or something." 
 
    "It's okay, Nate." I stepped towards him. "We're going to be okay." 
 
    "Yeah," he choked out, not meeting my gaze. "We are." 
 
    "Do…do you think it would be okay if I took a shower?" I asked, hating the uncertainty in my voice, but knowing he needed some space right now. 
 
    "Sure," he shot back, not looking at me. "I'll bring the rest of the stuff in from the truck." 
 
    It took me almost fifteen minutes to get the temperature of the water right in the shower, and even then, it kept switching from boiling to freezing. By the time I was finished washing my hair, my teeth were chattering and my lips were blue.  
 
    I finished drying off my hair and dressing for bed, and walked back into the tiny bedroom at the back of the trailer. The bed was the only piece of furniture in the room and if I was being honest, there was little room for anything else. 
 
    When I reached the doorway, my eyes landed on Nate who was sitting on the far side of the double bed with his back to me.  
 
    "I think there's something wrong with the shower," I whispered, climbing onto the bed. "I couldn’t get the water to stay warm."  
 
    "I'll fix it," was all he replied. 
 
    Pulling back the duvet, I curled up in a small ball facing his back. "Nate, are you okay?" 
 
    His shoulders were slumped.  
 
    He didn’t look okay.  
 
    He didn’t sound it either when he whispered, "I'm so goddamn sorry, Andi."  
 
    "For what?" 
 
    Nate turned and looked at me then. "For this." He gestured around and shook his head in disgust. "For bringing you here." 
 
    "Nathan…" I began to say but he interrupted me. 
 
    "This isn’t the life you signed up for. Living from paycheck to paycheck? Slumming it in this shitty trailer park?" His brown eyes burned through me as he spoke. "You deserve better."  
 
    "I want you," I shot back without an ounce of hesitation.  
 
    "I know what I am, okay," he whispered, tone gruff and thick with emotion. "I know I have nothing to offer you. But I can promise you one thing, and that's that no one will love you as much as I do. I will work my ass off for you, Andi. I'll do whatever it takes to keep you safe. To make you happy." 
 
    "I know that, Nate. You don't need to prove yourself to me." 
 
    "I mean it," he urged. "This… it's temporary." Leaning over my body, he pressed a kiss to my lips. "I will give you the life you deserve." He clenched his eyes shut, clearly in pain. "And it won't be in a shitty fucking trailer with no hot water either." He kissed me again, harder this time. "I love you. Fuck, I love you. Don't give up on me."  
 
    "I don't care, Nate. I don’t." Wrapping my arms around his neck, I drew him closer to me. "I only want you." Reaching forward, I pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. "And I have no intentions of giving up on you, Nathan Cole…" 
 
      
 
      
 
    More than six months had passed by since that night, and in the entire time, I hadn't once seen or spoken to my parents.  
 
    They never called me to check in or see how I was doing. It was as if I had never existed to them in the first place. I suppose, deep down, I never truly had. 
 
    "You look exhausted," Ivy declared, stirring me from my reverie. We were sprawled out on the grass by the bleachers, eating lunch. "Did you get any sleep last night?" 
 
    Turning to face her, I forced a smile. "Not much." None at all. Twisting onto my side, I exhaled a sigh and wiped a bead of sweat from my brow. "This heat is killing me." It was early May and already, we were in the high seventies. I dreaded to think what the rest of summer had in store for us.  
 
    "I'm not surprised," Ivy shot back with a sympathetic smile. "With that beach ball belly of yours." Reaching over, she pressed her hand against my stomach and shuddered. "I have no idea how you manage to get comfortable."  
 
    "With great difficulty," I squeezed out, flinching when the baby decided to play the drums on my womb. "He's so active today," I mused, stroking the swell of my stomach. I didn’t know what I was having, but every time I spoke about the baby, I always found myself referring to a boy. Wishful thinking, I supposed… 
 
    "I can't believe it's three weeks until your due date."  
 
    Neither could I.  
 
    Turned out, I was a lot further along than Nate and I had originally thought. When we went back through our dates with our doctor, we discovered I conceived that very first time back in September.  
 
    "I'll be glad to get this little guy out of me," I told her as I stroked my belly absentmindedly. "As much as I love him," and I did love him. Unconditionally, "I'm so done with being pregnant."  
 
    "Do you need a ride home today?" she asked. "Or is Nate taking you home after practice?" She inclined her face to where the boys were running through drills on the field. Ivy was obviously waiting for Jackson to finish up. I, on the other hand, had no idea why I was still lingering around here after school.  
 
    "A ride would be great, thanks." I sighed heavily. "Nathan has to go to work straight after practice." Like always… 
 
    We were silent for a while then until Ivy finally broke it by blurting out, "What's wrong, Andi?"  
 
    Everything… "Nothing." 
 
    "Come on, I'm not blind," she pressed. "You look miserable." 
 
    "I'm fine."  
 
    "You don’t look fine." Ivy looked at me with concern in her eyes. "Talk to me." 
 
    What was I supposed to say? That the truth was I felt far from fine. I was the opposite of fine… I was a lonely, paranoid mess.  
 
    I was almost nine months pregnant and my husband spent next to no time with me.  
 
    If we weren't at school, he was working crazy hours at Trey's or any place he would snag work.  
 
    And then there was football...  
 
    Even though we lived together now, I saw less of Nathan than when I'd been living at my parent's house. Thinking like that brought me back to the bare bones of our marriage. I was achingly aware of the fact that my father had backed him into a corner, and Nathan did what needed to be done.  
 
    He took responsibility for me and the baby.  
 
    He married me because he wanted to do right by me and because he was a good man.  
 
    I wished he had married me because he wanted to.  
 
    He was on track for a scholarship again. In fact, it was a done deal. Providing his finals went well at the end of the month, I would be following my husband off to college. 
 
    He was true to his word.  
 
    Everything he told me he would do, Nate had accomplished it.  
 
    I was incredibly proud of him.  
 
    I was also incredibly worried. 
 
    The fear of Nathan someday looking at me the way my father looked at my mother petrified me.  
 
    Our stories weren't so different.  
 
    My father had been pushed into marrying mom back in the day and they couldn’t stand the sight of each other now.  
 
    I loved Nathan more than I knew what to do with it, but the thought of him resenting me like my father did my mother was a crippling fear.  
 
    I was so scared of the past repeating itself in our relationship that I didn’t know what to say around him anymore. I felt constantly on edge when we were together and the urge I felt to please him bordered on desperate. 
 
    It also didn’t help that I resembled a beached whale, while Nate looked more toned and muscular than ever.  
 
    Apparently, a wedding ring didn’t matter much to the girls around here either. They still swarmed him, ogling and leering after him more than ever before.  
 
    Worst of all, Dallas still watched him. She didn’t even try to hide it. She openly coveted my husband. If I were a braver person, I would have said something to her the day I found her hanging around out front of our trailer while Nate was changing a tire on his truck, but I wasn’t brave. 
 
    "I'm fine," I repeated, praying she would drop the subject.  
 
    I couldn’t talk about my feelings.  
 
    Not here.  
 
    Not at all if I wanted to hold it together.  
 
    The sound of the coach wrapping up practice with a shrill blow of his whistle broke through my thoughts.  
 
    I protected my eyes from the sun and watched as my husband and brother left the field together.  
 
    Several minutes later they reappeared from the changing rooms.  
 
    My heart jolted in my chest like this was the first time I'd felt Nathan Cole's eyes on my body as he walked ever so slowly towards me. 
 
    "Aint you a sight for sore eyes," Jackson teased when he reached Ivy.  
 
    Of course, he was shirtless and clad in a pair of board shorts. His blond hair was drenched and water was dripping freely down his bare chest. I didn’t blame my brother for his lack of clothing in this weather. If I had the choice, I would have been close to naked, too. "Come and gimme some loving!" 
 
    On a happier note, Jackson and Ivy were going strong. I had been more than surprised when my brother made it official with Ivy shortly after Christmas. He was also coming around to mine and Nate's relationship. Slowly, at least. Yeah, lots of things were changing around here. That was for sure. 
 
    Throwing himself on top of her, Jackson smeared his wet body all over my friend. "Gimme a kiss, pretty girl." 
 
    "You're beyond twisted, Jackson Davis," Ivy giggled from somewhere underneath my brother.  
 
    "Don’t lie, babe," he teased playfully as they rolled around in the grass. "You know you love me all sweaty." 
 
    "You ready to get out of here?" Nate's deep voice drew my attention away from the two idiots play fighting nearby.  
 
    Craning my neck, I looked up at my husband. "Don’t you have work tonight?" I knew he did. He was always working. It was a given. "Ivy said she'd drive me home." It wasn’t cheap having a diabetic wife who was heavily pregnant to boot.  
 
    "I have some time before my shift starts," he replied before reaching down and gently helping me to my feet. "Doris called earlier. She wants me to work the bar tonight." 
 
    Accepting his help, I dragged my butt off the grass. "Dixies bar?" 
 
    "Where else?" 
 
    "Nathan." I hated the tone of my own voice in this moment; all needy and disapproving as I waved off the others. "I don’t want you doing anything illegal." He was only eighteen. I dreaded to think of the trouble he could get in if he was caught working behind a bar. 
 
    "We need the money," he shot back gruffly. "And I told you." Taking my hand in his, Nate led us towards his truck. "You don’t need to worry about it."  
 
    "But I am worried about it." Stepping back, I waited for him to yank open the passenger door before hauling myself into the cab. "I'm worried about you working all these crazy hours." He closed the door after me before jogging around to his side of the truck and hopping into the driver's seat. "We barely see each other anymore."  
 
    "I know it's been hectic lately." Nate's tone was gentle as he cranked the engine of the truck. "And I haven't been around much." He turned his head and faced me, his brown eyes searing me just like they always did. But he looked tired. Lord, he looked exhausted. My heart broke at the thought. "But I'm doing this for us, Andi." Reaching across the cab, Nate placed his hand on my stomach. "For all of us."  
 
    But is it worth it, I wanted to scream, am I worth this? 
 
    Instead, I covered his hand with mine and smiled softly. "I love you, Nathan Cole." 
 
    He smiled warmly back at me. "I love you, too, Andi baby." 
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    Chapter Ten 
 
   
  
 

 Nate 
 
      
 
      
 
    SOMEHOW, I HAD MANAGED to upset her again. 
 
    The look in her blue eyes assured me of that. Worry. It was written all over her face as she gnawed on her bottom lip in uncomfortable silence. 
 
    "It's gonna be fine, Andi," I repeated as I drove us home from school. Exhausted was an understatement for how I was feeling right now. Countless night shifts down at Dixies and early morning starts at Trey's auto shop – not to mention school and practice – had me running on empty.  
 
    But one look at the girl in the passenger seat of my truck and it made every hour of overtime and the many broken nights of sleep completely worth it.  
 
    After twelve years of borderline stalking and obsessing about my best friend's sister, she was mine.  
 
    And after seven months of blood, sweat and tears, that life I promised my wife was within my grasp.  
 
    The University of Colorado wasn’t my first choice of college, that had been UA, but CU was offering me a free, four-year ride through school, and besides, I wasn’t in the position to be picky.  
 
    "I don’t want you working there, Nate," she replied quietly, knotting her hands together. "I never sleep a wink when I know you're down there." 
 
    Well, I didn’t have much fucking choice.  
 
    I was working my ass off to pay for our expenses. 
 
    Babies were expensive and the healthcare plan I'd managed to lay down for my wife was daylight fucking robbery. It just about covered the care she needed for her diabetes and prenatal care, but I was buried under a mountain of debt trying to pay for everything else. 
 
    "It's just a job, Andi," I added as I drove down south towards Riverside. I couldn’t afford to be picky about where I worked. I didn’t have a family I could fall back on. My mother wasn’t there for me when I was growing up. Thinking she'd change her ways at this stage of her life would be as useful as pissing against the wind. Kim wasn’t speaking to me much anymore. She was still furious with me for getting Andi pregnant. It didn’t seem to matter that I kept her dirty little secret at a huge motherfucking cost to myself. Or that Andi's family stayed away from Callie. My sister was still pissy as hell with me, and I knew full well the only reason Trey had let me keep my job was because I had a baby on the way.  
 
    Whatever. Screw ‘em. 
 
    I didn’t fucking need them anyway. 
 
    I missed seeing little Callie, though… 
 
    The patrons at Dixies were more than generous in their tips anyway. I made more working on Monday nights than I did in the whole week at Trey's garage. 
 
    Apparently, telling Andi that was the wrong fucking move because the minute the words were out of my mouth, Andi's face transformed into a grimace.  
 
    "Nathan, the women at Dixies tip you so much because they want to sleep with you," she growled. "Doris asks you to work every Monday night because it's Ladies night." She spat the words like they were poison. "It's her busiest night of the week because those women flock the bar to ogle you." 
 
    Parking up outside our trailer, I killed the engine and quickly jumped out of the cab before running around and opening the passenger door for my wife. 
 
    My wife.  
 
    Fuck me… 
 
    "You're overreacting." I helped her down before grabbing both of our bags out of the flatbed of my Chevy. "And besides." I flashed her my wedding band. "This means something to me." Everything; it meant fucking everything to me. "You and no other, Andi." I meant every word I said in the church that day. "I've got no plans on breaking those vows I made to you." I only wished it had been under different circumstances… 
 
    "I meant my vows, too, Nate," Andi replied quietly, as she trudged up the steps to our trailer and unlocked the door. Swinging the door inwards, she stepped inside. "For richer or poorer." She kicked off her flip flops the minute she stepped inside. "I don’t mind being poor." 
 
    "Well, I mind," I shot back. Dropping our bags on the couch, I stalked over to the tiny kitchenette and grabbed a glass from the draining board. "I mind a fucking lot." She was better than this trailer. She was better than everything I had to offer her. 
 
    "What about your family in Colorado? Maybe they could help us." 
 
    "Andi, not this shit again." Turning on the faucet, I filled the glass with water before swallowing the entire thing in one standing. Last time we had a conversation about my biological father, shit went south fast. I was still mad at her for reaching out to those people behind my back. The internet was the goddamn crux of all evil. And social media? That was the devil.  
 
    "I don’t want you messaging those people again, Andi," I warned. "I mean it." 
 
    "Think about it, Nate," she urged. "We're struggling real bad here. My parents don’t want to know, but Teagan and Noah, they want to help us..." 
 
    "No!" I hissed, shaking my head. "I don’t want anything to do with those people, Andi." 
 
    "But Teagan's your cousin, Nate, your biological aunt's daughter," she added in a shaky tone. "And her husband, Noah Messina?" Andi shrugged helplessly. "Nathan, they really want to help us."  
 
    "I don’t care." I didn’t give two shits about my first cousin Teagan Messina or her MFA star husband. I'd lived my life just fine without them. I planned on keeping it that way. "I don’t want their help." 
 
    "But we're moving to Boulder in the fall for school," she shot back. "And they're offering us a house, Nate! Our own house. Rent free. Not to mention work at their family's hotel." She shook her head and sighed impatiently. "University Hill, Nate. That's where the house is. It's a stone throw away from the college and the local high school. We can't afford to turn that down." 
 
    "I am not asking that shit stain you call my father for a damn thing." Slapping the empty glass back down on the draining board, I looked around our shithole of a trailer in dismay. "Or his family," I added, my voice barely more than a whisper.  
 
    "We need help." 
 
    I shook my head. "Not from them." 
 
    Nathan, please –" 
 
    "Goddammit, Andi, I don’t need a fucking hand out!" I roared, losing my cool.  
 
    "Okay," she conceded with a sniffle as she held her hands up in defeat. "Okay. Fine, you don’t need a hand out. Forget I said anything." 
 
    Immediately, I was swamped with guilt and the tears in her eyes only made the feeling multiply. "Andi…I'm sorry." Exhaling heavily, I rubbed my stubble covered jaw with my hand and sagged against the sink. "I shouldn’t have talked to you like that."  
 
    Not talked; shouted.  
 
    I just fucking shouted at my pregnant wife.  
 
    Her due date was right around the corner and I was standing here making her cry. 
 
    Her father was right; I was a fucking gutter rat.  
 
    "It's okay. You're under a lot of pressure," she replied softly, eyes wide and glassy. "I understand." 
 
    It wasn’t okay and her making excuses for my shitty attitude only made it ten times worse.  
 
    And yeah, I was under a lot of pressure, but she was growing my baby. The work I was doing paled in comparison to her job right now. 
 
    Feeling at a loss, I checked my watch for the time. "I need to go." Dammit, it was already a quarter after five. "If I don’t go now, I'll be late for my shift."  
 
    "Be safe," Andi whispered when I walked over to her and kissed her cheek.  
 
    "You've got nothing to worry about," I vowed. I knew I didn’t spend enough time with her and I sure as hell didn’t want to leave her right now, but her health trumped my feelings.  
 
    My wife had needs and I was dammed if I didn’t meet them. 
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 Andi  
 
      
 
      
 
    IT WAS AFTER THREE O CLOCK in the morning when Nathan got back from his shift at Dixies. Even though I was wide awake, I still pretended to be sleeping when he crept into our room and slipped into bed alongside me.  
 
    I felt the bed dip seconds before his arm came around me, pulling me into his embrace.  
 
    Compliantly, I snuggled closer, sighing in contentment when his naked body folded around mine perfectly, enveloping me in his warmth.  
 
    I knew Nathan was exhausted – he had to be – but his erection digging into me told a different story. I didn’t get it. I couldn’t understand how he could find me attractive right now. I was huge and sweaty and a total mess… 
 
    "I love you, little spoon," Nate whispered before pressing a kiss to my bare shoulder. His hand moved lower then, resting on the large swell of my stomach. "And you, little buba." 
 
    I involuntarily shivered; his touch too much for my frazzled nerves to handle. "I love you, too," I whispered, sidling closer to him.  
 
    "So you are awake." I could hear the humor in his tone. "Thought as much."  
 
    "You're late." 
 
    "Yeah." He yawned sleepily. "I was late closing up. Some of the older one's wouldn’t go the fuck home." 
 
    "Because they were waiting to go home with you."  
 
    "Andi…" 
 
    "Did you get many tips?" 
 
    He was quiet for a moment before saying, "Couple hundred." 
 
    "Gross." 
 
    "Andi…" he groaned, shifting behind me. "Please, baby." His stroked my stomach with his hand. "I don’t wanna fight with you again." 
 
    "I'm not fighting with you," I replied with a sigh. "I'm just saying the thought of those women perving all over you is gross." 
 
    "You're the only woman for me." 
 
    "Maybe someone should tell them that," I huffed. "Because apparently, a wedding band doesn't mean diddly squat to those…vultures!"  
 
    "Are you done chewing me out yet?" 
 
    "I think so."  
 
    "Good, because I missed you tonight." His voice held a hint of seduction. Pressing another kiss to my shoulder, Nate then buried his face in my neck. "Smell so good." 
 
    "Nate…" the feel of his breath on my neck caused an elicit shiver of desire to roll through me, and when his tongue snaked out and touched my skin, I moaned loudly. 
 
    "Goddamn," he groaned, thrusting himself against me, as he continued the onslaught of kisses to my neck. "Don’t matter how tired I am." His hand moved to my hip. "I'm always gonna want you, Andi Davis." 
 
    "Cole," I breathed, turning in his arms to face him. "It's Andi Cole…" 
 
    I didn’t have a chance to finish my sentence because Nathan's mouth was on mine, his lips hot, hard, and determined as he kissed long and slow.  
 
    "I'm all big and swollen," I breathed against his mouth when I felt him move to kneel between my legs.  
 
    All I had on was a pair of white panties and one of his tee shirts. I was feeling real exposed and real vulnerable right now. "Nate…" my voice broke off the moment his hands clasped the sides of my panties. "Oh god…" 
 
    "You're beautiful." His voice was thick and husky as he dragged my underwear down my thighs. "And I want you." 
 
    "But I'm so big…" 
 
    "I. Want. You," he repeated slowly, tossing my panties behind him. "In all your shapes."  
 
    My heart slammed against my ribcage, my eyes rolling back in my head, as my husband trailed soft kisses up the apex of my thighs.  
 
    "Hmmm." Unable to stop myself, I rolled my hips, reveling in the feel of his lips on my body. "I want you, too…oh god!"  
 
    Nate kissed my clit once before running his tongue up and down my slit, and just like clockwork, I thrashed beneath him, a slave to his tongue.  
 
    Every nerve inside of me was on high alert as he gently nudged my thighs apart with his broad shoulders. I would be a liar if I said I didn't spread my legs willingly.  
 
    I was his.  
 
    Completely and utterly overtaken by this boy and all he represented to me. 
 
    His breath fanned the most private part of me as he touched me and tasted me in ways only he had before. The sensation caused a tremor to roll through me.  
 
    "Do you want me, Andi baby?" Nate's voice, like his erection, was thick with arousal. "Do you want me inside you?"  
 
    Unable to speak coherent sentences, I nodded frantically before grabbing his shoulders and dragging him up towards me. 
 
    "Careful," he groaned, holding himself above me. "I don’t wanna hurt you." 
 
    I wanted him so badly in this moment I didn’t care about anything else.  
 
    Shoving Nate onto his back, I straddled his hips before reclaiming his lips with mine.  
 
    I kissed him almost frantically, while reaching between our bodies to grab his cock. He was painfully hard, throbbing in my hand. My pussy clenched greedily at the thought of having him inside me.  
 
    "Take your time, baby," he croaked out as I guided him towards my entrance. "Andi baby, take it slooo…oh fuck!"  
 
    I impaled myself down on his cock. "I don’t want it slow," I cried out as I thrashed my body, grinding my pubic bone against his and screaming in pleasure when the friction caused a fire to ignite inside me. 
 
    "Fuck!" Nate strangled out, biting down on his bottom lip, as I bounced up and down on his cock without mercy. "Goddamn, baby, that's it!" The veins in his neck were bulging as he held onto my hips and met each one of my thrusts with one of his own. "Faster…fuck yes."  
 
    My orgasm was building at a rapid pace and when Nate caught ahold of my hips and started dragging me up and down on his cock, I lost my mind.  
 
    "Feel that," he snarled, making me ride him hard and fast. "That's me wanting you." Rolling his hips upwards, he thrust himself hard into me. "Always fucking you."  
 
    I slammed myself down on him one last time and moaned incoherently as my orgasm rolled through me, causing my body to jolt uncontrollably. I felt Nate thrust inside me once more before stilling, the heat of his seed filling me up. 
 
    "Only ever you, Andi," Nate told me when I had climbed off him and retreated into his arms. His arms came around me, holding me tight. His breath fanned my neck when he whispered, "I promise." 
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    Chapter Eleven 
 
   
  
 

 Andi  
 
      
 
      
 
    I WASN'T SURE IF IT WAS because she was the first one of Nathan's relatives to reply to my messages that drew me to Teagan Messina or something entirely different, but I had been communicating with Nathan's paternal cousin for over a month now – behind Nate's back of course – and I couldn’t seem to stop.  
 
    I felt awful about it, but every time his cousin messaged me on Facebook, checking in on my pregnancy, or posted a new photo of her husband and kids on Instagram, I immediately responded.  
 
    Maybe it was because I felt so lonely all the time that I kept in contact with her, or maybe it was the burning curiosity I had inside to learn about my husband's roots, but I just couldn’t stop. 
 
    Like right now, for instance; I was reading one of her messages on Facebook instead of listening to my trigonometry teacher explain some impossibly confusing mathematical equation that wouldn’t help me one bit in the delivery room...  
 
    So much had happened in such a short space of time, it was hard to sit in a classroom and attempt to learn about trigonometry.  
 
    My concentration span was worse than bad these days, and I felt incredibly uncomfortable squashed into my desk. I didn’t know why I was bothering still coming to school. In a few more weeks, I would be at home nursing my baby.  
 
    If it wasn’t for Nathan's insistence that I continue my education, I wouldn’t be here, subjecting myself to the cruel comments and glaringly obvious stares.  
 
    It was as if the students at Springhill High had never seen a pregnant person before. Whenever I caught a fellow classmate staring at me, or a group of girls pointing, I felt like screaming 'how'd you think ya'll were made?' but of course, I refrained. 
 
    Outside of the classroom, I stuck to my husband like glue. No one ever stared at me or laughed when Nathan was around. 
 
    Glancing down at the screen of my phone, I reread her message once more… 
 
      
 
      
 
    To: Adriana Cole 
 
    From: Teagan Messina 
 
    Message: Have you thought any more about our offer? Honestly, the house is just laying vacant in University Hill. My husband has owned it for years, but he never did anything with the place. You two would be doing us a major favor by taking it over and maintaining the grounds. Besides, if Noah had his way, he would torch it…. but that's a story for another day. Take the house, Adriana, and tell that stubborn ass cousin of mine to pull his head out of his ass. I, too, was offered a free house once, and do you know what I did? I TOOK IT… 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stared down at the screen for several more minutes before tapping out a message and pressing send. I only hoped when the time came, my husband would forgive me.  
 
      
 
      
 
    To: Teagan Messina 
 
    From: Adriana Cole  
 
    Message: We'll take it. Thank you. See you in the fall.  
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 Nate 
 
      
 
      
 
    "DAMN, NATE. YOU REALLY have been working out."  
 
    The sultry tone of my ex-girlfriend's voice penetrated my thoughts and I balked.  
 
    Not this shit again… 
 
    "Out," I snapped, keeping my back to her, as the water from the shower head above me continued to spray down on my body. "Now, Dallas." 
 
    What the hell was wrong with this girl?  
 
    This was the third time in a month the girl had walked in on me showering after practice and I was getting real fucking tired of it.  
 
    "You've got such a tight ass, Nate," she purred.  
 
    "I've also got a permanent wedding ring," I shot back, holding my hand up in the air. "So get out."  
 
    "Oh, please!" Dallas snorted. "Everyone knows why you married Clive Davis's daughter, and it has nothing to do with love, and everything to do with that big ole belly of hers."  
 
    "Is that so?" Twisting the shower nozzle, I turned the water off and grabbed the towel I had hanging over the rail beside me.  
 
    "Absolutely." 
 
    Wrapping the towel around my waist, I turned around and stalked past Dallas without giving her a second glance. "You don’t know shit about my reasons, Dallas." Grabbing a pair of boxers from my gym bag, I quickly stepped into them and pulled them up. "And you're delusional if you think I'd go anywhere near you again." Yanking on my jeans, I grabbed a fresh shirt and quickly pulled it over my aching shoulders. "So do yourself a favor and let it fucking go." Sinking down on the bench, I slipped on my boots. 
 
    "I loved you," I heard her say. 
 
    "Well, I'm sorry you felt that way, because I never loved you," I replied without an ounce of hesitation before standing up and grabbing my gym bag. 
 
    "You're lying," she hissed, rushing after me. "You did love me, Nate. Back then at least."  
 
    "I'm not lying," I shot back calmly, slapping the locker room door open. "I've only ever loved my wife."  
 
    "You're an asshole, Nathan Cole," Dallas screamed after me. 
 
    "True, but I'm a married asshole," I corrected before sauntering out of the gym.  
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    Chapter Twelve 
 
   
  
 

 Andi 
 
      
 
      
 
    DAISY'S DINER WAS BUSTLING with customers when Ivy and I walked through the doors after school on Thursday.  
 
    Thankfully, our usual booth had just been vacated so I quickly rushed over to it and crammed myself between the unmoving table and chair, while Ivy went and placed our order at the counter. 
 
    "I think I ordered just about everything on the menu," she chuckled when she returned to our table a few minutes later. "I am famished!"  
 
    Placing a glass of iced water in front of me, Ivy slid into the seat opposite mine and took a sip of her coke.  
 
    "Here." Shoving my hand into my short's pocket, I pulled out a crumpled ten-dollar bill and held it out for my friend to take. "I think I'm short a few dollars for my meal." My cheeks flamed in shame. "I'll make sure I bring it to you at school tomorrow." 
 
    Shaking her head, Ivy swatted my hand away. "Put your money away. Dinner's on Jackson." 
 
    "Jackson?" My brows rose in surprise. "Really?" 
 
    Ivy nodded and took another sip from her straw. "He wanted to make sure you had a hearty meal in your belly." 
 
    Immediately, I was on the defense. "I'm not hungry, Ivy." Embarrassed, I shoved my money back in my pocket and tucked my hair behind my ears. "We might not have much right now, but Nate takes good care of us." 
 
    Ivy's eyes bugged. "Oh god, no!" Reaching across the table, she caught ahold of my hand and squeezed. "I didn’t mean that the way it came out." Exhaling a sigh, she said, "Jackson wanted you to have nice meal out before the baby comes. That's all. I promise." 
 
    "Oh." Relief flooded me and I smiled sheepishly. "I'm sorry. I jumped to conclusions." 
 
    "It's not like anyone would blame you for it," she replied kindly. "Jackson wasn’t exactly supportive of you guys in the beginning." 
 
    "No." That was most certainly true. "But he's doing better now." A lot better. All four of us even sat together at school again. It wasn’t the same as before, but my brother was trying and I was grateful. "At least I have one family member who cares." 
 
    "Andi." Ivy reclaimed my hand and squeezed. "Your parents aren’t…normal." She scrunched her nose up as she spoke. "Their reaction to your pregnancy and their lack of support is not a reflection on you. It's on them. It's their loss." 
 
    "I guess." 
 
    "Well I know."  
 
    Our food arrived then and we ate in comfortable silence for the next ten minutes or so until the diner door slammed inwards and Dallas's voice filled the room.  
 
    "Good lord! I didn’t realize this place stocked enough food to feed a whale?"  
 
    Her comment, obviously directed at me, was followed up by a chorus of laughter and sniggering from the three friends she walked in with.  
 
    I could feel several pairs of eyes on my body. 
 
    Of course, the insult and unwanted attention caused my skin to turn bright pink and I immediately dropped my fork down on my plate.  
 
    "Ignore her, Andi," Ivy ordered quietly. "I mean it. Don’t let that skanky hoe get to you." 
 
    "I'm trying," I whispered, but she was getting to me. I kept my face down, eyes trained on my uneaten food, as I blinked rapidly. I was desperately trying to fight back the tears that were burning my eyes, but the more I blinked, the more my eyes burned. 
 
    "Oh, for fuck's sake…" Ivy muttered, dropping her fork down, appetite apparently gone. "They're coming over." 
 
    "What?" I lifted my face and stared at Ivy in horror.  
 
    Why me…  
 
    "Adriana. Holly," Dallas acknowledged as she slid into the booth directly across from us, her three friends joining her, still sniggering like a bunch of brainless idiots.  
 
    Ivy glared across at her. "It's Ivy."  
 
    Dallas cocked a brow. "Good for you."  
 
    "Give me strength," Ivy muttered under her breath before taking a deep breath. "So," she said, turning her attention to me. "How did your appointment at the hospital go yesterday?" She smiled brightly as she spoke to me, obviously trying to put me at ease.  
 
    "Good." I nodded, relieved to have something to talk about. "The doctor says the baby's head is engaged, so it could be any day now." It wasn’t easy concentrating on our conversation though, not when Dallas was blatantly staring across the restaurant at me.  
 
    "That's freaking insane." Ivy's eyes lit up in genuine interest. "I'm still struggling to picture you and Nate with a baby." 
 
    "I know, right?" 
 
    "You'll be a great momma, Andi." She grinned with excitement. "I bet Nate will be an amazing daddy, too." 
 
    "Only because she trapped him!" The comment came out of Dallas's mouth and was laced with venom. "Yeah, you, Andi Davis. You better believe I'm talking about you!"  
 
    "Why don’t you go and get a man of your own and stop eavesdropping on other people's conversations," Ivy shot back, turning in her seat to face the table of girls across from us.  
 
    "I had a man," Dallas hissed, glowering at my friend. "Until that big-eyed freak trapped him." She turned her attention to me then. "Yeah, you heard me, fatty." 
 
    "Girl, you are looking for an ass whooping," Ivy shot back angrily.  
 
    "Let's just go," I whispered, red-faced, as I shimmied out of my seat. "She's not worth it, Ives." 
 
    "I'm not worth it? Really?" Dallas laughed harshly. "That's not what your baby daddy said earlier."  
 
    Struck dumb by the comment, I stood in the middle of the diner with my mouth hanging open.  
 
    Dallas gleamed in victory. "Or the other night… and the night before that." 
 
    "Ignore that bitch," Ivy snarled, coming to stand beside me. Hooking her arm in mine, Ivy tugged me towards the exit. "She's full of B.S." 
 
    But I couldn’t move. 
 
    My feet felt as if they had been cemented to the floor. 
 
    "Why can't you just leave us be?" I choked out, eyes locked on the girl who had been making my life a living hell for months. "We're married and we've got a baby coming." My voice shook as I spoke. "It's over between you two…you need to move on, Dallas."  
 
    "Then maybe you should go and tell your husband that," she shot back venomously. "He's the one who keeps coming back to me." 
 
    I shook my head, refuting her claims. "You're a liar." 
 
    "Aw, sweetie, you know, I'm actually starting to feel sorry for you." Sliding out of the booth, Dallas stood up and walked over to me. "He's making such a fool of you and you're so blind you can't even see it." Towering over me like a model off a catwalk, Dallas flicked her long, glossy black hair behind her shoulder and smiled. "Take off those rose-tinted glasses and look around."  
 
    "She is," Ivy interjected, jumping to my defense. "And you know what she sees, Dallas? Nate's ring on her finger."  
 
    Dallas cocked a brow. "Is that so?"  
 
    I swallowed deeply. "Absolutely." 
 
    Dallas leaned closer to me and whispered in my ear, "You're a little girl he made the mistake of knocking up. You might have the ring, but you know as well as I do that you're never gonna be enough for him. In fact, Nate and I even joked about it." She leaned back to take in the look of horror on my face and grinned. "When I was running my tongue all over that tattoo on his chest you think puts a claim on him. He likes that, you know; kisses on his chest. Gets him all worked up and ready." 
 
    "Fuck off, Dallas," Ivy snarled. "Come on, Andi, let's go." Catching ahold of my hand, Ivy began to drag me towards the exit. "Don’t you dare listen to her. She's toxic." 
 
    "Oh, and those Ladies nights at Dixies," Dallas called after me just as Ivy dragged me out the door. "Ask Nate where he really goes on Monday nights." 
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    "ANDI. COME BACK TO THE car, please! Or at least tell me where you are so I can come pick you up." 
 
    "I can't… I can't… I c-c… oh god!" 
 
    "Breathe. Andi, breathe."  
 
    Ivy was on the other side of the line, doling out instructions to me, but I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see straight.  
 
    Narrowly avoiding a moving car, I rushed to the other side of the road and almost tripped myself up on the curb of the sidewalk.  
 
    My mind was in overdrive. Horrible, vivid images of Nathan and Dallas naked and touching taunted me mercilessly.  
 
    Memories I had of back when they were a couple were haunting the fore point of my mind...  
 
    "Oh my god." Shaking my head, I clasped my phone to my ear as I staggered slightly and managed to catch myself before falling over. "H-h-how could he do that?" The hurt and the anger I was feeling was crushing my windpipes, making it hard for me to breathe. "I don’t know what to do…" Tears poured down my cheeks as I ran blindly down the street towards the trailer park. "I d-don’t know what to believe, Ivy!" 
 
    "Andi, you need to listen to me." Ivy's voice was strong and calming; the opposite to what I was feeling. "Dallas was messing with you." 
 
    "What if it's true?" I was frantic now, unable to calm myself down. "What if she's not lying?" 
 
    "She is!" Ivy shot back quickly. "Nathan would never do that to you, Andi. He loves you." 
 
    I was in pain.  
 
    I felt like I had been doused in gasoline and set alight.  
 
    Shame, devastation and raw agony coursed through my veins as I half ran/ half stumbled through the trailer park. I couldn’t talk about this anymore. "Ivy, I need to go," I sobbed. People were outside their trailers as I passed. They stopped what they were doing and stared at me as I hurried past. I guess I would have stared too; if I saw a pregnant woman crying her eyes out as she ran through a trailer park. "I just want to go to home." And never come back out again… 
 
    "Don’t hang up on me," Ivy warned. "Or I'm gonna call Nathan." 
 
    "No!" I squeezed my eyes shut and choked out a sob. "Don’t call him!" I didn’t know what to say to him. I wasn’t sure I could even look at him right now. "Please just leave me alone," I added before ending the call.  
 
    "Ask Nate where he really goes on Monday nights." 
 
    Dallas's words reverberated in my mind over and over long after I'd let myself into the trailer I shared with Nate.  
 
    Throwing myself down on our bed, I curled myself into a ball and cried my eyes out. 
 
    For the first time in my life, I wished my parents had loved me. 
 
    I really needed someone to wrap their arms around me and tell me it was going to be okay.  
 
    Even though I wasn’t sure if it really would be.   
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    Chapter Thirteen 
 
   
  
 

 Nate  
 
      
 
      
 
    "IS NATHAN HERE?" 
 
    "Who's looking?" 
 
    "Look, is he here or not? This is serious, mister." 
 
    The sound of my wife's best friend chewing out Trey distracted me from the job I'd been doing on Ms. Garza's Sedan and I ended up dropping the wrench I'd been holding.  
 
    "Shit," I muttered when it clanged to the floor. 
 
    Rolling out from underneath the car, I climbed off the creeper and grabbed a cloth from the worktop. "Ivy?" I wiped my hands as I walked out to the front of the shop. "What's up?" 
 
    "Oh, Nathan!" Ivy visibly sagged when she saw me. "Thank god you're here. I've been searching all over town for you."  
 
    "What's the matter?" The tone of her voice had me instantly on edge. "Is it Andi?" Christ, it was, wasn’t it? "Is it the baby? Is she in labor?" 
 
    "No, god. She's not in labor, and baby's fine," Ivy said with a heavy sigh. "But she's a mess, Nate."  
 
    Horrified, I listened as Ivy filled me in on Dallas's antics in the diner. "And then she just ran off," she choked out. "I've been calling and calling her, but she won't pick up." 
 
    "Goddammit to hell!" I roared before tossing the cloth I'd been holding across the room. "Fuck!"  
 
    Why was it no matter how hard I worked or how fucking careful I was, something always tried to sneak up and steal my happiness?  
 
    Well not this fucking time. 
 
    "Where is she?" I demanded, chest heaving. I was reeling. I was fucking raging. "Andi. Where the hell is Andi?" 
 
    "She's at your place, but she wouldn’t open the door for me when I knocked," Ivy replied in a worried tone. "She was really upset, Nate." 
 
    "It's bullshit, Ivy," I snarled. "God fucking dammit!" Stepping around Ivy, I grabbed the keys of my truck off the worktop and stormed outside.  
 
    "Where the hell are you going, Nate?" Trey called out as I passed, but I didn’t stop to answer him. I didn’t think I could. I was about to explode in anger.  
 
    "For what it's worth," Ivy called out as I climbed into my truck and cranked the engine. "I told Andi she was lying." 
 
    "And did she believe you?"  
 
    She didn’t. 
 
    The look in Ivy's eyes told me she didn’t.  
 
    I slammed my fist against the steering wheel. "Goddammit to hell."  
 
    "She's pregnant, Nathan, and incredibly vulnerable right now," she shot back. "And Dallas put on one hell of a convincing performance."  
 
    "This shit stops," I snarled. It had been going on too long already. "Right fucking now." My wife was heavily pregnant. She didn’t need the stress and strain Dallas's poisonous lies could cause her.  
 
    "What are you gonna do, Nate?" Ivy called out nervously as she watched me reverse my truck out of its parking spot.  
 
    "I'm gonna put Dallas fucking Holloway in her place."  
 
    For once and for all... 
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    MY RAGE LEVELS HAD GONE way past the point of return when I pulled up outside Dallas's trailer a few minutes later. 
 
    The rain that had been threatening to fall all week was now pouring heavily. Furious, and ignoring the loud clangs of thunder above me, I jacked the handbrake before killing the engine and practically throwing myself out of the truck. 
 
    "Dallas!" Stalking up the steps to her trailer, I ripped open the door, not bothering to knock. I was too damn mad. "Dallas. Get your ass out here now."  
 
    I'd been inside this trailer many times throughout the course of my childhood and teenage years, and even though I was only eighteen, those days felt like a lifetime ago.  
 
    Back then, I had felt sorry for the girl whose momma was an even bigger drunk than mine.  
 
    Now, I felt nothing but disgust. 
 
    Storming down the empty hallway, I slammed my palm against the bedroom door I knew all too well. The door creaked inwards, like I knew it would, and I stalked inside. "What the fuck did you say to my wife?"  
 
    "Well hello to you, too." Dallas was sitting on her bed in nothing but her underwear, painting her toenails. "Didn’t think to knock?"  
 
    "Quit the shit." Reaching forward, I yanked the bottle of nail polish out of her hand and tossed it against the wall behind her bed. "What. Did. You. Say. To. My. Wife?" 
 
    "Did she send you over here?" Dallas snickered. "Damn, Nate, she's a real cry baby." Fanning her toenails with a magazine, she added, "You really could do a lot better than that big-eyed baby. I mean, what the hell is wrong with her eyes?" She scrunched her nose up in distaste. "They freak me out."  
 
    "One more word," I snarled, chest heaving. "Say one more word about her and I swear to god I'll –" 
 
    "You'll what, Nate?" Dallas taunted. Jumping off the bed, she walked straight up to me. "You'll hit me?" She threw her head back and laughed. "Please. I know you'd never hit a woman. And I know why too." She was mad now. "Does she?" She wasn’t laughing any longer. "Does your precious wife know about how you had to watch your momma get beat on by whatever piece of scum tickled her fancy that month? Huh? Does precious, little Andi know any of that? Or how about all the times you let me crash on your couch when my step daddy had a little too much to drink?" 
 
    "What the fuck has that got to do with anything, Dallas?" I shook my head and gaped at her. "What the hell are you bringing up the past for?" 
 
    "Because it's our past, Nathan!" Dallas screamed, knotting her hand in my shirt. "Ours, Nate. Mine and yours. Not hers." Tears filled her eyes then. "We were supposed to be together." Her voice cracked. "You were supposed to marry me." 
 
    "You need to get over this, Dallas." I took a step backwards. "You and me? We're done. We've been done for a long time now." Backing out of her bedroom, I swung around and walked up the hallway, needing to put some space between us.  
 
    "Only because you went and knocked her up," Dallas hollered, following me into sitting area. "If she hadn't gotten pregnant, you and I would be back together by now." 
 
    "Have you lost your damn mind?" I ran a hand through my hair in frustration. "Us breaking up had nothing to do with Andi and everything to do with you sleeping around behind my back."  
 
    "I was wrong, okay. I see that now, Nate. I do." Wrapping her hand around my arm, Dallas hissed, "Please. Just gimme another chance." 
 
    I shook my head. "It's too late, Dallas." 
 
    "Please, Nate?" 
 
    "I'm married," I replied as I tried and failed to shake her off me. "You need to let this go." 
 
    "It's just paper, Nate," she continued to say.  
 
    "I love her. Do you get that? I'm in love with my wife." Finally freeing myself from her grasp, I ran a hand through my hair and hissed in frustration. "Christ, I don’t know what other way there is to say it, Dallas. I never loved you like that. Never. Not even a little."  
 
    "Why are you saying that?" she cried.  
 
    "Because it's the truth!" I felt like an asshole, but this had to stop. "Now, I'm sorry if that's hard for you to hear," I added as I walked over to the trailer door. "But you need to get it through your head that you and me are never gonna be a thing again."  
 
    "You're serious, aren’t you?" Dallas whispered in a horrified tone. "You really do love her." 
 
    "Goodbye, Dallas." I turned and opened the door to leave, only to halt in my track when my eyes landed on Andi standing at the bottom of the steps with tears streaming down her face. "Andi." 
 
    She wasn’t looking at me. 
 
    No, her focus was on something behind me. 
 
    And then awareness dawned on me; it hit me like a fucking hurricane.  
 
    Dallas was half naked. 
 
    "Andi, wait!" I roared, but it was too late.  
 
    She was already running away from me.  
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 Andi  
 
      
 
    AFTER SPENDING THE REST of the evening moping and crying in bed, I'd slowly come around to Ivy's way of thinking.  
 
    She'd been right. 
 
    Nathan wouldn’t do that to me.  
 
    He just wouldn’t.  
 
    Dallas had to be lying. 
 
    Feeling braver, and with my newfound resolve, I wiped my tears and let myself out of our home before walking down the path towards Dallas's trailer with every intention of telling her to back off.  
 
    The sky had decided to open above me, but I didn’t let a little thunder storm stop me from finally standing up to that girl.  
 
    However, when I reached Dallas's trailer, the sight of Nate's truck parked out front caused me to halt in my tracks.  
 
    The moment my eyes landed on that old Chevy, I felt as though I'd been bled dry.  
 
    My heart hammered in my chest, the fear of my worst nightmare being true was making it harder to breathe. 
 
    My feet shook as I walked towards the battered steps.  
 
    And then the door flew open… 
 
    "Andi."  
 
    My faith dipped to a new low as I gaped in horror at a half-naked Dallas standing behind my husband.  
 
    Evidence hit me full force in the face. 
 
    It was true. 
 
    He really was with her. 
 
    What was I supposed to do now? 
 
    My whole life revolved around the boy who was standing in his ex-girlfriend's trailer. 
 
    The sob that tore from my chest was harsh and haunting. 
 
    "Andi, wait!" Nate called out, tone laced with panic. 
 
    But I didn’t wait. 
 
    Feeling weak to the bone, I turned on my heel and ran through the rain.  
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    Chapter Fourteen  
 
   
  
 

 Andi 
 
      
 
      
 
    ADRENALIN COURSED THROUGH MY veins as I ran through the rain, desperate to get as far away from what I'd just seen as humanly possible.  
 
    I couldn’t feel my toes.  
 
    Blisters were forming on the heels of my feet but the image of Nathan and Dallas pushed me forward. 
 
    Breathless and panting, I forced myself to keep going, and even though I didn’t have an ounce of energy left inside of my body, I continued to put one foot in front of the other.  
 
    My hair clung to my face, my clothes were molded to my skin. I was shaking from head to toe, but my heart was roaring inside of me, driving me forward, screaming at me to get away from them.  
 
    I ran until the muscles in my legs began to spasm and seize. 
 
    I ran until my lungs felt like they'd been doused in petrol and set on fire.  
 
    Finally, when I couldn’t take a single step more, I collapsed on my knees on the sidewalk at least a mile or two from the trailer park.  
 
    Rain continued to drench me, unrelenting, and I welcomed the sting.  
 
    It hurt far less than the pain in my heart.  
 
    "Andi?" Nathan called out to me in the darkness. "Andi!" 
 
    I'd known he would follow me.  
 
    It was why I'd ran around in circles like a lunatic.  
 
    I'd been trying to lose him. 
 
    Apparently, I hadn't done a good enough job because I could hear him calling out my name in the distance.  
 
    I wanted to get up and go, but I didn’t have the heart or the energy left inside of me to move. 
 
    I could hear him running towards me, the pounding of feet on the concrete getting louder and louder.  
 
    "Leave me alone, Nathan Cole!" I screamed at the top of my lungs seconds before he came into sight. "Just go away." 
 
    "Are you fucking crazy?" he roared back as he ran towards me. "You are nine goddamn months pregnant and running around the streets like Usain fucking Bolt!"  
 
    The moment Nate reached me, he dropped to his knees in front of me and cupped my face in his hands.  
 
    "Jesus Christ, baby, you're fucking soaking." His eyes searched my face almost frantically. "Are you okay? Are you hurt?" 
 
    I shook my head and pushed his hands away. "Just my heart." My whole body shook violently as I looked up at his face. "You h-hurt me, Nate." Sniffling, I whispered, "My heart's b-breaking." 
 
    "Baby, you've got it all wrong," he choked out, brown eyes burning into my soul. "I haven't touched Dallas. Not fucking once." He exhaled a ragged breath and wiped the rain from my face with his thumbs. "She was screwing with you –" his words broke off and he looked up to the sky and then back at me. "Me, Andi. She was screwing with me, baby." 
 
    "I saw you, Nate." I choked out, batting his hand away again. "You were in Dallas's trailer, and she was in her bra and panties!" I heaved loudly at the thought. "I…oh god…"  
 
    "I went to Dallas's trailer to confront her for upsetting you!" he interjected heatedly. "Ivy, she came and found me at the shop – told me what happened in Daisy's." He exhaled heavily. "I went over there to tell her to back the hell off and leave you alone."  
 
    I trembled as I listened to my husband speak.  
 
    "She was in her underwear when I got there," he added. "I didn’t take any notice because I didn’t fucking care. I was too caught up with telling her to leave my wife alone! And she did proposition me," he choked out. "And I told her no. I told her I loved you. I told her it would never fucking happen ever!" 
 
    "She t-told me to ask you where you really go on Monday nights?" I sobbed. "And she s-said she kissed your ta-tattoo." 
 
    "She's lying," Nate snarled. "And you know where I go. To work. For you. For our family." He ran a hand through his hair and sagged forward. "I'm not lying, Andi." 
 
    "No?" 
 
    "No." Recapturing my face between his hands, Nate knelt on the ground in front of me and forced me to look at him. "So you listen here and you listen real good, Andi Davis." His voice was shaking. "I know I made some bad fucking mistakes when I was younger, and those mistakes have hurt you." 
 
    My heart was racing so hard in my chest I feared he could feel it. 
 
    "But that all changed the day I realized the girl I have been in love with since I was six years old loved me right back," he choked out hoarsely, voice pained and thick with emotion.  
 
    With one hand knotted in my hair, Nate used the other to clutch my chin, tipping it upwards. "You, Andi!" He pressed to his forehead to mine and exhaled heavily. "You mean everything to me." I could hear the sincerity in his voice. "You are all I've wanted for my whole life." I could feel the truth behind his words, and in the way he held me close. "I would never risk what we have together." He was shaking too, his clothes soaked through. "I would never do that to you, Andi. Fucking never. And if you knew how important you are to me, you'd never even doubt it." He exhaled a ragged breath and looked up to the sky before looking back at me. "Do you believe me?"  
 
    Did I? 
 
    Reaching up, I wrapped my arms around his neck and nodded, not bothering to wipe the tears from my cheeks. "I'm s-sorry." I was shaking so badly I could hardly get the words out. "I b-believe y-you."  
 
    "Thank you." His arms came around me, and it felt just like I remembered. I was cocooned in his embrace, cloaked in his love. "I love you, Andi Davis. I don’t see anyone else." He held me tight with one hand and stroked my hair with the other. "I've only ever seen you." 
 
    "C-Cole," I mumbled, teeth chattering, as I buried my face in his neck. "It's Andi Cole." 
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 Nate 
 
      
 
      
 
    IT TOOK A FULL HOUR OF standing in the shower with the water on full heat to stop Andi from shivering. Of course, I hadn't minded one fucking bit. Standing in the shower with my wife sure beat chasing her around in the rain.  
 
    Christ, my heart was still racing in my chest. I'd been terrified something bad was going to happen to her or the baby.  
 
    I had them home now; safe and sound.  
 
    "Are you warm enough?" I asked, having placed an extra blanket over her. She was curled up in our bed, looking like a dream come true.  
 
    Walking around to my side of the bed, I drew back the covers and climbed in.  
 
    Turning on her side to face me, she whispered, "I feel like a fool, Nate." She bit down on her bottom lip. "I overreacted so badly when I should have gone to you." She shook her head and groaned. "I'm so embarrassed."  
 
    "You're not a fool." Reaching out, I stroked her cheek with my hand. "You're pregnant. Last time I checked, pregnant women were allowed to overreact." 
 
    "But we could have broken up over this," she choked out. "We almost broke up." 
 
    "Nah." I drew her closer. "Not even close." 
 
    "Nathan, I ran away from you." 
 
    "And I ran right after you," I told her. Christ I was so in love with her. It was hard to keep my breathing regulated when we were together like this. "I'm never gonna let you leave me, Andi baby." 
 
    "You promise?" 
 
    "I promise." Reaching my hand up, I cupped the back of her head and pressed a kiss to her lips. "The closer I get to you, the more I want," I whispered against her lips. "I'm drowning in my feelings for you. It's always been that way. My whole damn life. I'm in over my head with you and I love it. I love you." 
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    LATER THAT NIGHT, when I was moving inside my wife, I made sure not to hurt her or put too much of my weight on her.  
 
    My wife reminded me of a rare flower that had to protected from the wind at all costs.  
 
    Even though she was heavily pregnant, Andi was still fragile and frail.  
 
    She needed to be handled with care…  
 
    She set me on fire.  
 
    It was fucking torturous, being with her.  
 
    Nothing seemed to be enough when it came to her.  
 
    And I knew that no matter else happened, I would always want more. 
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    Chapter Fifteen 
 
   
  
 

 Andi 
 
      
 
      
 
    I WAS STANDING IN FRONT of my locker after last class the following day, wrestling with the door and fighting down a nasty attack of Braxton hick's contractions, when I felt something hot and wet sweep across my neck.  
 
    Milliseconds later, familiar lips pressed against the skin just covering my racing pulse. "Christ, I've missed you." 
 
    Releasing a low moan, I tilted my head to the side, giving him access. It felt so good it should have been illegal. My husband had lips that felt like heaven and a tongue that did sinful things to my body. "You saw me this morning," I moaned, my breath hitching in my throat when he bit down on my skin. "When you drove us to school." 
 
    Turning me in his arms, Nate pressed me up against my locker. Immediately, his hands went to my bump. "How's my baby?" 
 
    "Pressing on my bladder," I replied with a sigh. "I've peed eight times since third period, Nate. Eight."  
 
    Nate grimaced in sympathy. "I'm sorry for breaking your bladder with my baby."  
 
    "That's okay," I chuckled. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I stretched up on my tip-toes and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. "I think I can forgive you – if you can forgive me for my meltdown last night." 
 
    "Andi baby, quit apologizing." I could see the love in Nate's eyes as he looked down at me. I could hear it in his voice when he spoke. "It's done with." 
 
    "I know that, but I still feel horrible about the way I was." And the things I reacted… 
 
    "Baby, you're almost nine months pregnant and that bitch was goading you." Nate pulled me closer. "I think you're entitled to at least one hormonal melt down."  
 
    "Yeah, okay." I grinned sheepishly. "At least I made it a big one…ouch!" I rubbed my stomach and exhaled a deep breath, breathing through the pain. "Damn." 
 
    "What?" Immediately, Nate was in panic mode. "What's wrong?" 
 
    "Nothing," I whispered, breathing through the twinging pain. "Just Braxton hicks again." 
 
    He looked at me with a doubtful expression. "Are you sure?" 
 
    "Yeah, I'm sure," I replied when the pressure eased. "Don’t worry." 
 
    "I have to go to Trey's straight after practice today." He looked almost guilty as he spoke. "He's backed up at the garage and offered me some overtime. But if you're in pain…" 
 
    "Nathan, I'm fine." I smiled brightly, forcing myself to hide my disappointment. I didn’t want him working overtime again tonight, but I also didn’t want to cause another argument. "I can catch a ride home with Ivy." 
 
    Nate frowned again. "Are you sure?"  
 
    No, I'm not sure... "Positive."  
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    I ENDED UP WALKING THE whole way home from school. Ivy had already left by the time I got out to the parking lot, and not wanting to make a scene for Nate during practice, I decided to walk off these cramps.  
 
    It was painfully warm outside, and by the time I reached our trailer, I was aching from head to toe and coated in an unattractive layer of sweat.  
 
    Trudging up the steps to the door, I reached into my pocket for my key and almost cried out loud when I came up empty.  
 
    "Dammit!"  
 
    Tears prickled my eyes in utter disappointment. I'd been walking for almost an hour and I badly needed to use the bathroom.  
 
    Distraught and desperate to relieve myself, I trudged down the steps once more and waddled off in the direction of Becky Cole's trailer.  
 
    Asking Nate's mother if I could use her bathroom wasn’t exactly appealing to me, but I was two minutes away from peeing my pants.  
 
    "Feel the burn, Andi," I muttered to myself as heat radiated through my core. "The burn is good." I had no idea why I was repeating this mantra over and over, but it was distracting me from the god-awful pressure in my bottom right now, so I continued to chant. "Keep on burning… Burn, baby, burn…"  
 
    When I reached her trailer, I had to crawl up the steps on my hands and knees, the pressure almost too much to bear.  
 
    Desperate to get my pants off and relieve myself, I didn’t bother to knock. The pressure in my private area was crippling me, and I was beginning to panic. Something didn’t feel right.  
 
    By the grace of the good lord, her door was unlocked and I hobbled down the narrow hallway to the tiny cubbyhole bathroom.   
 
    "Ms. Cole?" I called out desperately. "Ms. Cole?"  
 
    She wasn’t home… 
 
    Once inside the bathroom, I threw my bag on the floor and scrambled towards the bowl, ripping at my shorts in the process.  
 
    "Oh god."  
 
    Dropping to the floor, I panted breathlessly as I kicked my shorts and panties off.  
 
    "Oh lord."  
 
    The sight of the blood on my underwear caused my heartrate to spike and my vision blur.  
 
    "Oh no…" A stabbing pain attacked me once more and I hunched over in agony.  
 
    Seconds later, a gush of strange scented water poured out of me. 
 
    My waters. 
 
    Oh god, my water had broken. 
 
    "Aghhhh!" I screamed as I hunched on all fours and cried out in agony. "Aghhhh!" The urge to push was overwhelming me. It was all I could think about. Getting rid of this pain.  
 
    Screaming in agony, I pushed as hard as I could. "Oh god. Oh god. Oh god. Aghhhh!" The burning sensation in my vagina almost paralyzed me then and I screamed out in a mixture of pain and terror. "Oh god…help me!"  
 
    Bearing down, I pushed through another unbearable pain until the sound of something landing on the bathroom floor startled me.  
 
    Seconds later the sound of a baby crying filled the tiny room. 
 
    Gasping for air and shaking violently, I forced myself to turn around and look. 
 
    Fear rocketed through me the moment I laid eyes on the tiny baby covered in blood, shaking and screaming on the bathroom floor.  
 
    "Oh my god," I sobbed as I crawled over to where the baby was laying. "Oh my god."  
 
    With trembling hands, I reached down and picked the baby up.  
 
    A boy. 
 
    I was right. 
 
    He was a boy! 
 
    Tears were pouring down my cheeks, and I honestly couldn’t feel my legs as I sat on the bathroom floor with my baby in my arms. "Hi," I whispered, bawling my eyes out. "I'm your momma."  
 
    He looked up at me and screamed his lungs out. 
 
    "You're a loud one, aren’t you?" I sobbed as I reached for my shorts and wrapped him up real tight. "You're loud like your uncle Jackson. Yes, you are." 
 
    The wetness trickling down my legs was causing the panic inside of me to rise once more, and I also knew the cord still attaching my son to my body needed to be cut real quick after being born to prevent infection.  
 
    Shuffling lightheadedly towards my bag, I reached inside and grabbed my cell phone before quickly dialing 911.  
 
    "Hello, what's your emergency?" a male voice asked.  
 
    "I've just had my baby on the bathroom floor," I choked out, feeling lightheaded and dizzy. "He seems fine, and he's full term, but I'm still bleeding some and the cords not cut." 
 
    "Okay, ma'am, can you tell us your location and I'll have someone out to you real fast."  
 
    Leaning against the wall for support, I rolled off Becky's address. "I'm ah…" I shook my head and tried to clear my vision. "I'm feeling real lightheaded, sir." My body was shaking worse now. "I'm 'a… I think I need my insulin…" My words were slurring too. I was seeing two babies now… "Am I gonna die?" 
 
    "No, ma'am, you're not going to die," he reassured me. "Just stay on the line with me. Keep talking to me…"   
 
    "I can't feel my body," I croaked out, sagging against the wall. "I'm…numb." I swallowed deeply. "And thirsty…lord, I'm so thirsty." 
 
    "Hold on ma'am," the operator told me. "They're only a minute away." 
 
    "I can hear them," I whispered as the sound of sirens in the distance filled my ears. "You're gonna be okay," I whispered to my baby. "Everything's gonna be okay now." I pressed a kiss to his tiny forehead. And then I closed my eyes and allowed the darkness to consume me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 **** 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Nate  
 
      
 
      
 
    THE CALL CAME WHEN I was midway through winding back old man Peterson's timing belt.  
 
    It came in the form of paramedic telling me my wife had given birth to a healthy baby boy and was on the way to the hospital.  
 
    I couldn’t remember what happened to that timing belt, or what I'd done with the tools in my hands at the time.  
 
    I could only remember running faster than I'd ever moved in my life to my truck and committing dozens of driving violations in my bid to get to her.  
 
    When I reached the maternity ward, I was still wearing my overalls from work and had a nervous fucking tick of some sort that was making my legs shake like crazy.  
 
    "Andi Cole," I practically shouted when I reached the nurses station. "She's my wife. She's had a baby. A boy. I think?" I couldn’t stop fucking shaking. "She's diabetic. I need to see her." I exhaled a ragged breath. "I need to see her right now."  
 
    The nurse smirked from her perch behind the computer desk. "Room 3B. Just down the hall." 
 
    I nodded and sagged in momentary relief before shoving off the desk in my pursuit for room 3B. "Thank you." 
 
    When I reached the door with 3B on it, I didn’t even bother to knock. I just threw it open and barged inside.  
 
    My heart stopped in my chest the moment my eyes landed on Andi curled up on a bed with a tiny baby suckling at her breast.  
 
    "Andi baby," I choked the words out as the biggest wave of relief I'd ever felt rolled through me. 
 
    She was okay… 
 
    She was here… 
 
    She was safe… 
 
    "I did it, Nate," Andi said proudly, looking up at me with more love than I was sure I deserved. Her tiny face was deathly pale and she was hooked up to an IV. "Meet your son; Nathan Junior." 
 
    "Boy, you better change those clothes before you even think of holding that baby," a nurse I hadn't even realized was in the room announced.  
 
    Ignoring the nurse, I walked straight to my wife. "You are amazing." Tears filled my eyes as I bent down and kissed her fiercely. "Christ, I love you so much." I couldn’t take my eyes off her face. "Did you do this all by yourself?"  
 
    She nodded proudly. "Isn't he perfect?" 
 
    I couldn’t say. I was too busy staring at his momma in complete awe.  
 
    Reluctantly, I tore my gaze from her and looked down at the baby on her chest. The minute my eyes landed on his blonde head, my heart constricted in my chest. 
 
    He was so tiny. 
 
    Shaking, I reached out a hand and stroked his cheek.  
 
    Fuck me. 
 
    I made this baby. 
 
    He was half me…  
 
    "Hey, little guy," I whispered, heart hammering in my chest. Christ, his skin was so soft. "How's it going?" Unable to stop myself, I reached for his hand. 
 
    Without an ounce of hesitation, he wrapped his tiny hand around my finger and I was done.  
 
    Just like that.  
 
    I was in love.  
 
    "You're his daddy, Nathan Cole," Andi whispered softly. "And he loves you almost as much as his momma does." 
 
    Well shit… 
 
    "Thank you," I whispered, not knowing what else to say, and yet knowing nothing I said would ever be enough. I could live a hundred lives and never find the words to express how much I loved this girl.  
 
    "You saved my life when you walked into it all those years ago, and every day since," she whispered with a tear in her eye. "Figured I owed you something." 
 
    I chuckled. "He's one hell of a something, little spoon." 
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    Eight Years Later 
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Andi 
 
    Boulder, Colorado 
 
      
 
      
 
    Contentment wasn’t something I had ever known much about growing up in a town as tight knitted and narrow minded as Springhill.  
 
    Putting up with the challenges life threw at me and being content with life were two entirely different feelings.  
 
    I had put up with a lot while living in my parent's house, but I had never once felt contentment. Suffocating and withering inside was how I had spent the majority of my childhood feeling. Being strong wasn’t my forte and being outspoken could cost me my freedom. 
 
    I was a ghost.  
 
    Just a ghost.  
 
    Like a bird in a cage, I had complied. I had lived the life of a caged animal, taking the scraps I was given, and never daring to push for more.  
 
    Until him. 
 
    Until Nathan Cole… 
 
      
 
      
 
    "CALLIE, YOU HUNGRY YET? Dinner's just about ready."  
 
    "I'll be down in ten minutes," she sang out from somewhere upstairs. "I'm just rinsing the conditioner out of my hair."  
 
    "Well you better hurry on down if you don’t want your uncle to eat everything up," I told her. "I made your favorite; pecan pie."  
 
    Callie was spending the summer with us before starting CU in the fall and I had quickly learned that she loved homemade southern cooking almost as much as we did.  
 
    "Tell your husband that if he touches any of my pie, I'll pitch a fit!" 
 
    "Did you get all that?" I teased when I returned to the kitchen and realized that Nate had already made his way through half of the pie.  
 
    "Tell her to pitch what she wants," he shot back with a smirk before shoving another forkful of pie into his mouth. "It's…oh…orth…it."  
 
    I smiled indulgingly at the man in front of me who was still dressed in his work scrubs. "Yeah, sure looks like it, Doctor Cole." 
 
    "Hey, don’t judge," Nate shot back with a wolfish grin.  
 
    Shoving his chair back, he stood up and prowled towards me like a man on a mission. "You know I have no control when it comes to your pie," he purred when he reached me. Wrapping one hand around me, he used the other to tip my chin upwards. "Fucking perfection." 
 
    "Nate!" My cheeks turned bright red. 
 
    "What?" Cocking his head to one side, he smiled down at me with a predatory looking gleam in his eyes. "Your pussy and your pie all taste the same to me." 
 
    "Ugh, that disgusting." Callie's voice came from behind me. "On second thought, Uncle Nate, you have the pie." 
 
    "You sure?" I asked, turning in Nate's arms to look at my sister. "There's plenty leftover." 
 
    "Uh-huh, certain," she shot back, looking queasy. "Besides, I have a date in a little while, so we'll probably go eat something then." 
 
    "Ah!" My eyes lit up in delight. "And how is the infamous Cash Carter?" I waggled my brows. "Has he popped that special question yet?" 
 
    "After three months?" my sister shot back. "Sorry to disappoint you, but not every girl is ready to jump into marriage with the first boy she dates." She waggled her brows. "And who knows? Maybe I like Casey a little, too." 
 
    I gaped. "Cash's twin brother?" 
 
    "What?" Callie shot back with a smirk. "I kinda like the whole good twin thing Casey's got going on." 
 
    "As opposed to Cash's evil twin persona?" I shook my head in confusion. "I honestly can't keep up with you, girl." 
 
    "Good. I like to surprise." Having said that, Callie grabbed her purse off the counter and waved us off. "Don’t wait up, you two," she hollered out as she flicked her long black hair over her shoulder and danced out of the kitchen.  
 
    "Don’t give me a reason to wait up," Nate called after her, but the sound of the front door slamming assured us that Callie Cole wasn’t listening.  
 
    "That girl's gonna be the cause of me going grey before I'm thirty," Nate muttered then. "She's got more of Jackson in her than you or me."  
 
    I still found it strange to talk about Callie being a part of all three of us. Kim had finally come clean to her last summer, which was why I suspected Callie's sudden interest in Colorado had more to do with getting away from her mother than spending time with us. But I kept those thoughts to myself. I was happy to have her here, whatever her reasons may be. 
 
    "You think Callie's bad?" I grinned up at him. "Wait until this one arrives." I patted my swollen belly and chuckled. "She could be a mixture of all of you." 
 
    "Well, shit. I'm in big trouble with you girls, aint I?" Nate looked at me with a boyish expression. "I better tell Uncle Jackson to bring Nate Jr. home early from their camping trip. I'm in need of some testosterone around this place."  
 
    "I love that," I whispered then, walking back into my husband's arms.  
 
    "You love what?" 
 
    "That sexy southern drawl." Inhaling the masculine scent of him, I pressed my cheek to his chest and sighed in contentment. "All these years away from home and you never lost it." 
 
    "You feeling okay, baby?" Nate asked when he noticed me flinch.  
 
    "Uh-huh." I smiled brightly up at his face. "Your girl here's got quite the kick." 
 
    His hand dropped to my stomach and he smirked. "Well, you tell her that her Daddy says stay put and keep on cooking." He stroked my bump tenderly. "And no arriving early like her big brother." 
 
    Like she heard her father mention her name, Grace screamed at the top of her lungs, the sound reverberating through the baby monitor attached to my hip.  
 
    "Da-Da… Da-Da!"  
 
    Nate winked at me and pressed a quick kiss to my brow before calling out, "Daddy's coming, baby girl." 
 
    "You've got that girl good and spoiled, Nathan Cole," I teased as I watched my husband rush for the staircase. "She has you wrapped around that little finger of hers." 
 
    "Ha," he called out. "Must've learned that little trick from her mamma."  
 
    I watched him until he was out of sight, grinning like a fool all the time. 
 
    "God blessed me when he sent me you, Nathan Cole," I whispered to myself, and even after all these years, I still felt like pinching myself.   
 
    Everyone had been certain we would fail; my parents and Jackson, Nate's mother and Kim. No one believed in us. In the love we had for each other and the life we vowed to spend together.  
 
    They had been wrong. 
 
    So very wrong.  
 
    Because after almost nine years of marriage, a lifetime of friendship, and three children together, I still pinched myself when I woke up beside Nathan Cole every morning, and he still called me his little spoon when we went to bed each night. 
 
    Moving to Boulder had been the changing day in our lives.  
 
    We made a new life here for ourselves.  
 
    And we built a family on the foundation of our love – and Teagan and Noah's house, that Nate finally agreed to accept. After I gave birth to Nate Jr., it was much easier to make him change his mind. Once his child was born, his pride slipped away. 
 
    Our journey hadn't been easy. It had been plagued with college exams and night feeds and silly arguments but we had made it. Together. 
 
    Looking back at the girl I used to be and looking at the woman I had become, I couldn’t have imagined my life turning out the way it had.  
 
    Becoming a mother. Loving so hard my heart felt as if it would burst from my chest. Becoming his wife… 
 
    All of the pain and all of the sacrifices. We were still together. I loved him more now than ever before and that love only seemed to blossom and grow with every day of our lives we shared together. 
 
    He was my childhood sweetheart. 
 
    He was my best friend. 
 
    He was my husband. 
 
    He was my partner in parenthood. 
 
    He was my lover.  
 
    He was my hero.  
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Playlist for Off the Hook 
 
      
 
    Music is one of the most important parts of my writing process.  
 
    I create playlists for each individual character and book.  
 
    Check out my Spotify where I make all my playlists for my stories: 
 
      
 
    https://open.spotify.com/user/215l6ymtg7ulpype2otbeseji 
 
      
 
    Jamie Lawson – I'm gonna love you <- I listened to his song on REPEAT. 
 
    Alessia Cara – River of Tears 
 
    Ben Taylor – I Try 
 
    Jennifer Lynn – Fix you 
 
    Sia – Helium 
 
    The Hollies – He aint heavy, he's my brother 
 
    Martina McBride – Concrete Angel  
 
    Avril Lavigne – How you remind me 
 
    Nickelback – Trying not to love you 
 
    The Chainsmokers – Paris 
 
    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 
 
    Beyoncé – Halo  
 
    Rheanna Downey – Kids 
 
    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 
 
    Candice – Hello 
 
    Ellie Goulding – I need your love 
 
    Nickelback – Far Away 
 
    Nickelback – I'd come for you 
 
    Stephanie Rainey – Please don’t go 
 
    The Fray – You found me 
 
    Tracy Chapman – Stand by me 
 
    Ed Sheeran – Small Bump 
 
    Haley Reinhart – I can't help falling in love with you 
 
    Tom Bleasby – Half of me 
 
    The Goo Goo Dolls – Iris 
 
    Daughtry – It's not over 
 
    Stateless – Bloodstream 
 
    Anthony and the Johnsons – Knocking on Heaven's Door 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Upcoming titles from Chloe Walsh 
 
    2017 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Endgame, 
 
    A standalone, 
 
    By Chloe Walsh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Inevitable, 
 
    Carter Kids #5, 
 
    By Chloe Walsh. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Other books by Chloe Walsh 
 
      
 
    The Faking It Trilogy: (Completed) 
 
    Off Limits – Faking it #1 
 
    Off the Cards – Faking it #2 
 
    Off the Hook – Faking it #3  
 
      
 
    The Broken Series: (Completed) 
 
    Break my Fall – Broken #1 
 
    Fall to Pieces – Broken #2 
 
    Fall on Me – Broken #3 
 
    Forever we Fall – Broken #4 
 
    Breaking Point – Broken #4.5 (TBR) 
 
      
 
    The Carter Kids Series: 
 
    Treacherous – Carter Kids #1 
 
    Always – Carter Kids #1.5 
 
    Thorn – Carter Kids #2 
 
    Tame – Carter Kids #3 
 
    Torment – Carter Kids #4 
 
    Inevitable – Carter Kids #5 (TBR) 
 
      
 
    The DiMarco Dynasty: 
 
    DiMarco's Secret Love Child: Part One 
 
    DiMarco's Secret Love Child: Part Two 
 
      
 
    Blurred Lines: (C0mpleted) 
 
    Blurring Lines – Book #1 
 
    Never Let me Go – Book #2 
 
      
 
    Standalones: 
 
    Havoc (TBR) 
 
    Endgame (TBR) 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Broken Series/ Carter Kids Info: 
 
      
 
    A little note on the Broken Series and Carter Kids Series:  
 
    Both series contain many of the same characters. (Although it's not necessary) To gain full enjoyment of their stories, I recommend these books are read in the following order: 
 
      
 
      
 
    
    	 Break my Fall 
 
    	 Fall to Pieces 
 
    	 Fall on Me  
 
    	 Forever we Fall  
 
    	 Treacherous 
 
    	 Always 
 
    	 Thorn 
 
    	 Tame 
 
    	 Torment 
 
    	 Breaking Point (tbr) 
 
    	 Inevitable (tbr) 
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    About the author 
 
      
 
    Chloe Walsh is a twenty-seven-year-old wife and mother of two from County Cork in the south of Ireland. The youngest of five children, reading and writing was her escape as a child. 
 
    In January 2014, she started to write about a cocky, self-assured man named Kyle Carter, and five weeks later, on Valentine’s Day 2014, she self-published her debut novel, Break my Fall, for a handful of friends who had called over for tea, read bits and pieces of Kyle, and wanted to read the story on their E-readers rather than printed sheets.  
 
    Shockingly – and no one was more surprised than her – the book was a huge success, reaching No.1 in the UK Bestsellers Lists. Chloe followed it up in April 2014 with the sequel, Fall to Pieces, vowing that this second book would be the final chapter for Kyle. 
 
    The demand for a third installment was overwhelming and a series was born! The final book became two: Fall on Me, the third book in the accidental Broken series, was released in August 2014, and Forever we Fall was released in October 2014. 
 
    Treacherous, the first book from her Carter Kids series was released in March 2015, followed by Always (Carter Kids #1.5) in June 2015. 
 
    DiMarco’s Secret Love Child (Parts 1 & 2) were released in later March 2015. 
 
    Blurring Lines was released in May 2015, followed by Never Let Me Go, in December 2015. 
 
    Thorn, is her eleventh book, and was released in February 2016, on the two-year anniversary of her publishing career. Tame followed in September of 2016. Torment, released in December 2016, followed by Off Limits, in January 2017. In February 2017, on the three-year anniversary of her writing career, Chloe released Off the Cards, followed by Off the Hook in April, bringing to sixteen the number of books Chloe has under her belt.  
 
    An avid reader, Chloe enjoys lurking in a corner with her E-reader, and playing sports. 
 
    In love with the word love, Chloe's books are all based in the romance genre. Some of the subcategories she writes in are contemporary, new adult, young adult, coming of age, suspense and sport and MMA romance. She has a deep love for paranormal romance and young adult fantasy and hopes to take the plunge into the genres in the not too distant future. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Follow Chloe on Social Media:  
 
      
 
      
 
    Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/momwritesbooks/  
 
    Twitter: https://www.twitter.com/cwalshauthor 
 
    Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/AuthorChloeWalsh/ 
 
    Chloe's Clovers Facebook Group: https://www.facebook.com/groups/788242834605964/ 
 
    Website: http://www.chloewalshauthor.com 
 
    Snapchat Username: cwalshauthr 
 
      
 
    You can get in touch with Chloe through her many social media pages, 
 
     or drop a line to the email address below: 
 
    info@chloewalshauthor.com 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Sign up to Chloe's Mailing List: 
 
      
 
      
 
    For updates on Chloe's upcoming works in progress and latest releases sign up to her monthly newsletter by clicking here. 
 
    Or 
 
    To order a signed paperback copy of Off the Hook   
 
    or any of Chloe's other books, visit her online store here. 
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