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 Opening 
 
      
 
    We are born to do whatever it takes to protect the one we love. Even if that love is all wrong. You’ll risk everything to make sure they’re safe and happy because they are everything that is right in this world. You’ll need to fight through every battle and be the one who takes the blows, so they won’t have to suffer. Sometimes you fail, or sometimes your own fear during the battle halts all your fight. Mistakes are made. Mistakes you didn’t know were possible. The only thing you can do is remember, when you get knocked down, pick yourself back up because no matter what, you must protect them till they're safe.  
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    Family. They’re the people you expect to always be there for you. The people that will protect and love you through anything, but the thing is, that isn't always true.  
 
    I used to believe I had the perfect, cookie-cutter family growing up. Something you see in those old TV shows from the fifties: always wearing big toothy smiles, a home with a white picket fence, and always so damn chipper.  
 
    Then, when I was twelve, that image was pulled from the reels and disintegrated around me when my parents divorced. It was like overnight, the two people I loved the most had changed. Their love and warmth turned into a bitter cold hatred. They no longer kissed and, instead, spent their time jumping down each other’s throats. Soon, my dad moved away for a new job, and my mother got custody of me. 
 
    I had then spent years watching my mother date asshole after asshole, trying to find love again. If it weren’t for my dad, I would say she had the worst taste in men. Though, I would’ve taken the revolving door of men over the one she decided to marry.   
 
    One of my mother’s happiest days ended up being the beginning of my worst of days. 
 
    Enter Victor Wagner, my step-father, my living nightmare.  
 
    Victor is a creation of the devil—making the last year and a half hell on earth. 
 
    When I first met Victor, I swear his beady eyes leered over me like a piece of meat. He always makes me feel uncomfortable. He’s never tried anything, but I think he’s like a snake ready to strike. Especially these recent months, where he’s spending more of his time drunk than sober. My mom is hopelessly in love with him and seems blind to what he’s truly like.  
 
    The only thing that has made my new home feel less like Satan’s lair is my step-brother, Colin. 
 
    He’s nineteen, built, with dark blue eyes that look into your soul, wild, untamed brown hair, and a face that reminds me of a younger Scott Eastwood. He also happens to speak French, which never fails to make me a trembling wet mess.  
 
    Yeah, I might have a little, well, big crush on my step-brother. I've been making goo-goo eyes and daydreaming about all the dirty things he could do to me since the second I met him. How could anyone blame me? First, I'm a teenage girl; my hormones are raging and, second, the man is fine. 
 
    He used to come around every weekend to visit his dad because he was blessed to be able to live with his mother instead of the devil himself. So every weekend, I found myself turning into Cher from Clueless; whipping my hair around, dressing in the tiniest clothes I own, and then end up doing something stupid like falling on my face. 
 
    Though, two months ago, he moved in after his mom took a job back in her hometown of Paris. The boy is crazy; I would’ve moved to Paris in a heartbeat if I had the choice. I mean, it’s the city of lights and love, and best of all, it’s far away from this crappy small town in Delaware.  
 
    Or I would have at least moved in with a friend instead of this house. 
 
    But who am I to complain? 
 
    He's here and tends to always walk around the house with his shirt off. 
 
    Case in point, right now, he’s watching sports highlights, wearing only a pair of basketball shorts. His bare feet are propped on the coffee table, as he occasionally takes a handful of popcorn from the bowl next to him to munch on. I watch as one of the kernels drop on his firm tanned chest, and my mouth waters as I envision eating it off him. Among all the other things that would happen afterward. 
 
    Knowing it will never be more than a pleasant dream, I shake it off and skip over to the couch. I plop down next to him, our shoulders bumping together. 
 
    He turns to look at me, and a delightful shiver runs down my spine when his eyes narrow in on my chest for a second, then back at me. 
 
    “What's up, brat?” He gives me a cocky smirk and throws a piece of popcorn into his mouth.  
 
    I have a love-hate with his nickname for me. Sometimes it’s playful, like now, and other times it’s because he thinks I’m actually acting like a spoiled brat. 
 
    “Nothing. What's up with you?” I say cheekily and lean over his lap to grab a handful of popcorn, making sure my breasts graze his chest. 
 
    “You know you could just ask if you wanted some.” 
 
    “What’s the fun in that?” I tease. “Plus, I have no problem getting what I want,” I say, hoping he gets the hint. 
 
    He ignores me and goes back to watching TV. I move off him even though he didn't ask me to. 
 
    “You've been very tense lately.” I massage his bare shoulder, but I’m disappointed when he grabs my wrist and pushes it away to land on his lap. 
 
    “I have a lot on my mind,” he grumbles, locking eyes with me. 
 
    My heart flutters at his intense stare, and so do my eyes, trying to lay it on thick, determined to get the guy who used to flirt with me back. 
 
    “Yeah? Like what?” 
 
    “Stuff…” His gaze drops from mine, back to the reporter barking about Phoenix losing three to eight. I roll my eyes and flop down to the couch in a huff, knowing he’s more interested in last night's scores than he is me.  
 
    He hasn’t been the same with me in the last month after he took me to a concert with his friends where all our favorite bands were playing. I went to hug him and kiss his cheek to thank him at the end of the night. Well, he ended up turning his head, mid-cheek kiss and it landed on his lips. It only took a second for him to realize that our lips were locked when he freaked out and pushed me away. It hasn’t been the same between us since. 
 
    “You know you can talk to me? You used to.” I try to hide the hurt in my voice. 
 
    “This is different, Abbs, and you wouldn’t get it.” 
 
    “Try me. I might surprise you…” I lay my head on him and look at him, pleading.  
 
    Colin and I used to talk about everything: music, crazy parents, debate over the best flavors of soda, or last week's episode of American Horror Story. We had something special, dammit, and I considered him someone I could lean on when I needed it.  
 
    His head turns, and he rests his nose in my hair. My insides about turn to mush, thinking he’s about to kiss my head, but then he nudges me away. “You’re a pain in the ass.” 
 
    “Obviously you haven’t looked in a mirror. I’m just trying to be nice,” I snarl and stand, giving up. Why would I think he would tell me anything?  
 
    He grabs my hand and pulls me back down to the couch. “Stop being a little brat, Abbs.” 
 
    “I’m not. You’re just acting like a shithead.” I cross my arms and turn away from him.  
 
    “A shithead?” He chuckles, and I glare back at him for laughing at me. I notice his eyes are trained on my breasts again, my crossed arms lifting them and exposing more of my cleavage.  
 
    “You really want to know?” he asks as his eyes drift from my boobs to the TV.  
 
    “Yeah…but if you're going to need bail, I might be a little short,” I joke, trying to ease the mood. 
 
    “I dropped out of college....” He lets the words hang and I'm taken back by what he said. Victor is going to kill him. 
 
    “Why?” I utter, still gaping at his confession. 
 
    “Because I hate it. I thought I wanted to study accounting, but it's not what I want to do with my life.” 
 
    “What is it that you want?” 
 
    “I don't know.” He pushes his hands through his hair, letting his head fall back to the cushions. “It's just not that, and I don’t want to waste my time studying for something I’ll never use.” 
 
    “I get it. Lots of people wait or don't go at all. It's not the end of the world.” I move to rub his back, to feel the rippling tension in his muscles under my hand, and this time he allows it. 
 
    “It will be when my dad finds out,” he mumbles. 
 
    “Why did you move in here? You can’t tell me you didn't have friends you could've lived with or, hell, went to Paris.” 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, and I swear I can see the wheels turning in his head. He places the bowl of popcorn on the table and picks up the remote, flipping to a different channel.  
 
    “Oh, look, your favorite,” he snickers. When my head twists to the television, I scream.  
 
    Clowns.  
 
    Murderous clowns grace the screen with their evil painted smiles. I hate those things. Scratch that; I'm terrified of those things.  
 
    Now I’m going to have nightmares for weeks 
 
    “Ugh, I hate you,” I screech, and smack his chest, tempted to wrap my hands around his neck. 
 
    Colin is cracking up, trying to catch my flying hands. “What’s wrong? They’re just clowns. They just want to make you laugh,” he teases, and I growl louder. I spot the remote next to him and dive over him to grab it. He snatches it away before I can take it. “Did you want this?” He antagonizes, waving it in my face. 
 
    “Yes, stop being a dick and turn this off.” Colin holds the remote over his head and I crawl into his lap, pressing my boobs in his face, as I try to pull his arm down. “Come on give it to me.”  
 
    He groans underneath me, while someone screams on the television—probably being chopped up into little pieces by a clown.  
 
    Colin tosses the remote over his head, landing on the other side of the couch. I make a mad dive for it, but he grabs my hips holding me still, my hands now only inches away from the device. I try to wiggle out of his hold to inch closer to it, but it’s no use.  
 
    “Colin, come on.” I throw a glare over my shoulder, and I notice my ass hanging out of my shorts and his hands are dangerously close to the exposed skin. He’s laughing with a mischievous glint in his eyes, making me want to kick him. “You’ll pay for this.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will.” 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” The roar of my step-father bellows into the room. Colin releases me and practically shoves me to the ground. With a sudden lack of coordination, I sit up and grab the remote to turn off the creepy clowns.  
 
    Who needs clowns to scare me when I have a Victor? 
 
    Victor’s evil black eyes flit from Colin to me. When they land on me, they linger a little too long. This isn’t the first time this gorilla has looked at me like that, but over the last months his creep factor has intensified, and his stares make me feel as if I’m naked.  
 
    “Nothing. He just stole the remote.” I look down at the ground, away from his line of sight.  
 
    “And that accounts for you being all over each other?” 
 
    “Dad, it wasn’t—” Colin goes to argue, but he’s quickly silenced.  
 
    “Shut up, Colin. Go to your room, Abigail,” he spits, and the hair on my arms stand on edge. Part of me wants to argue he’s not my father and can’t tell me what to do, but I run off instead.  
 
    “And put some damn clothes on while you’re at it,” he calls out when I’m midway up the stairs.  
 
    “Get your ass off the couch! We need to have a talk.” It’s the last thing I hear before getting to my room and shutting the door. 
 
    I fall on my bed and close my eyes. Victor ruined something that I’ve been waiting for a month to have back. The awkwardness that was around us had disappeared, going back to the way we used to be. Before the concert, we could goof around and have fun. He treated me normal, like a friend, and not like some vile step-sister. He’s the only person who understands the darkness and loneliness I’m going through. It’s the reason I feel close to him. When he's around he makes me feel wanted and special, something I'm desperate to have now that I live in hell. 
 
    God knows my mother is no longer the mother I knew before she became hypnotized by Victor. I know she loves me and still does some things for me, but it’s different. Victor’s needs always come before mine now. Now, I'm pretty much ignored when she comes home, and all her free moments are spent with him. We used to go out shopping and have lunch on the weekends and now it’s nonexistent because it’s like I don’t exist. I don’t feel that same love I used to from her and that’s the thing: at the end of the day, that hurts the most. Colin truly is my only light in the darkness.  
 
    Will what happened today change our relationship, again? I can’t help but wonder what Victor is saying to Colin. Is it about us? About Colin dropping out? I only hope Victor doesn’t know about that yet because when those two really fight, it’s nasty. Victor is always putting him down. 
 
    I don’t know how he puts up with it. I personally can’t wait to get out of here when I turn eighteen and never look back.  
 
    My thoughts drift somewhere nicer, back to what happened on the couch. The way his hands felt on my body, making my skin ignite. The sound he made when my boobs were practically smothering him was enough to give me tingles down there.  
 
    I only wish it meant as much to him as it does me.  
 
    I know the feelings I have for him are wrong, but are they? I didn’t grow up with him, we’re not blood related, so is there a problem if we get together? But I should be honest with myself; it’s not like anything would ever happen between us. He’s a college boy, well he was, and I’m just a junior in high school. No way he would want anything to do with me. I've seen some of the girls he hangs with and there’s no way I could ever compare to any of them. 
 
    But a girl can dream.  
 
    A bedroom door slams, shaking the house. I jump out of bed and race to my door, cracking it open. I notice Colin’s door now shut and I’m tempted to check on him. From downstairs, I hear Victor cussing, so I pass, not sure when he’ll pop up. 
 
    Seconds later, Colin’s door flies back open and he comes out with a backpack slung over his shoulder. I whisper his name and he turns to me.  
 
    “Where are you going?”  
 
    “Out,” he says and my heart sinks knowing my moment in the sun with Colin is officially over.  
 
    “Are you okay? Are you coming back?” I ask, in fear that he’s leaving. Though it would be the right thing for him to do, I don’t want him to go and leave me alone in this hell.  
 
    “Yes.” He makes his way down the stairs, leaving me unsure which question he answered.  
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    Over the next several days, Colin avoids me at all cost.  
 
    When I come home, he vanishes to his room or leaves to go out. He barely even utters a hello in my direction.  
 
    The air in the house has shifted. I’m not a hundred percent sure if it's just because of what happened with Victor or if I had gone too far trying to wrestle him for the remote.   
 
    But now it’s Friday afternoon and I'm sitting on the couch, flipping through channels, trying to pretend I’m not watching them fight in the kitchen. 
 
    Victor had gotten home shortly after me. The rage radiating off him caused enough shockwaves to make me quiver in fear as he slammed the front door. He reeked of liquor and demanded to know where Colin was. I lied, saying I didn’t know, and he called me an idiot before he charged up the stairs.  
 
    Not wanting to go in that direction I flopped onto the couch to listen, to avoid the path of Victor’s fury. 
 
    Victor is twice the size of Colin in weight and muscle and stands over him by a couple of inches. He’s fucking intimidating; a nightmare. I’m not sure how Victor found out, but for the last hour, they have been in a screaming match over Colin dropping out of college.  
 
    No place is this house is safe from their argument, which started upstairs, then moved to the garage, and is now in the kitchen. Watching them is like a violent tennis match with all the back and forth. Their angry voices sound as though they're coming through a bullhorn, and I’m surprised the neighbors haven’t called the cops. I ache, wishing I could do something to protect Colin from Victor’s anger. 
 
    “I told you if you wanted to live here you had to be going to college. I should kick your fucking ass out for wasting my money on nothing.” Victor is as red as the devil, with a vein popping from the side of his neck. “I only paid, hoping maybe you would fucking wise up and stay the hell out of my hair. If it weren’t for my wife, you would be on the street.” 
 
    “All I said was I need a break to wrap my mind around everything. Figure out what I want to do.” 
 
    “Wrap your mind around what? What a fucking failure you’re going to become?” 
 
    “I’m not a fucking failure. I can do plenty without a fucking degree. Mom is okay with me dropping out. Why can’t you be?” I can see the hurt radiate in his eyes and hear it in his voice.   
 
    It tears me up to see him like this. My father would support me through anything. Victor, on the other hand, has always seemed to have this disdain for his own son, and it seems worse when he’s been hitting the bottle. 
 
    “Because you’re a useless fuck and a waste of fucking space,” Victor bellows. 
 
    Colin scoffs. “You must be looking in the mirror.” 
 
    Victor’s fist connects with the side of Colin’s face and he stumbles back into the wall with a bang. 
 
    Holy fuck, he hit him. I gulp and turn around to face the television in fear of being seen watching. 
 
    “Get the fuck out of my face.”  
 
    I turn up the volume on the television when I hear feet storming away up the stairs. 
 
    I can’t believe he hit Colin. I know he's an angry asshole, his words will always be hurtful and vile, but I’ve never seen him get physical before. But I’m not dumb to think this is the first time it’s happened. Which puts me on red-alert to know I need to watch my back.  
 
    Victor storms into the living room and I pretend not to see him, watching some lame entertainment news channel. He snarls beside me, causing me to glance his way. 
 
    “Get your feet off my coffee table.” My feet quickly fall from the table. “And tell your mother when she gets home I’ve gone to the bar. I’ll be back later.” 
 
    “Will do.” I muster up my best act of sweetness and give him a smile, trying not to be disgusted at the monster that stands in front of me. 
 
    “Thank you,” he grits out, sounding more like a fuck you. Thankfully, he walks out the door, leaving my presence. 
 
    I throw the remote onto the coffee table and race to the stairs, taking them two at a time. Stopping at Colin’s door, loud heavy metal music belts some angry lyrics. He won’t hear me if I knock, so I twist the doorknob and open it. 
 
    “Colin?” I yell out, walking into his room. 
 
    He’s nowhere to be seen, so he has to be in the bathroom. I’ve only been in his bedroom a couple times, but it's never been longer than to tell him dinner was ready. I take my time to admire the gray walls he has lined with rock posters and sports memorabilia. His queen-size bed is unmade and I picture getting tangled in the sheets with him. I move to his desk and, since I’m nosey, I shuffle through his papers. Nothing stands out for me to read, but then I see a picture of us stuck on his corkboard. It was taken last month at the Chili Cook-Off Concert. I take it off the board to admire it. 
 
    Colin has his arm around me as we both smile at the camera. My body shivers remembering that moment he asked someone to take a picture of us since it was my first concert ever. When he pulled me close, I thought I would expire. He smelled so good and my body melted into his. We fit together perfectly. It was so hard not to want to kiss him that night. 
 
    Looking back at his board, my heart stills as I realize I am the only picture hanging on it. He has his old school schedule, but the picture sits directly in his line of vision. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Colin asks loudly, causing me to yelp and drop the picture to the floor. 
 
    Fuck, I was lost in my own mind. When I spin around to face him, the visual does nothing to help my schoolgirl crush—at all. 
 
    He stands before me with a towel wrapped around his waist, his hair tousled and damp, causing beads of water to drop down his chiseled chest. When God made him, he sculpted him from his prized molds. He’s perfection and it’s not fair. 
 
    Why do our parents have to be married? We could easily be together and run off into the sunset. 
 
    Who am I kidding, the only that would happen is if I kidnap him and handcuff him to my wrist. 
 
    “Abigail, what are you doing in my room?” he asks forcefully, and I remember I haven’t answered him. 
 
    I give him a weak smile, shifting on my feet. “I um–wanted to come in and check on you. That fight was brutal. I can't believe he hit you. Are you alright?” 
 
    My eyes rake over his handsome face and I spot the reddish, purple hue under his chin. It doesn’t look as bad as I thought it would, considering the sound of the crack when Victor made contact. 
 
    He moves to his radio and turns off the music. “I’m fine, thanks.” He yanks open his dresser drawer and grabs a shirt, pulling it over his head. 
 
    “Oh, well, okay then. You do know you can talk to me. I might not understand, but I’m here for you—” 
 
    “I’m fine, really.” He cuts me off and pulls out a pair of his boxers. He steps into them and I can’t help but watch his every move, hoping that his towel slips before his boxers make it around his hips. 
 
    Lady luck isn’t on my side when he drops the towel and his boxers are where they should be. I’ve seen Colin in just his underwear a few times, his package looks like he’s packing for sure, but as I look at it now, I can’t help but think it seems bigger, semi-erect maybe? 
 
    But what the hell do I know? I’ve never seen one up close before. 
 
    “Okay,” I chew on my finger, still staring at his package of goods. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can do for you, Abigail?” he bites out, annoyed. 
 
    My eyes bounce to his, pulling me from my mindless gawking. “I don't know. I thought maybe we could hang? Order pizza or something.” I shrug, knowing I just want to mess around like the other day. “I mean, I don't get to spend much time with my big bro.” I tease. 
 
    “Don't call me that. I'm not your brother.” He slams his dresser closed, shorts in his hand. 
 
    I roll my eyes, hurt by his brush off and that he doesn't want me associated to him. It is what it is. And here I thought we got along, making those words sting even more. 
 
    Then what am I to him? 
 
    “Brother, step-brother, what's the diff?” 
 
    “Huge difference. Monstrous difference. Now, like I asked, Abigail, what do you want?” he snaps, pulling on his shorts and ending the floor show. 
 
    “You want to order a pizza?” I mumble, feeling like an idiot for asking again.  
 
    “No, I'm going out tonight.” 
 
    “Oh, okay. Well, do you want to come to my party tomorrow night?” I do my best not to sound exasperated by his dismissal.  
 
    “Party?” He looks at me confused, but at least it’s better than disdain.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m throwing a party tomorrow night since my mom and Victor are going to be gone. One of my friends is going to DJ and there will be booze. You should come. It’ll be fun,” I ramble, and he pinches his nose.  
 
    “You have no idea what kind of trouble you're getting yourself in, do you?”  
 
    “Maybe, but I never get to have friends over anymore. I didn’t even get to have one of those sweet sixteen parties that you used to see on TV. I’m owed this even if I have to take it.”  
 
    When I turned sixteen two months ago, I spent it in my room, alone. My mom wouldn’t let me have a sleepover with Sandy and Tamara, even at their house. She wanted to take me out to dinner, which she later canceled because Victor was ‘sick.’ I was so pissed afterward, I no longer wanted to celebrate because it was no longer sweet. But now I’m taking back the day I’m owed and making it fun. 
 
    “I had some plans already.” He scratches the back of his neck and avoids looking at me.  
 
    “I mean, you can bring your friends if you want. I know hanging with a bunch of high schoolers wouldn't be your thing. But it's me and you know I’m a lot of fun to hang out with.” I give him a winning smile, hoping he’ll crumble to my charm. 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do.” He gives me an uncomfortable smile back that tells me he won’t be coming.  
 
    “Right, I'll see ya later, I guess.”   
 
    I run out of the room feeling my heart deflate. If I can't have him as more, is it wrong to want us to at least be friends, or I don't know, have him care about me?  
 
    I thought I at least had that with him.  
 
    Doing my best to shake it off, I head to my room. All I want to do is scream, so I flop on my bed.  
 
    Covering my face with my pillow I let out the loudest scream I can muster. Once it’s released I toss the bright pink pillow to the floor. I kick my legs and my fist to the mattress, letting out the rest of my aggression. “I want the Colin I knew before everything got so awkward. Is that so hard?” I mutter out loud—maybe as a prayer—wishing back what was. 
 
    I hear his bedroom door close and the thumping sound of him going down the stairs. He’s never going to want me and even if he did there's no way we can be together. I need to get over this stupid crush. 
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    I’m standing in front of my full-length mirror checking myself out in my outfit for tonight. Once Mom and Victor were out the door, I went to the mall with my besties Sandy and Tamara. I needed something that would blow everyone out of the water and say, ‘look at me bitches, tonight I’m the star.’ 
 
    Well, I found it and under fifty bucks too.  
 
    The red dress hugs my curves perfectly and shows off the right amount of cleavage, making my breasts look amazing and huge. The red pumps I’m wearing match the dress and make my legs look longer than they are. My blonde hair is curled flawlessly around my face and down my shoulders. 
 
    I look fucking hot. 
 
    There’s an hour until my party, and I make my way to the kitchen before I go to the basement to finish setting up. While I was out today, I bought enough food, drinks, and cool ranch Doritos to feed my army of friends. 
 
    Opening the fridge, I’m dying of thirst, and I dig around the drawer of sodas. Buried under a bunch of grape sodas, I find my last diet root beer that I've been craving for hours. 
 
    “What the fuck are you wearing?” Colin’s gruff voice startles me and I drop the can to the floor, letting it roll away.  
 
    Great, I'm not opening that now. 
 
    I spin around and glance down at my stellar dress before glaring at him. He’s staring at me wide-eyed, looking like a dickface. 
 
    “I'm wearing a dress?” I wonder why in the hell he cares what I wear. It’s not like he gives a shit about me anyways. 
 
    “I get that, but where’s the rest of it?” he says as he noticeably swallows. 
 
    I swear his eyes are roaming over my body, but I’m sure it’s my mind playing tricks on me. I need to stop holding on to hope he could ever want me. 
 
    Fuck him and his stupid face. 
 
    “What are you? My father now?” I hiss slamming the refrigerator door, making everything inside rattle. “Since, you know, I can’t call you my brother anymore,” I yell, throwing the words he used at me yesterday. 
 
    “Abby—” he starts and I raise my hand to stop him. 
 
    “I made sure I got the shortest. Not only because I look good, but I’m hoping maybe tonight I’ll get lucky.” I smirk and he shifts uncomfortably. 
 
    He clears his throat and shakes his head. “Right.” Bending down, he picks up my runaway root beer and places it on the island. When he looks at me again, his expression gives nothing away and he mumbles, “Have fun,” before turning away from me, to head to the front door. 
 
    “Yeah, fun,” I whisper, feeling suddenly out of place as the door closes behind him. 
 
    He was here, and now I wonder if I scared him away. Again. Had he decided to stay for my party? 
 
    No, he said he had plans. 
 
    And did he really not like my dress? Rude. 
 
    I’m so confused. All his back and forth mood swings would drive anybody to the nuthouse. Taking the can of root beer, I make my way downstairs, hoping that this party will make me forget all about Colin fucking Wagner. 
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    A crowd of my classmates dance in the middle of the makeshift dance floor. The music is pumping through the speakers, as the liquored drinks flow freely, and I’m ready to make this night my bitch.  
 
    I'm going to forget about Colin, forget about him brushing me off, and focus on the real world.  
 
    No more living in a fantasy world for this girl. 
 
    “Tommy is making eyes at you.” Sandy giggles handing me a pink solo cup filled with vodka and cherry flavored something.  
 
    “Tommy?” I look to my left and sure enough, Tommy Mercer is gazing at me. When our eyes meet, he gives me a wink, making me flush the color of my dress.  
 
    Tommy is cute. Sure, he’s got nothing on Colin, but if I wasn’t spending all my time crushing on the wrong guy, I would probably be drooling over Tommy. He’s the cliché star quarterback and Mr. Popular with the girls. Surprisingly, he’s one of those people I don’t talk to much outside of fifth period, and he’s never much glanced my way—till tonight.  
 
    “Should I go over there?” I ask Sandy nervously, my eyes never leaving Tommy's.  
 
    “Hell ya, you should.” She nudges me, and I hesitate. “But maybe have a drink first to relax yourself.”  
 
    I toss back the pink cup and the sweet burn travels it to my veins and my head. Sandy refills my cup with hers and I drink that too.  
 
    “Okay, now you got this.” Sandy rubs my shoulders like I’m about to go into the ring.  
 
    With the liquor making me feel brave, I make my way to Tommy. Putting an extra sway in my semi-drunken steps. 
 
    Tamara has taught me everything I need to know about flirting; rule one, make sure you're always touching them. Giving Tommy a flirty smile, I reach out and touch his arm. Rule two, make sure to give your best bedroom voice. “Do you want to dance?” I purr, and move my hand up and down, closer to his chest. Then there’s rule three, stepping as close to him as you can without standing on his toes, so he can smell you.   
 
    My body inches closer to him and he’s smirking at me. Suddenly, I feel like an idiot, flirting with Colin is never this hard.  
 
    “I mean, we don’t have to, we could just…” I playfully fiddle with the hem of his shirt and am pleased when his hand lands on my hip.  
 
    “Could just what?” His brown eyes gleam, and he thrusts his hips into me. I gulp, knowing I’m not ready for that base with him yet.  A kiss is one thing, but the other, I want it with someone special.  
 
    The tiny voice in my head yells ‘Colin,’ and I swear to God, I’m going to need another drink to silence her away.  
 
    “Talk?” I cringe, knowing all seductiveness just went out the window.  
 
    He chuckles, and pulls me closer, working his hips against me to the beat. “I’d rather dance, that way I can have my hands on you.” 
 
    Wow…Okay. 
 
    I rock my hips, matching his rhythm and throw my arms around his neck. “You look hot, Abby. I don’t know how I didn’t see it before.”  
 
    “Um…Thanks…” 
 
    “Welcome.” He gives me a cocky grin, and I resist the urge to roll my eyes. I try to relax in his arms, letting the music control my body and numb out any thoughts. We make some small talk, which ends up being all about him and his football stats. I humor him and try to giggle in all the right places. I’m sure they fall flat, but he doesn’t notice.  
 
    My eyes flit around the room during his mindless chatter and I spot Colin. He’s standing against the wall with a red solo in his hands, eyeing me. When did he get here? And why is he here? I thought he had plans that didn’t involve me.  
 
    Also, why does he look pissed?  
 
    He takes a sip of his drink and shakes his head at me. Part of me wants to march over there and ask him what his problem is, but I turn back to my dance partner, nuzzling in closer to him.  
 
    Tommy buries his head in my neck, giving me little nips. It doesn’t feel sexy at all and he also smells of cinnamon and wintergreen; it’s kind of odd and makes me want to choke.  
 
    I nudge his head away and give him a sweet smile. “Maybe we should get another drink?” 
 
    “Sure, anything to loosen you up, babe. But I’m going to hit the head real quick. Will you get me one?”  
 
    “Yeah, sure,” I mumble and he leaves me to go toward the bathroom.  
 
    I make my way over to the drink table, wanting to drown myself in vodka. Nothing is going right this evening. Tommy has been too busy flapping his mouth and touching my ass to even make contact with my lips. Maybe I’m not doing something right. I just don’t know what that is—I got advice from the master. Or maybe it’s the fact that Colin is creeping around and I can feel his eyes on me. 
 
    Sandy bounces back over to me and fills up her cup. “You look hot out there. I think he likes you.” 
 
    “Yeah. Maybe.” I toss my drink back, and it causes my body to shake from how strong it is.  
 
    “What’s wrong?”  
 
    "I think someone added more vodka to this.” I twist my nose in disgust. Like I said, nothing is going right, not even the drinks.  
 
    “No,” she laughs, “I mean with Tommy.”  
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. He’s all right.” I shrug and let my eyes dart around for Colin. He’s not where he was before and I wonder if he left. I mean he more than likely only came for the booze anyways. “Actually, I’m getting him a drink.” I reach over to grab another cup.  
 
    “Just, all right?”  
 
    “Yeah. You know me. I’m picky.” Not a total lie. I've never dated anyone in high school because I’ve known practically everyone since kindergarten. I got asked out once by Fin Knight. I had to turn him down because I remembered when he and a couple other boys would eat glue in first grade and that he was always picking his nose. But again, I’ve been spending too much time lusting over my step-brother to even put myself out there. 
 
    “That's true,” Sandy muses and pops a Dorito in her mouth.  
 
    “I’m going to go find him.” I peek over my shoulder for Tommy but don’t see him. He sure is taking his time in the bathroom.  
 
    “You cool?” 
 
    “Oh yeah, me, vodka, and Ryan are having a blast. I’m so glad you did this.”  
 
    “Vodka and Ryan. Does he know he’s number two now?” I giggle. She and Ryan have been dating since seventh grade. They’re inseparable.  
 
    “Yeah, he’s had his lips around the Captain all night. I don’t know how we’ll even be able to walk straight getting home. Now go, find your ‘date.’” She shoves me away and tells me to have fun.  
 
    Pushing my way through my friends, I head to the bathroom to wait for him outside the door. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Tommy. Thing is, though, he’s not alone. He has Shelly Dayton pressed against the wall, making out with her.  
 
    As I watch them kiss, I feel nothing. I should be mad. This bastard was dancing and touching me all night and now he's swapping spit with another girl. I roll my eyes at how quickly Shelly parted her lips for him, and I'm sure she'll be parting her legs next. 
 
    Whatever.  
 
    I knew he was a douche, but is it so wrong that I wanted just to feel special for one night? That I could keep some guy's attention, that he could be interested in me, and maybe get a goodnight kiss?  
 
    What’s wrong with me? 
 
    Disappointed, I turn back around to head for the drink table. I’m paying more attention to the floor and run into a wall of muscle that smells like old spice and spring rain. 
 
    Colin grabs my arms and pushes me back, laughing. “Woah there. You should look where you're walking. How much have you had to drink?” 
 
    “Enough. Why do you care?” I spit and wiggle out of his hold. 
 
    “Because I care about you.” He runs his fingers through my hair. 
 
    Yeah, okay, you proved that yesterday so nicely. 
 
    “Whatever.” I snort. Though my angry body betrays me when sparks ignite on my skin from his touch. 
 
    “I’m sorry about earlier. You do look beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I mutter, wanting to get away from him. Now he’s someone I want to be mad at, so I can forget him. But god, he smells good. I’m finding that my body and feet don’t listen to my brain and I move a little bit closer for a sniff. 
 
    But in my drunken state, I run my nose against his chest, instead of inhaling the air around him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Colin laughs and squeezes my nose, pulling up my head. He gives my nose a good honk before releasing it. 
 
    My cheeks are on fire and I’m thankful it’s dark down here. Come on Abby, snap out of it. Find an excuse to why you nearly bit into him for smelling like heaven. 
 
    “Something stinks, and I thought it was you,” I snark with a smirk. I’m thankful even with drinks in my system my smart mouth prevails. 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    I nod and cross my arms. “Yep,” I answer, popping the ‘p.’ “Now, what are you doing here again?” 
 
    “I thought I was invited.” 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to show. Thought you had plans.” 
 
    “I did, and I finished early. I also wanted to give you something.” He gives that all-American boy smile, “I realized yesterday I never got you anything for your birthday. How inconsiderate of me, right?” He grips my chin, shaking my head back and forth, playfully. Something he used to do with me before things got all weird between us.  
 
    “You got me a present?” 
 
    Swoon. I’m still hurt about yesterday, but knowing he got me something after everything, helps ease the pain a little.   
 
    He goes to reach in his pocket when Tamara comes rushing into me and nearly tumbles the both of us over. “Abbs, I can't believe he did that to you…” she slurs. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I shake my head. She has the worst timing; the sinful asshole in front of me was about to give me a gift. 
 
    “Tommy, of course. Making out with Shelly when he was all over you tonight.” 
 
    “I knew he was a douchebag,” Colin growls. “I should’ve interrupted when he had his hands all over you.” 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    “Oh, so now you want to act like some big brother figure?” I snarl, my disappointment and anger returning.  
 
    Tamara's mouth hangs open catching flies at the God before her. “This is your step-brother?” She points at him and licks her lips. None of my friends have met him yet. Victor doesn’t even hang “family” pictures to gloat, for them to see, even if they did come over. Mom isn't even allowed to hang the one of me when I was six and won ‘Little Miss Delaware.’ 
 
    And I was damn cute, too. The prick. 
 
    “Yum-my. Damn. You lucky bitch. I’m Tamara.” She bats her eyes way too hard and moves towards him to shake his hand. 
 
    Oh, hell no. If I can’t have him you can’t either, sis. I pull her back to me and shake my head at her. “I think it’s time for everyone to go.”  
 
    This man still has a gift to give me and after what Tommy did, I’m realizing I’m sick of everyone now.  
 
    “That’s why he’s here now; because I promised to have everyone out by eleven-thirty. I’m going to make him the pit bull to make sure everyone leaves.” 
 
    “Woof!” Colin playfully barks, and Tamara falls into a fit of stupid hussy giggles. 
 
    I push her away from him before she loses the rest of her dignity. “Go!” I move to follow behind her, when a hand wraps around my elbow, pulling me back. 
 
    “So, was he the guy you were going to give it up for?” Colin’s eyes darken, pinning me down in his—anger? Maybe Jealousy? No, I’m not that lucky.  
 
    “Get off me.” I try to wiggle out of his hold and he drops his hand, releasing my elbow. “If you must know, it was nobody. I thought I liked him, but I was wrong. I’m not even upset by it.” 
 
    There’s someone I'd much rather have, anyway. 
 
    “Well, good.” There’s a look that passes through his eyes, but I’m lost at trying to place it. Maybe it’s just the alcohol making my vision and my mind loopy. “Let me help you get rid of everyone.” 
 
    It takes about twenty minutes to herd everyone out. Well, almost everyone. Tommy remains, standing in the door, giving me some lame fake pout. 
 
    “Abby?” He moves towards me, holding his arms out, and I step back from him. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn't mean to upset you. Tamara told me you saw me kissing Shelly. I thought she was you.” 
 
    Does he expect me to believe that pile of shit?   
 
    “Really?” I laugh, feeling my confidence rise from how little I felt earlier. “It’s not that dark and no matter how foggy your beer goggles are, there’s no way Shelly and I look alike. I’m taller, blonder, and, well, prettier. Nice try, thanks for playing.” 
 
    “I mean it, Abby. I do like you, but you just come off—prudish. And Shelly well, she goes all the way.” He shrugs like the arrogant pig he is. 
 
    “Wow. Well, I would rather be a prude then riddled with STD’s. You can go now.” I point to the door behind him. 
 
    Thank God, I didn’t lock lips with this loser.  
 
    “Wait! I didn’t mean it like that.” He backpedals and inches closer to me, pleading. 
 
    “Then how did you mean it?” Colin snarls, draping his arm over my shoulders. Tommy’s mouth flaps open and closed, but nothing comes out. “That’s what I thought. Why don’t you do what she says and leave before I make you.”  
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” Tommy spits, finding his words. He pushes back his shoulders, trying to act big and bad, but instead looks like an idiot. 
 
    “Don't worry about who I am. Get the fuck out! Or do you need help finding the door?” Colin drops his arm from around me and takes a step forward, his nostrils flaring, ready to attack.  
 
    “Whatever. Good luck trying to get between those thighs.” Tommy waves his hand, dismissing Colin’s threat, but is wise and turns to leave, slamming the door behind him. 
 
    Don’t worry, he'll have zero problems. All he has to do is ask. 
 
    Colin slips an arm around my waist, pulling me close to him, and brushes my cheek with the back of his hand.  
 
    Like in many of the romance books I've read, it’s true when they say if two people are attracted to each other and they touch, there are sparks and this heated energy surrounding them. My body is on fire and I have to squeeze my legs together from the excitement tingling down below. 
 
    “You okay? He seemed like a real prize.” He snorts with a roll of his eyes. 
 
    “You live and learn.” I shrug, glancing up at him. Feeling brave I run my finger down his chest, ready to admit my true feelings for him. “Plus, it's not like he was the one I want.”  
 
    His blue eyes darken again, making the raging inferno that's going on in my body, turn me into a melted pile of goo. He runs his thumb over my lips and I close my eyes and pucker my lips to it. “Who is it that you want?” 
 
    If it was possible, I swear his husky voice just shredded my panties, and stopped my heart at the same time. 
 
    I’m dead. 
 
    Yep. I think I'm dead. 
 
    The words are lost. Three letters that spell you is all I have to say, but they're suddenly not in my vocabulary.   
 
    When I open my eyes again he's looking away from me and his hands slip away from my body. The inferno has frozen over. 
 
    The moment of being in heaven is over. I was so close, but dummy me didn't jump on him...err…it. 
 
    “Listen, I'll help you clean up in the morning. It's the least I could do for missing your party.” 
 
    “Thanks, but you don’t have to. I’m sure you have better things to do.” I back away to calm my racing heart and throw a couple of cups into the trash. Though as I look around the destroyed basement, I decide he’s right to leave this until the morning. 
 
    “Nah, it’s Sunday. Plus, I don’t need you dealing with my father’s rage if it isn’t sparkling clean.” 
 
    “Fine. If you really want because I don’t want to deal with your father period.” 
 
    He sighs, a look of guilt flashing in his eyes. “I'm sorry about him. He's always had a temper.” 
 
    “Has he hit you before?” 
 
    He rubs the back of his neck, obviously uncomfortable with the question. “Yeah, but it's no big deal.” 
 
    “It is a big deal,” I argue. “Why would you want to come back and live here? To deal with it.” 
 
    “I had my reasons,” he says simply, and I shake my head, wondering how anything could make him want to stay and hang out with Satan.  
 
    “What? What’s here for you to do in crappy New Castle, Delaware if you’re not going to college?” 
 
    “You…” 
 
    And there’s the word that I couldn’t say. But he can’t be serious…is he serious? Is my dream coming true? 
 
    “Me?” I whisper. 
 
    “Yeah, you.” He stalks over to me and grabs my chin. “I’ve been trying to stay away from you. Do what's right and avoid you. I really fucking should, but I can’t.” 
 
    His lips hover over mine and this is it. The moment that’s been brewing for over a year. He’s going to kiss me. My heart hammers, butterflies form in my stomach, waiting to explode for this perfect magical moment. 
 
    Though the magic moment shatters like a snow globe hitting the floor, when his hand slips away from my chin, and his hot breath no longer tickles my skin. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have done that,” he stresses and yanks on his hair. 
 
    “Why? I want you too.” I say, my filter gone. He’s not getting away from me this fast. 
 
    “Abigail, we can’t.” 
 
    “Give me one good reason why the fuck not?” I snap, and my fist clench at my sides.  
 
    “You’re sixteen and I’m going to be twenty in four months.” 
 
    “So the fuck what? Age only matters if your cheese and I happen to know plenty of people that have bigger age gaps.” 
 
    “It’s different, plus you’re my step-sister.” 
 
    “Oh,” I let out a sarcastic laugh, “now I'm your step-sister? Wasn’t it yesterday you told me you weren’t my brother? Give me a break.” 
 
    “Our parents would kill us and you know it.”  
 
    I snort in reply. “You really think I care what they think? And you can’t tell me that you do.” I stomp my foot and cross my arms. He can’t do this to me…tease me like he has and then try to walk away. 
 
    “Stop being a brat, Abbs,” he hisses, but I can see his resolve slipping.  
 
    “I will, when you fucking kiss me,” I hiss back. 
 
    “You drive me insane. I’m trying to do the right thing. If we get together, we’ll be shunned, and I’m sure my father would kick my ass and your mother would put you into boarding school.” 
 
    “Why can’t you do the wrong thing?” I step in front of him and splay my hand over his chest. He grabs my wrist and thrusts himself hard into me. His free hand snakes along my back, grabbing a handful of my ass, and now I’m certain, that he’s erect, since it’s poking me in my stomach. 
 
    His nose brushes mine and his blue eyes blaze into my hazels. “You’re a pain in the ass,” he says and his tone is gruff as he squeezes my ass, hard. 
 
    “I think right now that’s you.”  
 
    He smirks, and before I can say another word, his lips finally land on mine. My lips part and I let his tongue slip into my mouth. This is the moment I’ve been waiting for.  
 
    This might be wrong, but all I know is I never want it to end. 
 
    His lips are so inviting, soft, and sweet, tasting of grape soda. Which doesn’t surprise me, since he’s addicted to it, and I’m finding I want to suck the flavor from his tongue. I push myself harder against his body, and my nails trail up his neck, into his hair and tug, trying to hold myself up. The intensity of his kiss is making my legs feel like jello now, and they wobble with barely any strength to hold me.  
 
    I moan when he grips my ass harder and all I want him to do right now is save me from falling and carry me to his bed. 
 
    Though it doesn’t happen. 
 
    Colin fists my hair and pulls me away from his mouth, leaving my mouth parted, wanting more. I lean towards him, but he releases me and backs away. 
 
    “What are you doing, why are you stopping?” I’m confused as to why he’s leaving me hanging. I'm not done yet. 
 
    “Goodnight, Abigail.” He kisses my cheek and spins on his heels to the steps. 
 
    “Goodnight?” I go after him and grab his hand, making him turn back to me. “What do you mean goodnight?” 
 
    “I mean, goodnight and get some sleep, beautiful.” He moves my hand to his lips and lays a kiss on my knuckles. “I'll see you in the morning.” With a wink, he drops my hand and moves back towards the stairs. 
 
    My jaw drops in utter disbelief that he would kiss and run. Are we pretending this didn't happen now? “Don't you think we should talk? Or kiss some more?” I offer, hoping and praying he’ll pick option two. Because fuck talking. 
 
    “In the morning. Go to bed.”  
 
    “Come with me.” I bat my eyes, the same sweet way I do when I ask my dad for something. He falls for my doe eyes all the time. Colin should too, but all he does is laugh at me and jog up the stairs. 
 
    My body sags in defeat. Everything I’ve wanted is now slipping away upstairs, making me feel like a giant loser. 
 
    He stops at the top of the stairs and calls out to me, “Goodnight, Abigail.” Then he's gone. 
 
    Bastard.   
 
    Maybe he's joking and wants me to follow? Only one way to find out. I take the stairs two at a time and make it to his bedroom door and knock several times in rapid succession.  
 
    “Bed, Abigail,” he yells through the closed door. I wiggle the handle. But he locked it. 
 
    “Really?” I slam my fist against the door. “Asshole.” Giving up, I go to my room before I start acting like a crazed, psycho girlfriend. 
 
    But I'm not his girlfriend, so I'd just be some crazy bitch. 
 
    In my room, I slam my door, pissed. I can’t believe he left me all worked up and needy for his mouth, along with some other magical body parts. 
 
    I slip off my dress and move to my bathroom. Turning on the hot water of my shower, I hope to clean this day off me and help melt the stress Colin just threw on my shoulders.   
 
    It doesn't work because the whole time under the heated jets my mind won’t shut up. What happens now? Am I a bad kisser and that’s why he bolted for the door? I need answers, but is he going to give them to me before he flakes on me again?  
 
    With the questions still spinning around in my head, I dress and make my way to bed. I don't make it far when I see a black velvet box on my pillow, with a folded sheet of paper under it. 
 
    My gift.  
 
    I dive across the purple sheets and open the note first, which is the answer to all my questions. 
 
      
 
    I'm glad our parents got together 
 
     because it led me to you. -C 
 
      
 
    Simple, sweet, and perfect.   
 
    I open the jewelry box and reveals a necklace with a dolphin pendant made of sapphires and diamonds. A grin breaks out on my face, knowing he remembered—after only telling him once—how much I love dolphins. I take it out of the box and hook it around my neck. 
 
    I'm flying high again. The night where I thought everything had gone wrong, is now all kinds of right. I grab my phone and text him how much I love his gift and tuck myself under my blankets, the exhaustion finally hitting me. 
 
    My phone beeps with his returned message. 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     Go to bed, Abigail. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Jerk face. 
 
    I growl at my phone but resist texting him back. When I go to lay it back down on my nightstand it buzzes again. 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     By the way, you looked incredibly sexy tonight, and tomorrow I'll show you how much you affected me. Now sleep. 
 
   
 
      
 
    I somehow manage to listen to him and fall asleep. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Abigail…” My name is whispered into my ear.  
 
    Strong arms wrap around my waist, and wet kisses litter my neck and shoulder. I hum contently and cuddle deeper into the inviting warm body. There’s a deep, primal, groan in my ear and a nip on my earlobe, causing me to squirm, and goosebumps to prickle on my skin. I don't think I've ever had a dream feel this real before, and make my body come so alive. 
 
    I moan and wiggle my hips. Something hard and stiff pokes me in the ass and my eyes flutter open, realizing this isn't a dream. The smell of a fresh rain on a warm day wafts through my nose and it tells me this is everything I’ve been hoping for.  
 
    And more. 
 
    “Colin?” 
 
    “Good morning, sweet girl. Sleep well?” His hot breath tickles my neck.  
 
    “Colin, what are you doing?” My voice trembles with excitement and nervousness. 
 
    “What does it feel like I'm doing, Abigail?” He kisses the side of my neck again and I find myself lost for words as I try to absorb every touch. “Do you want me as much as I want you, Abbs?”  
 
    “I do.” God, do I.  
 
    “Can I touch you? I've been dying to for so long.” He nibbles my ear, pushing his erection into me harder. His cold hand works under my shirt, sending shivers down my spine, but also moisture to my core.  
 
    He’s been dying to touch me? Holy hell, I might die from this new information. 
 
    “Yes, touch me, please,” I beg, trying to push myself closer to him because it doesn’t feel close enough. He grabs a handful of my breast, massaging and kneading it, while he continues to layer kisses on my exposed skin. When he rolls my nipple between his fingers, I now sound like one of those quivering, moaning girls in porn, and he hasn’t even really touched me yet.  
 
    He gives my boob a final squeeze before working its way back down my stomach. His hand is at the hem of my sweatpants and he stops. “I need to know if this is what you want, Abbs, because once I touch you down here, I’m going to lose all my fucking control. Be honest, I will never force myself on you.” His words are genuine and serious, which tells me deep in my soul he might actually care about me. 
 
    “Yes, I want you, Colin,” I murmur, and with no more hesitation, he slips his hand under my waistband and into my underwear. 
 
    “You’re so fucking beautiful, Abbs. Your body is so warm and fits perfectly with mine,” he says in my ear while his fingers brush over my damp folds. My body trembles at the different feeling of him touching me down there.  
 
    Is this happening or am still in a dream? 
 
    “Does it feel good? Do you like me touching you like this?” I don’t say anything, but hum happily, trying to convey my affirmation.  
 
    He chuckles and pinches my clit. The sensation causes me to jump and tingle all at the same time. 
 
    “Fuck.” I’ve explored my own body enough times to get off, but fucking hell, I could never make myself feel that. 
 
    “You’re fucking soaked. So, you can’t lie to me. Now answer me, do you like me touching you like this?” he growls in my ear and pinches it again. 
 
    “Yes,” I tell him through gritted teeth. I close my eyes trying to relax my erratic heart. This is what I’ve been wanting, what I’ve been picturing every time I touch myself. But at this moment, I’m a little nervous, worried if I’m ready for this and wondering if this is going to hurt. 
 
    Chill Abbs, I yell at myself inside my head. This is more than what you've have dreamed of. You trust him. He won’t hurt you.  
 
    I can feel Colin’s eyes burning into me, but I’m afraid to open mine, still trying to calm my breathing. 
 
    I want this. I want this with him.  
 
    “Have you ever had an orgasm before?” I shake my hips against his fingers. Wanting more of him and not wanting to play the game of fifty questions. 
 
    “Answer me, brat.” He has the nerve to get smart with me, but the peppered kisses on my exposed neck, and his fingers still teasing me, make me quickly forget his tone. 
 
    My whole body flushes and I nod. 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “My…my...fingers,” I stutter, not believing I’m admitting out loud to Colin how I get off. Hell, I still can’t believe he’s in bed with me. I just didn’t expect all this the day after he admitted he liked me. Aren’t there like bases you have to hit before you get to home? 
 
    Okay, get out of your head, Abbs. Close your eyes, and feel his fingers rubbing you, his wet hot kisses on your skin, and melt into him. I tilt my head to look at him, seeing his eyes bore into mine. He smirks and lays a light kiss on my lips. 
 
    “You touch yourself only with your fingers? No dildo?” 
 
    “No,” I breathe. “I like to pretend they’re yours.” 
 
    His eyes light up and before I can process the sight, he kisses me—hard. His tongue is an elixir making me dizzy and spellbound. I'm now his, at his command, for him to do whatever he pleases with me. 
 
    One of his fingers slips inside me and my gasp causes our mouths to part. He smirks as I thrust my hips to his, begging for more, but he backs away for another question. “You touch yourself like this?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm…” 
 
    Another one of his long fingers enters me. I clench around them enjoying how full I feel. 
 
    This is so wrong, but it feels so right. 
 
    “You never had a dick inside this tight little pussy?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Maybe we should change that. Would you like my cock inside of you, sweet girl?” He starts to pump, and my belly tightens with the familiar tingle building. 
 
    “Colin…oh god.” I sink my teeth into my bottom lip as his thumb circles around my clit and forces his fingers, faster and deeper inside of me. He mutters something in French and I swear I feel myself get wetter. 
 
    “Do you want me? Like I want you, baby?” He nips my ear. “Nobody is home. Just me and you. You can scream as loud as you want because I'm going to make you come multiple times this morning.” 
 
    His words alone are enough to make me unravel around his fingers. I call out his name as my body quivers and my brain goes to another planet. Why can I never make myself do this? 
 
    “Oh, that’s fucking hot, baby.” He removes his fingers from me, while I parachute back down to earth. 
 
    He lets out a loud moan and when I look at him, he’s sucking his fingers. “You taste amazing.” 
 
    And I’m dead. Again. 
 
    He rolls me onto my back and hovers over me. Colin is already naked and I blush when I catch the sight of his dick. It's huge, veiny, and angry looking. 
 
    Feeling brave, I reach out and grab it. It feels silky smooth in my palm as I work my hand up and down his shaft. I bite my lip, unsure if I’m doing this right, but then he groans, throaty and deep from his chest. When I glance up at him, he’s staring at me, his eyes darken in what to me looks like a lust-filled gaze. “You like this?” My voice sounds tiny and timid, even though I’m trying my best to play the seductress.  
 
    “Oh, you don’t know how much. It’s better than I ever imagined. But I know those pouty lips would feel even better.”  
 
    Suddenly, I do wonder how he would taste in my mouth. I trace my thumb over the head, smearing the drop of pre-cum around. My hand continues to pump, and I slide myself down the bed and lift myself up enough to come face to face with the only snake I’ll ever want to meet. My tongue darts out and I lick the base of his cock and taste the saltiness of his cum. I’m not sure what to think of it, but I go in for more and swirl my tongue around the head before sliding him into my mouth as much as I can in this position. It isn’t much, and he thrusts hips, letting it slide further down my throat.    
 
    “You’re going to unman me.” His voice croaks, and his body trembles. His words and his reaction build my confidence.  
 
    Letting him slip from my mouth, my hand still works him over, as I glance up at him. “Well, I don’t want to do that.” I smirk, popping my mouth back open for more, but his hand grabs under my chin, halting me from more of the throbbing, silky delicacy.  
 
    “Abbs, as much as I want those pouty lips around my cock, I want to be inside of you when I blow.” My body tingles in delight at his words, and my clit throbs in anticipation, ready for the moment I’ve been dreaming of countless times while touching myself, thinking of him, buried inside me. 
 
    Especially after he left me hanging last night. 
 
    Colin moves my hand from his cock and gives me a satisfying smirk. “I’m going to take you now, Abigail. You still on your birth control?” 
 
    “Yes. How did you—” 
 
    “I know everything about my favorite step-sis,” he mutters sarcastically, scooting me back on the mattress, and my head flops back on my pillows. He leans down to kiss me and I nudge his shoulder.  
 
    “I’m your only step-sister.”  
 
    “That you are. First, let’s start by getting you out of these clothes.” He grabs the hem of my pants and pulls them down, flinging them across the room. 
 
    “These are cute.” He grins, tracing his finger over my pink cotton briefs with tiny red hearts all over them. My cheeks burn and I can’t believe these are what I’m wearing—these childlike panties—the first time he sees me like this. I make a mental note to never buy underwear in six-packs again.  
 
    Colin dips his nose into my core and inhales. “Baby, you smell so fucking good.” He rubs his nose up and down, before placing a kiss in the center. “I hope you aren’t attached to these.” 
 
    Before I can answer he’s ripping the cotton fabric off me and throws it across the room, “You could’ve just taken them off?” 
 
    “What’s the fun in that?” He winks. Grabbing the bottom of my shirt he pulls it over my head and exposes my breasts. 
 
    The corner of his lips twitch, and I can feel my nipples harden under his gawking stare. “Oh, these babies are better than I remember.”  
 
    Remember? What? 
 
    But I have no time to think about what he means when he sucks and pulls on my nipple. It pebbles, to the point of pain, before he moves to the other one. His hand rubs between my center, while he takes his time teasing my breasts. Once he’s had enough, his lips hover over mine. “You ready for this?” 
 
    “Yes. Please.” I beg, though I suddenly feel the bundle of nerves flutter in my stomach. Knowing any second, I’m about to lose my virginity.  
 
    Colin lifts my legs and places them around his waist. The tip of his dick is nestled right at the entrance. It’s like it’s begging to come in, and yet, I freeze.  
 
    His forehead wrinkles with concern and he rubs his hand down the side of my face. “We don’t have to do this, Abbs, if you aren’t ready. I know I came on strong...”  
 
    “I am.” I mean his fingers were just inside me, and it felt incredible. There’s no doubt his dick will feel better.  
 
    “Babe, you’re all tense. Your face is all scrunched up.” 
 
    “I’m fine.”  
 
    “Abbs, I refuse to hurt you, and I will if you are like this. We can just play around more.”  He starts to move away from me and I grab his shoulders, pleading with him not to go. I love that he’s concerned, but there’s no way in hell I’m passing on this moment. 
 
    “I’m ready. I’m just nervous because I know it’s going to hurt.” 
 
    His hand brushes back my hair, and he kisses me ever so lightly on the lips. “It will. I’m not going to lie, but as long as you’re relaxed, it’ll be okay. I won’t hurt you. And if it does, you tell me to stop.” 
 
    “Okay.” I take a deep breath and nod. “I’m ready, I'm sure. I want you.”  
 
    His eyes search mine, I’m sure searching for any more doubts, but then he grins. “You don't know how good it is to hear you say that.”  
 
    Fisting his cock, he strokes himself along my soaked slit, teasing me, and I can see my arousal coat his dick. Slowly he sinks into me and I hiss at the intrusion.  
 
    “Ahh, shit, Abbs, you're so fucking tight,” he groans. I yank on his hair, as my pussy stretches to accommodate him. “You feel amazing, baby.”  
 
    I close my eyes and take even breaths as he fills me completely, and the initial sting fades away. His lips kiss and suck every surface of accessible skin as he gently works in and out of me. I sigh, content, with how amazing he feels inside of me and from the intensity of the connection we just made together.  
 
    “You still okay?” Colin whispers and my eyes fly open. I nod eagerly, biting on my lip, not wanting him to have any concerns about what has now happened between us. 
 
    “Yes, it feels...so good.”  
 
    “Abbs. Abbs. Abbs,” he chants my name, and the blue in his eyes darken with hunger. He cups my chin his hand, resting his forehead to mine. “You’re mine now,” he says sternly, putting his official claim on me.  
 
    “Yes, yours.” Someone ignited the confetti cannon in my heart because it just exploded, releasing a colorful burst of celebration. Such simple words make me feel so wanted and desired, something I never felt before—at least not like this. Colin is taking me to heaven and away from this hell with each thrust and every kiss.  
 
    His strokes become longer and harder, while our tongues continue to tangle with each other. My heels dig themselves into his back trying to hold on, as each of his strokes brings us both higher and higher. Our moans echo off the walls, and our bodies glisten as we climb to our peaks. 
 
    My stomach tightens and my toes tingle, and with one more powerful stroke, I fall off the cliff, calling his name like a prayer, finding bliss.  
 
    “Abbs,” Colin whimpers, his hand fisting my hair. His lips clash to mine, burying himself deep in me, as he follows me off the edge. 
 
    He rolls off me and cradles me into his arms. “How was that?” 
 
    “Amazing…” 
 
    He strokes my back and goosebumps prickle on my skin. I never want this moment to end, but I know it will. All good things must come to an end. 
 
    “Amazing indeed.” He kisses me. “There’s something I want you to do for me.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Sleep naked. I don’t want to have to worry about clothes coming between us when I sneak in here in the morning after the rents go to work. I want you to start your school day right, by feeling me inside of you. That way you ache in class always thinking of me.” 
 
    “You really want to do this again…” I can’t fight the smile on my face. 
 
    “Fuck yeah, again and again.” He grabs a fist full of my hair and kisses me forcefully, knocking the wind out of me. All the oxygen has left my body, and I gasp for a breath. I don’t stop him, because there’s no better way to die then choking on his kiss. 
 
    He lifts my leg up and slides into me again. 
 
    Oh, yes, this feels just right. 
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    My eyes flutter open, and my hand falls with a thud to the empty space next to me. I jolt up, wide awake now and search the room. The bright sun rays peek in from behind my curtains. 
 
    “Colin?” I call out, hoping he's in the bathroom. No answer, no sounds and it's easy to figure out he has left. 
 
    If it wasn’t for this ache between my legs and still being naked, I would believe it had all been a dream. 
 
    Anger flares in me, feeling abandoned and used after what we had shared. How could he just get up and leave like it was nothing? Was this a one-time thing where he bones me out of his system? My fist slams into the mattress and I scream, hating myself for letting him in so easily.  
 
    “What's all the yellin’ about?” Colin chuckles and I turn to see him standing at the door with a cocky grin and wearing only a pair of gray basketball shorts. 
 
    “Oh...um.” I stutter and sink under the covers, feeling like a moron for thinking the worst. “I saw a spider?” 
 
    “And it caused that kind of rage?” He walks over to kneel on the bed, placing a kiss on my cheek.  
 
    “Yeah.” My cheeks flush, mortified. “It has no business being in my room.” 
 
    “Liar.” He pushes me down to the bed and hovers over me. “You thought I left you. Admit it.” 
 
    “Admit what?” I question with a wicked smile.  
 
    “You’re such a brat.” He moves the blanket off me and his fingers brush against my ribs. Goosebumps rise on my skin from the gentle touch. “I guess I should give you another reason to be pissed at me then.” 
 
    “What?” I barely get the word out when this mofo has the nerve to start tickling me. I scream with laughter, trying to kick the bastard away, but he’s got me locked in place. My ribs feel like they’re being played like a xylophone. “Stop, fucker!”  
 
    “I am a fucker, aren’t I?” He continues to tickle me till I beg for mercy.  
 
    Once he stops, I lie on the bed trying to catch my breath as he plops down next to me. “I hate you. You know how much I hate that.” Though I hate being tickled, Colin always gets a pass because it means he's touching me.  
 
    “Well, you never complained before. I thought you liked it.” He smirks, and I shove him away. 
 
    “You know it’s a lie. Remember that one time I kicked you in the balls because you wouldn’t stop?” I giggle at the memory. It was at least a year ago, and he was over visiting. I stole his phone, just to be a pain in the ass and get his attention. Well, he chased me around till he mowed me down to the couch, tickling me till it fell out of my hands. I was laughing so hard, while in agony, and ended up kicking him in the nuts.  
 
    You could say it was the last time he did that, till today. 
 
    “Trust me, I didn't forget.” He rubs his junk and cringes. “You should get up so we can go get some food. There’s nothing in this house, and I’m starving.” He stands and makes his way to my dresser throwing the first bra he grabs at me. 
 
    Somehow, he managed to grab my favorite bra. Next, a pair of pink matching lace panties come landing beside me.  
 
    “I can get my own clothes, you know.” I roll my eyes and slip on the underwear. 
 
    “I know, don't care. I'm in a hurry to get some grub. It's late enough.” 
 
    “What time is it?” I have no clue what time it was when Colin stumbled in here and pretty much had his way with me, but I know it was early. We had sex twice, then showered, and I finally passed out in his arms. 
 
    Only wish I woke up in them. 
 
    “After ten,” he says, as a shirt comes flying at me. 
 
    Ten, shit. The basement is fucking destroyed, well not destroyed, but there’s shit everywhere, and Victor will have my head for sure if I don’t get it cleaned. My mom will ground me for life for even thinking of throwing a party. It’s not what I need right now.  
 
    “We still need to clean up the basement. They're coming back tonight.” 
 
    “I already did.”  
 
    My head shakes, trying to clear out my ears. Did he say he cleaned the basement for me? The whole thing? That had to take hours and why didn’t he wake me? It was my party.  
 
    “You did?”  
 
    “Yeah, last night and this morning. I figured it was the least I could do, and I know how particular my dad can be about things.” He shrugs like it’s no big deal, but it was the last thing I had expected for him to do.  
 
    “Thank you, but I would’ve helped.”  
 
    “Like I said, it was the least I could do.” He’s now moved to my closet, digging around, and I hop off the bed to find my own pants.  
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    Clyde's is a little mom and pop diner by Eden Square. I used to come here with my mom and dad when I was little, but I’ve only been here once since the divorce. We would always sit in the corner booth by the window and had the same waitress—a little old lady named, Betty—to wait on us. She always made sure I had extra whip on my pancakes. Then afterward we would drive down to the river to walk it off.  
 
    Happier and simpler times. Things I wish I still had. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Colin asks after we’re handed our menus from the server.  
 
    “Nothing,” I lie and bury my head in the plastic menu, trying to figure out what I want.  
 
    “You know, just like this morning, I happen to know when you’re lying.” Colin pushes down my menu, making me look at him.  
 
    “However so?” 
 
    “You have a tell?” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “I’m not telling. If you don’t know, I’m def not giving it away.” He smirks and lifts his menu to cover his face. But I can see his shoulders shaking, laughing at me. Ass.  
 
    “Whatever,” I mumble as the waiter comes over to take our order and drops off glasses of water. I take a sip of the refreshing cold liquid and Colin watches me intently. “Do you really want to know?” 
 
    “I do. Wouldn't have asked if I didn't give a shit, Abbs.”  
 
    “It’s just I used to come here with my mom and dad. A silly memory, that's all.” I give a small shrug, playing with the straw in my water. 
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    “See, no biggie. I just miss things like that. My mom was pretty cool once and let me eat carbs before they turned toxic.” I roll my eyes at my mother's crazy health kick. 
 
    Colin chuckles lightly, no doubt he also hates the green and tofu in our dinners most nights. “Well, we will just have to make new memories, and I'll let you get all the carbs, butter, and sugar you want.” 
 
    “You really know a way to my heart.” I place my hand over my heart and flutter my eyes at him sarcastically. He pushes his hand through his still crazy sex hair he never brushed and blows me a quick kiss. Is it possible just to hate someone for always looking hot, despite the fact he pretty much looked like he rolled out of bed and put on the first thing he grabbed? 
 
    We fall into an easy conversation as always, and he asks me about going to an indie rock band concert next month in Dover with a couple of his friends. Hell, yeah I want to go. Being able to go as his girlfriend, kiss him—but wait, is that what we are? 
 
    The waiter comes back with our food and places it in front of us. I get the three flapjacks with strawberries and chocolate milk and Colin gets some kind of lumberjack, artery-clogging breakfast.  
 
    “I don’t know how you eat all that?” I look at his plate in disgust; it's piled with bacon and ham and sausage and eggs.  
 
    “Why? It’s good.” He rips through a piece of bacon like a hungry carnivore.  
 
    “Okay, and when you die of a heart attack at twenty-one?” 
 
    “Well, I guess I could say I enjoyed all the greasy bacon I could while I was alive.” He shoves the rest of the bacon in his mouth.  
 
    How is it that even the way he chews is sexy? Maybe it's the way his Adam’s apple bobs or the semi-satisfied smile on his face as he eats. Whatever the reason, I shouldn’t be this turned on watching him eat.  
 
    “You know, I'm questioning what I see in you now.” I stab a strawberry, covered in a thick glaze, and lift it to his lips. “You should at least have some fruit with that?”  
 
    His eyebrows knit together, and he shoves my hand away making me laugh. “You know that’s nothing but sugar. You’ll just end up dying of diabetes instead of the heart attack, Abbs.”  
 
    “At least I'll die sweeter.” I stick my tongue out and moan as the strawberry hits my taste buds. Colin shifts in his seat, his eyes blaze into mine. “What?” 
 
    “You know what. You can’t do that in public.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I stab another strawberry and do it again. In return, a straw wrapper made into a ball is thrown at my head and hits me between the eyes 
 
    “You’re so annoying.” I flick the ball of paper onto the floor. 
 
    “So I've been told.” 
 
    We finish eating in a comfortable silence. When I go to reach for his hand, he jerks away.  I frown at the blow off and realize that he hasn't even touched me this entire meal. Why won’t he let me touch him now? After everything we’ve done? 
 
    My mind reels back to the question of what we are. Are we boyfriend and girlfriend? Are we step-siblings with benefits? 
 
    I snicker at how stupid that sounds. 
 
    “What are you laughing about?” Colin shakes me out of my mindless commentary as he pays the check. 
 
    “What are we?” I blurt, knowing I didn't answer his question. 
 
    He clears his throat and I notice his eyes dart around the restaurant before returning to mine. “Having fun.” He shrugs and scoots off the booth.  
 
    Having fun? If that isn’t such a cop-out answer…  
 
    I don't know what I was expecting him to say. I mean it's only been a day, but it wasn’t that.  
 
    “You coming?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I mumble, bouncing myself off the booth, walking two feet behind him out of the restaurant. He unlocks the doors to his Toyota Camry and I slide into the passenger side. I stare out the window, lost in my own world as he pulls out onto the road.   
 
    “Can we tell anyone about us?” I ask, watching the trees, fields, and road signs pass. My nose scrunches when we pass a manure field. There’s a smell you never get used to.  
 
    “No, I think it needs to stay our little secret. Nobody would understand.” 
 
    “You don’t know that!” My head snaps to him, hissing through my teeth. “Tamara and Sandy are my best friends. They would get it.”  
 
    I think. I mean Tamara thinks he’s hot, so could she blame me for wanting to jump his bones—for fun. But if anything, they would support me, and they're two of the least judgmental people I know.  
 
    “At least for right now, it would be better. It’s nobody’s business, and what if they did judge you?” 
 
    “They wouldn’t,” I growl and turn my head back to look out the window at the peaceful surroundings. 
 
    “Abbs,” his hand lands on my knee and he rubs it gently, coaxing me to look at him, “just for now, it’s better this way because then we don’t have to worry about it somehow finding its way back to my dad or your mom. Why risk someone slipping up and saying something to someone or mentioning it at the wrong time?” 
 
    I sink into the seat and sigh. He’s right.  I don’t want him to be right, but I know my friends tend to get bubbly when they are excited about something and play fifty questions till my head spins.  
 
    Collecting his hand in mine, I squeeze it, letting him know it’s okay. “You’re right. I just don’t keep things from them.” Colin doesn’t say anything as he keeps driving on. When I glance out the windshield I notice a sign for Delaware City. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “I thought we could go hang out at Augustine Beach. I think it’s far enough away from town, and we can enjoy the day?” He shrugs, taking his hand back to put on the wheel.  
 
    “So? A date?” I say teasingly and sigh in relief, feeling a little lighter when he smiles back at me.  
 
    “Sure, why not.”   
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    We arrive at the beach on the river and slip off our shoes to walk on the sand as the water splashes on the shore. The sun is behind the clouds, and a cool breeze chills the air, but it’s perfect. 
 
    My body jolts from the flutters in my belly when Colin takes my hand in his and tugs me closer to him. “What are you going to do now that you’re not in school?” 
 
    “My dad is making me work for him.” 
 
    Victor is the construction manager at Reynolds Construction down by the docks. He used to do the same thing when he lived in Dover, but of course, the devil managed to get offered a job in my hometown, changing my life forever.  
 
    “You’re going to work for your dad? You’re going to kill each other.” They can’t even be in the same room with each other without biting each other’s heads off. Especially after what I saw the other day, I don’t get how he could think this is a good plan. 
 
    “It’ll be fine. As long as I do my work, I’m sure he will leave me alone.”  
 
    “Can’t you do something else? I mean you could get a job anywhere, even Dairy Queen would be better than working with him.” 
 
    Cleaning up shit would be better in my book.  
 
    “Sure, but then I wouldn’t be allowed to stay at the house. He needs the help and, well, here I am. It's good money and since he's making me pay rent, I’ll need the extra cash. Plus, best of all I’ll get to stay with you.” He gives me a full white smile before kissing my cheek.  
 
    I want to swoon, but I’m not worth going through hell with, and he needs to find his own path in life.  
 
    “You know you shouldn't feel obligated to stay with me.”  
 
    He halts his pace and yanks me flush against his body. Placing both his hands on the sides of my face, he rests his forehead on mine. “I don't feel obligated, Abbs. I want to be with you. I thought you knew that.” 
 
    My heart swells, and I nod. It gives me a little bit of hope for whatever it is we are together, “Okay.” He kisses me softly and we start walking again. Though my mind keeps replaying that hit, unable to unsee it. “I just worry about you and Victor.” 
 
    “You don’t need to worry your pretty little head about us. I can deal with my father.”  
 
    “You shouldn’t have to deal with that.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” he dismisses me again, shutting down. But my curiosity gets the best of me. We've never talked much about his life before. I met his mom, Naomi, a couple times, and it confuses me how someone sweet like her could end up with someone as vile as Victor. Hell, I’m not even sure how my mom did. I used to consider my mom the best mom ever: sweet, caring, and full of love. Then he came. He must have some Prince Charming charm that no one else can see, but our mother’s do. Especially since lately his anger is worse than when I first met him.  
 
    “Has he always been this angry? Like he’s the devil's puppet?” 
 
    “I guess.” He releases my hand to pick up a seashell. He flips it over in his fingers, seeming to study the white and pink shell. 
 
    Feeling like a journalist, I know I’ll have to keep pushing for him to open up to me. “You said he’s hit you before, so why did you come visit every weekend and why did your mom even let you? Because you can bet if my husband ever hit my child, I’d cut his balls off.” 
 
    “Because he’s still my dad.” With as much force as he can, he tosses the seashell out into the water. “Can we not talk about this because there’s no point in trying to explain things you wouldn’t understand.” 
 
    “But I want to understand.” I want to know everything about you.  
 
    He closes his eyes tight and his jaw clenches. I gulp at how irate he looks right now. Okay, so maybe I went too far for one day. If I’m not careful I’ll ruin everything before it starts.  
 
    Though, I guess it would be the Abigail Miller way.  
 
    “I’m sorry for pushing you. I feel like you know everything about me and how it used to be, but I know nothing about you besides your favorite band and TV show.” 
 
    When his eyes open they blaze at me for a second before softening and then darken to something primal. I take a step back, but he reaches out and grabs me around the waist and tugs me hard into his chest. Before I can question what he’s doing, his lips crash onto mine, and he pulls me down to the sand below. His kiss nearly suffocates me; I’m gasping for a breath and feeling dizzy with need. His erection pokes into my center and I wonder if he’s going to take me—here.  
 
    I’ve seen movies where they have sex on the beach and it looks hot, but Tamara told me you only end up with sand in places you don’t want it, so it’s not as sexy as it seems in the end. 
 
    Great, of all the places my mind takes me, it takes me there.  
 
    My hand tangles in his hair as his hand slides behind my back, “Colin,” I manage to gasp out before he covers my mouth again, silencing me.  
 
    I don’t know how long we’re lost for, as his hand works under my shirt and he rolls his hips into me. Loud squeals and giggles come from somewhere down the beach making Colin pull back. We’re both panting as we look in the direction the laughter is coming from. There are two kids and a mother playing on the water edge. I’m not sure if they can see us, but embarrassment washes over me.  
 
    Colin stands and helps me to my feet. We brush the sand off one another before he takes me back in his arms. “You know more than pretty much anyone. Just the thing with my dad…” he drifts off, his eyes bouncing around everywhere trying to find the answer, “you’ll need to trust me when I tell you I know how to handle it. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay.” I know that’s the best answer I’ll get from him. I do hope one day he’ll confide in me.  
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    It’s Thursday morning, and I’m in the kitchen making my lunch for school. Colin has left for his third day of working with his dad and for now, it seems to be going well.  
 
    He comes home covered in dirt and smelling like sawdust and man. Never thought the smell would be such a turn on. Maybe it's because I picture him shirtless, sweat glistening on his skin, and his abs contracting as he pounds a hammer.  
 
    My legs squeeze together still feeling the ache of this morning's activities.  
 
    Is it suddenly hot in here? 
 
    “You shouldn’t be eating that. It'll make you fat.” I’m derailed from my daydream with my mother staring at my food in disgust. I pale and look down at my fluffernutter and frown. She used to make me these all the time in elementary school. “Peanut butter sticks to the hips.” 
 
    Ever since my mother divorced my dad she's been on this health kick. She’s always exercising, eating something organic and green, and tries to shove the regimen down my throat. I admit my mom looks good: flat stomach, just the right amount of muscle to not to look like a man, and good skin, but it doesn't mean I want to join a gym or give up sweets. Or carbs. 
 
    “I guess I should get a sign that says wide load now,” I bite out sarcastically, scooping another blob of peanut butter out of the jar.  
 
    No way in hell will I give up peanut butter.  
 
    “Just trying to help. Boys tend to like their girls lean.” 
 
    “I'll remember that.” I suck the peanut butter off the knife just in spite. 
 
    “You have your dad's genes…” Her words drift off and she waves her hand like she's trying to make a point but obviously doesn’t have one. There’s nothing wrong with my dad's weight or any of his family that I know of. “Anyways, you have to be careful and watch what you eat.”  
 
    I roll my eyes and grit my teeth. Why don't you just come out and say I'm gonna be fat, Mom. Geez, love you too. “Gotcha.”  
 
    “I'll see you tonight, sweetie.” She gives me a smile and is out the door.  
 
    I mash my sandwich together and throw it in the trash. Though I should know better, her words sting. Old Mom would’ve never said that to me in a million years. I smooth down my shirt, and run my hands over my hips, checking myself out. My self-confidence dwindles, and I wonder if maybe I do need to lose some weight. Maybe I should ask Colin since he’s always grabbing at these love handles.  
 
    Pushing it aside for now, I grab an apple and make my way to school. 
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    My stomach growls as I spin my apple on the lunch table and stare at Sandy who is happily devouring a juicy cheeseburger…and not starving to death. Her boyfriend, Ryan, tries to steal a fry and she swats his hand away. He pretends to be hurt, but then sneaks in a kiss, intercepting the fry while she's dazed. 
 
    They're so damn cute and I only wish I could act that way with Colin in public. Where people either go aww or yuck because they’re grossed out by our PDA.  
 
    I guess they'd all be grossed out by me swapping spit with my step-brother.  
 
    “Abbs!” Tamara yells and I snap my head to her wondering why the hell she's yelling. 
 
    “I'm right here. You don't have to scream.”  
 
    “I called your name like twenty times and you didn’t answer.”  
 
    She did?   
 
    “Oh, sorry.” I bite my lip and look down at apple the on the table, embarrassed about being caught daydreaming.  
 
    “Girl, your head has been in the clouds all week.” Tamara shakes my shoulder, making me look at her. “What's going on?” 
 
    “Nothing. I just have a lot on my mind.” 
 
    “Hmm. Would it happen to be a boy that's got you all floaty above reality? It explains why you keep having to “go straight home.” She uses her fingers to make quotes while she grins like she guessed the million dollar answer. 
 
    My stomach falls to my feet, knowing I can't confide in my best friends about Colin. I know if anyone could pick up the scent of a boy on me it would be Tamara.  
 
    I do like to go straight home so I can spend time with Colin, even if it is just in front of the TV. The only thing is we can't touch each other because Victor always seems to be lurking.  
 
    “No, it's just my mother. She's just been on my ass about everything lately and wants me home,” I lie smoothly and hope Tamara doesn't know my tell like Colin does.  
 
    “Oh,” her body deflates, “that sucks. Well, do you want me and Sandy to kidnap you this weekend?” 
 
    “Yeah, I'm sure I'll be able to break out.” I give her smile, though I was hoping to find a way to sneak around with Colin. But I do miss my friends. 
 
    “Good. There's a new Channing Tatum movie out. Totally need to see it.”  
 
    “Should we bring the drool rags for you, Tam?” Sandy teases. 
 
    “Me? You like him more than I do,” Tamara argues back. Ryan groans and rolls his eyes, confirming Tam’s point.  
 
    While the two bicker back and forth about who is more in love, I pull out my phone. My day brightens up seeing a text from Colin. Especially, since the way he greets me is what my mother should’ve said to me this morning.  
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     Hey beautiful. Dad has to work late. Maybe we can have that pizza you've been bitchin’ about all week. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Sounds good to me. Hey, did you want to do something this weekend? 
 
      
 
    The little bubbles appear as I wait for his response. They start and then stop, and I can’t help it if I come off sounding like a needy girlfriend.  
 
    Just when I think he's not going to reply, my phone buzzes. 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     Saturday I'm going out with a couple of the guys. 
 
   
 
      
 
    I wonder if he would have told me that if I didn't ask. 
 
    “Who you talking to?” Tamara smirks, trying to spy. I turn off my screen and roll my eyes for dramatic effect. 
 
    “Colin. He was telling me he—” I pause, spacing out looking for an excuse. Come on, Abbs, think. “He uh, cleaned my mess in the kitchen so Victor didn't lose his head.” 
 
    That's the best I could come up with? 
 
    “Your step-dad is a douchebag. I still don’t get what your mom sees in him. Like we can’t come over? You can't breathe? You left your socks out and you're grounded?” Tamara bitches, replaying some of the things I told her about the devil. 
 
    “Yeah, I know. So, Colin looks out for me.”  
 
    “I'm glad. He's hot, but I was worried he'd be like his dad…oh, you should totally bring him to hang out sometime.”  
 
    My eyes widen not knowing how that would play out. “Yeah, for sure,” I lie again, looking back at my phone at another message from Colin while Tamara attempts to steal Sandy's fries. 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     Not sure yet if I'm going to have to work Sunday, but if not, I'm all yours. We can go find some abandoned warehouse or something and I can fuck you into next week. 
 
   
 
      
 
    As tempting as that sounds, I prefer not to be fucked where there's a chance I'll be in the same place as rodents, spiders, possible dead bodies, or zombies. 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     Okay, no warehouses. 
 
   
 
      
 
    I'm about to reply with something smart when he sends another message, beating me to it. 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     Since we can't run the risk of zombies, I hear the circus is in town, we could fuck under the big top. Clowns are cool, right? They weren’t on that list. 
 
   
 
      
 
      
 
    I hate you. 
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    I'm startled awake by warm kisses trailing up my leg. Fingers trace over my wet slit before they sink deep inside me. I let out a deep throaty moan as the mouth finds my clit and sucks. 
 
    “Shhh…” Colin hushes from under my blanket. 
 
    His fingers move in and out of me, slow and teasing, and I reach down, letting my fingers run through his silky strands.  I'm in pleasure overload and can't think about anything other than the tongue sucking and licking me. 
 
    It’s been the same every morning since we hooked up a couple weeks ago. Like promised, he sneaks into my room and has his way with me. Every morning, I let him. I can’t deny him. He always makes me feel so good. 
 
    My toes curl into the sheets and my stomach clenches as his fingers pick up the pace. His lips cover mine to silence me, his darkened blue eyes gaze at me as my orgasm rips through me. 
 
    “You never fail to please me,” his hoarse voice whispers in my ear. 
 
    He removes his fingers and they glisten with my juices. He holds them to his nose, giving them a whiff before he rubs them on my naked breasts. 
 
    Once my breasts are coated with my arousal, he sticks his fingers in his mouth. He hums as he sucks the leftovers off them. 
 
    Colin’s mouth hovers over my breasts, and his eyes glint up to me with a smirk on his face. “This is my favorite meal of the morning,” he jokes, wiggling his eyebrows. “Always so fucking appetizing.” His mouth latches to my nipple and he sucks, nips and slurps, making my already strained nipples, harder, aching. He takes his time on each one, making sure he gets every drop he put on them. 
 
    When he’s done he comes face to face with me, licking his lips before kissing me and sharing his morning treat with me. I didn’t think I would enjoy what I taste like, but off his tongue, I taste amazing. 
 
    “You like that my dirty little girl?” he whispers and rolls one of my erect nipples between his fingers. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “God, your perfect,” he murmurs and sinks himself into me. I welcome the intrusion and wrap my legs around him to bring him closer. “I love how tight your pussy is, baby. You feel so fucking good.” 
 
    He slowly moves in me and I feel every inch and every ripple of him. His thick cock keeps me satisfied; even hours later, I know where he's been, and come home wanting more, just like he said. 
 
    His eyes never leave mine and our quiet pants fill the room. I dig my nails into his back, trying to hold onto him, and wanting to leave my mark on him. His thrusts become faster and faster, my body being pushed back roughly on the sheets, and my stomach tightens, preparing for my release. 
 
    “Colin,” I moan and close my eyes, on the brink of ecstasy. 
 
    “Not yet,” Colin growls and pulls out of me. 
 
    “What?” I whine as my orgasm melts away. The bastard has the nerve to laugh and rolls himself on his back.  
 
    “Come here.” He grabs my hips and lifts me to move on top of him. “I want you to ride me. I want to see your tits bounce and see you come apart on top of me.” 
 
    “I was so close…” I breathe and sink myself onto his waiting dick 
 
    “I know, but it’ll feel even better now when you come. Trust me.” He winks and grabs a hold of my waist. 
 
    “You're a bastard.” He wants to torture me, well, I’ll be happy to return the favor.  
 
    Slowly I roll and rock my hips, with my head tilted back and my eyes closed, enjoying the feeling of his dick as it hits every nerve inside my pussy. My core clenches with every roll, wanting to lock him in place, and suck him in deeper. At this rate, I won’t need his heavy thrusts to make me come; the fullness and his deep moans are enough to make me fall apart. His hands run down my body, setting my heated skin on fire. 
 
    “I know what you’re doing, Abbs.” His husky voice grabs my attention and I stare back down at him. 
 
    “What am I doing?” 
 
    He doesn’t answer, but there’s determination written all over his handsome face. His thumb circles around my swollen clit and I jump in response with how overly sensitive it is right now. “Ahhh,” I cry, no longer able to hold my body up, my muscles now quivering. My hands fall to his chest, clawing at him, trying to get a grip of his skin, the sensation becoming all too much. 
 
    “One day, you will listen to me,” he says cheekily, his thumb stopping its attack. I laugh in reply because that’s never going to happen. He grabs my hips, his fingers digging into my skin. I’m sure I’ll have new fingerprint bruises to match the ones he left me two days ago. He bends his knees slightly before lifting me up to his tip and drops me on his dick, violently. 
 
    “Fuck...” I scream, as his dick hits my cervix. He does that motion, again and again, my moans getting louder with each hit. It's intense, rough, needy, and I fucking love it. 
 
    “Hush…” he grits, “we don’t need to get caught with my dick in you.” 
 
    He slams into me again and I bite my lip hard to try to silence myself. My eyes roll into the back of my head, and I can hardly keep my body upright any longer. My whole body is tingling, every muscle I have tensing up, and with one last slam, I detonate, with his name leaving my lips again, in a jumbled mess. 
 
    “Fuck, yes, baby. You’re squeezing me so hard,” he mutters and even though he’s holding me tight my body collapses on top of his. 
 
    He continues to move inside of me, my body still quivers from the earth-shattering orgasm he gave me, as he races to get his. I can’t help but look at him, in this moment, and memorize every inch of his face. His slacked jaw, his eyes tightly closed, and the sound of his heavy pants. That’s what I do to him. I latch my lips to the side of his neck and suck, wanting to taste his salty skin. I drag my nails through his scalp and he turns to kiss me. 
 
    “Abbs…” His final thrusts become erratic and I swear his fingers are going to be permanently imprinted into me. “Fuck…” he roars, pouring himself into me. 
 
    Once our breathing is back in check, he rubs his hand down my naked back and I nuzzle myself into his neck. I just want to stay like this for the rest of the day with him. 
 
    “Always so fucking good.” He gently kisses the top of my head. The alarm on his watch beeps and he glances at it, before turning it off. 
 
    “You need to get ready for school.” He slides out of me and moves me to the mattress before he rolls himself off my bed. I watch as Colin finds his pants and slips them on. 
 
    “I don’t wanna go. Can’t I pretend it’s a snow day?” I whine and dramatically fall back on the bed, spreading myself out like a snow angel. 
 
    He laughs at me and then throws a pillow at my head. “Well, you need to. Don't you have a test or something?” 
 
    I’m totally not ready for my chemistry test. “Don’t remind me of my failures.”  
 
    “Stop being dramatic.” He slips on his shirt, and I sit up in a flash. Ignoring the sudden head rush, and woozy feeling, I crawl over to him. My hand reaches out for him, and I give him my biggest and cutest full pout. “Don’t go. Shower with me.” 
 
    “I can’t. I have to meet dad at the job site in an hour or he’ll blow a fucking gasket. Now get up or I'll give you a spanking,” he threatens, and his eyes darken deliciously, making me squirm.  
 
    “Yes, please.” I turn myself around on all fours and shake my ass at him. 
 
    “Oh, baby you don’t know what you're asking of me…” Both his hands squeeze my ass cheeks before I get a loud whack to each cheek. 
 
    I hum my delight and he does it again. “I would love to take you again, but there isn't any time now. Get dressed.” With one final smack, he turns and leaves the room. 
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    The euphoric high I was on after Colin’s wakeup call vanishes as the slight cold I've been dealing with for the last two days hits me like a ton of bricks when I get in the shower. 
 
    Not only do I have a running nose and a cough that sounds like I'm hacking up a hairball, but I'm light-headed, have the shakes, and the chills. 
 
    I wish I just stayed home. 
 
    I'm at my locker stuffing my books inside when I'm flanked by Tamara and Sandy. 
 
    “Damn girl, you look like death.”  
 
    I roll my eyes at Tamara’s sincerity. “Thanks, love ya too.” 
 
    I glance in my locker's mirror and notice I'm pale other than the Rudolph nose I’m sporting. My hair resembles someone who's just been fucked. Though it was about two hours ago, it's because I didn't have the energy to do anything with it after my shower and just put it in a messy ass ponytail. 
 
    “But you do. Are you okay?” 
 
    “No,” I whine and close my locker, resting my forehead against it. “I really do wanna die.” 
 
    “Maybe you should go to the nurse's,” Sandy says, rubbing my back. 
 
    I lift my head off my locker and turn around, swinging my backpack over my shoulder. 
 
    “I have a chem test fourth period. Mr. Hanson isn't doing any makeups for it. I have to be there.” 
 
    Mr. Hanson is the biggest hardass around here and has zero chill when it comes to missing class for any reason. Unless you're dead, there's no excuse for missing class. 
 
    Sometimes I wonder if he’s somehow related to my devil of a step-father. 
 
    “Well, maybe he'd change his mind if you dramatically pass out in the middle of filling a beaker.” 
 
    “Knowing Mr. Hanson, he'd fail me for breaking the beaker when I fell.” I moan and I’m hit with a coughing attack. 
 
    Sandy pats me on the back and Tamara hands me a cherry lifesaver hard candy, telling me it'll help for a second. I take it from her, knowing it’s the closest thing I’ll find to a lozenge, and pop it in my mouth. It does soothe the back of my throat for a second, and I’m grateful when she hands me the rest the bag for the day.  
 
    Tamara's eyes flit over my shoulder and she's suddenly wearing a flirty smile and flipping her thick, curly hair back. 
 
    “Oh god, who are you making eyes at now?” I groan and turn around to see Billy O’Shea and Dean Riley standing by their lockers. Billy and Dean are both lengthy, yet built, surfer blond, and on the basketball and swim team. I’ve known them since I was little, and Dean is one of those boys I can never forget about eating glue. But worst of all, he ripped the head off my Barbie when I was seven. My favorite one too.  
 
    “When is she not making eyes,” Sandy jests with a shake of her head. “Anyways, I'll catch you both later. I need to talk to Ms. Williams before class.” 
 
    She gives me a hug and then makes her way down the hall just as Billy and Dean make their way toward us.  
 
    “Hey girls,” Billy nods and slides his arm around Tamara, “you wanna walk with me to class?”  
 
    “Of course.” Her brown eyes gleam and then turn to me. “You going to be okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll try dozing in first. Go!” I wave her off and she blows me a kiss before skipping away with Billy. 
 
    Dean leans into the lockers and smiles at me. “I feel like I haven’t seen you around lately. You missed my party on Saturday.”  
 
    “Well, you missed mine weeks ago. But I was grounded anyways,” I say nonchalantly, not being able to look him in the eye. 
 
    I had planned to go to Dean's party, but Colin took me to a house party in Dover instead. Since I knew some of his friends from the concert I was still just his step-sister. I spent the whole night not being able to touch him and wishing I didn’t go. His friends were nice and welcomed me by pouring drinks down my throat, but I wanted them to know about us. I got part of my wish when Colin’s best friend, Rick, walked into the guest room where Colin was fucking me within an inch of my life. He thought one of his friends had hit on me when all he did was ask me if I wanted another drink. Colin couldn't lie about why his dick had been in me, so now there's one person who knows. I was relieved when he ended up being supportive of us. 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    Before I can think of a crazy story, I let out a set of three loud high pitched sneezes that I’m sure could have been picked up on the space station. 
 
    “You okay?”  
 
    “Yeah. Just got a cold.” The bell rings and I tell him I’ll talk to him later. I’m halfway down the hall, eager to get my sleep on when he catches up to me.  
 
    “Abbs, wait, there’s something I wanted to ask you.” He swings his arm over my shoulder and I feel a bit uncomfortable with his arm around me.  
 
    Not sure why because he always has been touchy-feely. 
 
    “What's up?” 
 
    “I wanted to know if you wanted to go out with me? Maybe this weekend, we could have dinner and a movie?” 
 
    I freeze, right in the middle of the hallway as everyone zigs past and around me on their way to class. Dean's arm falls to the side and he stares at me eagerly. 
 
    “You mean alone?” I gulp, not knowing how to turn him down because I'm tired of lying. Even if I wasn't with Colin, I don't think I'd date Dean. He's just a friend.  
 
    “Yeah, I've been wanting to ask you out for a while, but—” He nervously shifts, looking unsure of what he's going to say. “I came to your house a month ago looking for you, but the minute I stepped foot on the porch your step-dad said I needed to stay away,” he says still shifting around. “Well, what he really said was to get the fuck off his porch and don’t come sniffing around for you anymore.”  
 
    “He said what?” I screech, which only makes my achy throat hurt more. Rage swims through my veins, and heat rises in my body that has nothing to do with my fever. Some people turn their heads at me and laugh but keep walking as I stew and then start to hack.  
 
    Dean pats my back gently as the coughing attack passes. “Yeah, then he slammed the door in my face. It was odd, but I figured I'd do as he said. But I know you go out with Tam and Sandy some nights, so maybe, we could figure something out?”  
 
    My mouth pops open and closes, hating the fact that I’m going to turn him down. I’ve never done this before and it hurts because he has been my friend for so long. Is this going to change everything now between us? 
 
    “Dean, I—I'm actually not allowed to date.”  
 
    Lying has become normal to me now, but I thought I was better than this excuse. 
 
    “Oh? So, is that why your step-dad was acting like such a dick?” 
 
    “No, he’s still a dick, regardless. He shouldn’t have said that to you. It’s more because of my mom; she wants me to focus on school since I came home with a C during the first semester. She also told me that ‘boys get in the way.’ She’s always said it, but she’s stricter about that now and I agree with her.”  
 
    “Okay. I guess I get that.” He appears heartbroken as his eyes wander down the hall.  
 
    Secretly, I wonder if it would be easier with Dean. There would be no hiding and he would call me his girlfriend to his friends. I mean he still wants to go out with me even though I look like Casper, with crazy hair, and a bright red, runny nose.  
 
    I shake it off, knowing even if I don't have those things with Colin, he's who I want. 
 
    “Well, when you can—will you consider going out with me?” His green eyes plead when they find mine again. 
 
    “But you might find someone else before that?” 
 
    He adjusts his backpack strap over his shoulder. “I don’t know. Maybe. But I’m hoping it won’t take too long before you can date. I really do like you, Abbs.”   
 
    I give him a weak smile and melt from the sweetness in his voice. “Yeah, I’ll consider it.” I don’t have the heart to say no. Dean’s adorable; he’ll find someone else in no time.  
 
    “Great.” His pearly white grin nearly blinds me, and he puts his arm behind my back, moving me down the hall. “We better hustle or we’ll be late.”  
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    I return home from school and feel like the undead. I somehow made it through my chem test, but I think I’ll be lucky to get a C on it. All the words started to blur, and I’m sure I mixed something wrong. My only luck was it didn’t blow up. 
 
    My mind goes back to this morning with Dean. I wonder if I should tell Colin about it, though I have a feeling he'd be more upset about Dean asking me out. 
 
    So, maybe I’ll just wait. 
 
    I somehow make it to my room in my sick haze and spot my bed. The comfy purple sheets are calling my name, inviting me to snuggle with them. Quickly, I change into a pair of shorts and a tank top, taking them up on their offer, and wrap myself in my comforter.  
 
    I’m hoping I have the right balance to ward off being too hot or too cold. I close my eyes and let the exhaustion take me to la-la land. 
 
    I’m later awoken by a hand going through my hair and a kiss on my temple. My eyes blink open and see Colin sitting on the edge of my bed. 
 
    “Hey, you. It’s a little early for bed.” He smiles down at me. This perfect man, with his hair standing on all its ends, is here, sweetly brushing back my hair, and I all I can think is that I can’t kiss him right now. 
 
    I mean, I could, but my throat feels like it’s on fire and my lips are chapped. There’s no way I could enjoy his kisses right now. 
 
    “I think I’m dying.” I groan and curl myself more into my blankets 
 
    “Yeah, you do kind of look like shit.” He chuckles, and I have the urge to hit him. “You were fine this morning. Very fine.” His hand runs over my covered body, then back to my face. 
 
    “Yeah, well I knew I shouldn’t have gone to school. It sucked the life out of me. Can you lay with me? You make me feel better.” I bat my watery eyes at him and pull my arms from out of the blanket to reach out for him. 
 
    I don’t want to do anything but just have him hold me. Use him as my blanket instead. 
 
    His arms are my security blanket. 
 
    “No, I just told your mom I would come check on you. It's dinner time and you haven’t been out yet.” 
 
    “I’m not hungry.” I drop my hands and let one graze over his crotch. “I mean unless it’s you…” 
 
    He grabs my hand stopping my attack. “Behave. I’ll bring you some green tea.” 
 
    I think my heart just skipped a beat. I love it when he shows me he cares. It makes me feel like more than just a—fuck. 
 
    “Awww.” I swoon. “You’re so sweet.” 
 
    “Nah. My reasons are selfish. I want to be able to fuck you in the morning.” He winks, standing up from my bed. 
 
    Never mind. Moment lost. 
 
    “Be glad I don’t have the energy to throw something at your head, jackass.” 
 
    He laughs, and I watch that sexy ass as he leaves my room. He can be so fucking annoying, yet he’s mine. 
 
    I figure I should get out of bed and head downstairs. I’m hoping if my mom sees me she’ll let me miss school tomorrow, so I continue lying on my deathbed. 
 
    Making it to the kitchen archway, I hear Victor hiss, making me freeze, “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Making Abigail tea?” Colin answers it as a question, as if it’s the worst thing he could be doing. 
 
    “Let the girl come down and get her own. I thought Audrey told you to make her come down for dinner.” 
 
    Thanks, ass. 
 
    “She’s sick. I’m being nice to my sister.” He stretches the word sister and it makes me cringe. We haven’t been acting anything like siblings over the past weeks, more like husband and wife, if one wants to put the family title on it. 
 
    “I don’t get what the problem is? I didn’t see you or her mom doing it?” 
 
    “Don’t you…” Victor’s voice gets more gravely, ready to strike. 
 
    I decide these two are about to blow and need to break it up. Entering the kitchen, I dramatically start throwing a fake coughing fit, which ends up turning into an actual one. 
 
    They both turn to look at me and Colin’s eyes go wide. He clears his throat and looks away from me. 
 
    What the hell is that about? 
 
    Maybe I should’ve checked myself in the mirror before I came downstairs. I touch my hair and realize it’s not too bad of a rats nest. I’m sure he’s seen my hair in worse condition.   
 
    “Nice of you to make an appearance, Abigail.” Victor sneers and I watch his eyes roam over me, his already black eyes darken, making my skin crawl. “Maybe it would be better if you put some clothes on before you join us for dinner?” 
 
    I peek down at my outfit; I forgot I’m only in a pair of booty shorts and a thin tank top. Though this isn’t any worse then what I would wear in the summer, it just so happens right now my nipples are poking out through the cami. I cross my arms over my chest, feeling mortified that Victor saw me like this and now I just want to run away. “Sorry, I was hot.” My voice trembles, “I think I came down with something.” 
 
    Victor glances over at Colin and then back at me, something sinister surging through his eyes. I can’t make it out, but I suddenly feel naked and uncomfortable. “Go put something on and join us.” 
 
    “I just came down to talk to Mom. I’m not hungry and will probably go back to sleep.” Victor grits his teeth together but doesn’t say anything else before he moves to the dining room. “Did he always have something up his ass or is this just something my mother inflicted up there?” I ask Colin who pushes the mug of tea over to me. 
 
    “Always has. You knew that.” He moves closer and slips his arm around my waist, then over my ass, giving it a hard squeeze. “I do have to say you look hot, Abbs.” With his free hand, he places one of mine over his crotch. “This is what you do to me, baby. Even sick and dying you turn me on. I just want you to know that.” He kisses my nose and then steps away from me. 
 
    His timing couldn’t be better because my mom enters and comes straight for me. “Abby, Victor said you're not feeling well. What’s going on?” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I see Colin head to the dining room. He looks back at me and winks before he disappears. 
 
    “I think it’s just a cold or something. I just feel like crap.” I frown and sip the tea Colin made for me. It soothes my throat, even if it's just for a second. 
 
    “Well, you don’t look well. You’re red and nasally. Go lay down and I’ll check on you in a bit. You sure you’re not hungry?” She runs her hand down my face, genuine concern on her face. I don’t know why I’m surprised by it. This is what my mother was always like until Victor came into the picture. These moments come few and far between, so I’m going to relish in it, even for a second. 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    She pushes my hair back and smiles. “Okay, we can talk about how you feel tomorrow. Now get to bed and get some rest.” 
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    My eyes fly open, with a heavy gasp. My chest heaves, my mind going into overdrive, thinking someone is touching my boobs, and their thumb rolling over my nipple. A touch that I don’t know. I sit up with a jolt and search the dark room. I don’t see anyone. “Hello?” I call out like an idiot to what seems like an empty room. There are no sounds, just complete silence. 
 
    With my heart now pumping out of my chest I figure there’s no use to try to go back to sleep. The feeling of someone touching me still lingers on my skin, making it impossible for me to calm down. If it was Colin, he wouldn’t have just left. 
 
    This fever is playing tricks on my mind. It was just a dream.  
 
    It had to be a dream. 
 
    But it felt so real.  
 
    My breathing starts to shallow out and I glance at my alarm clock and see it’s a bit after six a.m. I had hoped my mom would check on me again last night, but it seems according to Colin, Victor ‘took her to bed.’ 
 
    Gross. 
 
    It’s a good thing I’m getting used to being forgotten by her. At least I have Colin, and he cared enough to bring me meds and tea, and kiss me goodnight. 
 
    I do wonder how much he truly cares about me…Or is it a level of care that knows it will get him laid? 
 
    Shaking my head free of those thoughts, I rub my throat, trying to soothe it due to how sore it feels. It’s not working, so I figure that I’m just thirsty, but I’m out of drinks. I convince myself to get out of bed to go get some more. Victor and my mom should be on their way to work by now, and Colin is probably still asleep. I skip the robe, finding myself still sweating in the most unsexy of ways from this fever. 
 
    Once I get to the kitchen, I grab a glass from the cupboard. 
 
    “What the hell did I tell you about those clothes?” Victor’s harsh voice barks at me and I drop the glass to the floor, shattering it into a million pieces. 
 
    I turn around to look at him and place my hand over my heart. Trepidation lurches in my stomach. “Sor–rry.” 
 
    His eyes thin, looking at the mess surrounding my feet. “Now why did you go and do that for?” He shakes his head, clucking his tongue, and moves to the broom closet. I bend down and start picking up the loose pieces of glass on the floor. I jump when Victor drops the dustpan at my feet. 
 
    I deposit the shards of glass into the pan and take the broom he offers me before standing up. Victor is now standing so dangerously close to me that I’m sucking his oxygen. 
 
    “I didn’t know anyone would be home. You and Mom are usually gone in the mornings,” I mutter. “You scared me.” 
 
    You did more than scare me, you freaked me the fuck out and I about died from a heart attack. 
 
    “My apologies.” His lips curl into an evil smirk, stepping aside to let me clean up.  
 
    I sweep up the mess and feel Victor’s eyes greedily stare at me as I do so. For a man that was pissed moments ago, he now seems cool and collected, but he still gives off the creep factor. 
 
    I’m forced to conclude the man has some kind of multiple personality disorder. 
 
    “I decided to stay home today...with you. Your mother thinks that you’re too ill to go to school today?” he asks, tilting his head. 
 
    I rather go hack up a lung during class then stay home with this dude. Does he think we’re going to hang out and watch ‘The Price is Right’ while he nurses me back to health? Fuck that shit. 
 
    “No, I think I’m going to go.” I choke on my words when he places his hand on my cheek. 
 
    Chills. Cold chills run down my bones. His eerie touch is like the one from earlier. I’m unnerved, and I take a step back. “You should stay home, you still feel feverish.” His hand runs down my arm, the tips of his fingers brushing the side of my breast, and I gulp. He turns and walks back to the other side of the kitchen and grabs his cup of coffee. He looks me over again, “Also, change your clothes. I do have a hormonal son running around this house and you’re dressed like a tramp. He might find you a bit tempting. Easy. Unless that's what you are going for?” 
 
    It is what I’m going for, but I’m nowhere close to looking like a tramp. 
 
    “No,” I mumble. 
 
    He doesn’t say any more, but he keeps his eyes on me. I feel extremely out of place all of a sudden, a different dimension of hell than I’ve known for the last year and a half. I don’t want to be here and now I have to plan to hide in my room all day—well, maybe until I’m eighteen at this rate. 
 
    I still have the dustpan in my hand, and I look away from him and head for the trashcan. Do I tell Colin about this? I know he already knows his father is a creep, but this is different than anything I’ve faced before with him. How do I tell him I think his father is checking me out? 
 
    That would go over well. 
 
    I hear a moan behind me as the glass pieces fall to the trash, but when I turn around Victor has now left the room. I rush to put the broom away and grab a water out of the fridge before making my exit to my room. 
 
    I fling open my door, ready to bury myself under my blankets for the day. I hear footsteps in the hall and thinking it’s Victor, I slam my door and lock it behind me. 
 
    I fall to my bed and wonder if I’m just overthinking everything from the dream I had. That it’s all a coincidence and my brain overworking. That the feeling that bugs are crawling all over me is just how Victor makes me feel, period. 
 
    Maybe it’s time I find a way to tell my mother, but will she believe me? 
 
    My phone buzzes on my nightstand and I go to grab it. It’s Colin 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     How are you feeling? 
 
   
 
      
 
    Like crap. 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     Poor baby. Do you want me to come take your temperature? I think you said yesterday it worked well for you. 
 
   
 
      
 
    The boy always has sex on his mind and some lame pick up line to go with it. 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    I reply simply, wanting to rile him up. 
 
      
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     No? But Dr. Colin Wagner has just the prescription you need. Maybe something salty down your throat to soothe it might help instead? ;) 
 
   
 
      
 
    Wow, Dr. Wagner, you’re really full of yourself this morning. As much as I would love for you to insert your magic stick in about any one of my holes, we can’t. Your dad is home. 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     Go turn on the shower and let me in. 
 
   
 
      
 
    What part of his dad is home does he not understand? 
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     Yes. 
 
   
 
      
 
    Colin Wade Wagner. No. Tomorrow. I think your dad is watching me like a hawk. 
 
      
 
    
     Colin: 
 
     Damn babe, full name, are you going to spank me too? I’m coming, so you better be ready. Dad just went back to his room. 
 
   
 
      
 
    I don’t answer. Not only is his dad home, but he knows I’m sick. I do not want to have sex right now. I toss my phone back on my nightstand, irritated, and flop back on my bed, covering my face with my arm. My head throbs and I just want to go back to sleep. My phone buzzes and I ignore it. Seconds later, there’s a soft tap on my door. 
 
    “Let me in, Abbs.” 
 
    I swear I’m going to kill him. 
 
    I shuffle out of bed and open my door a crack. “You really want us to get caught, don’t you? And didn’t you ever learn that no means no.” I go to close the door in his face and his hand comes out to stop it. He’s too strong and pushes the door open, letting himself in, locking it behind him. 
 
    Colin grabs my face and lays a soft kiss on my forehead. “I didn’t want to come in here for sex, Abbs. I was just messing around. I wanted to check on you.” 
 
    “Because that was so clear in your text.” 
 
    Releasing my face, his hands drop to the bed, his lips forming into a hard line. “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking. I just wanted to see you. Make sure you're alive.” 
 
    “Well, I’m alive.” 
 
    “But you’re not okay.” 
 
    My face twist and I hate that he already knows me so well. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    “It’s not, so fess up. Don’t hide from me.” 
 
    I raise my eyebrow at him. Did he just say that to me? The same guy who weeks ago wouldn’t talk to me about the punch his father laid into his face. 
 
    Yeah, okay. 
 
    “Your dad just made comments about my clothes again. Said I look like a tramp, but then he sort of touched me.” 
 
    “What do you mean he touched you?” he asks appalled. I’m sure unpleasant visions circling around in his head. 
 
    “Not like that. Just on my face and arm, it just made me uncomfortable. He makes me uncomfortable in general. I don’t know. Forget I said anything.” I wave it off and move to sit back on my bed. 
 
    “I’m not going to forget anything. He has no fucking right to touch you,” he growls and starts pacing the room. Back and forth he walks and mumbles angrily in French. The only thing I can make out is the curse word. The rest I need Google Translate for, and a girl doesn’t have time for that.  
 
    “Colin, calm down,” I yell over him, and he halts in his steps, turning back to me. 
 
    “How do you expect me to calm down?” His voice is low and sounds horse.  
 
    “I get your upset, but it’s not like you can confront him. I’m going to tell my mom. I promise.” 
 
    Colin blows out a heavy breath and shakes his head. “If he does it again…” He moves to sit next to me and grabs my face with both of his hands. “You’ll tell me, right? Because I swear I’ll serve his ass on a platter.” 
 
    Then why don’t you ever hit him back, Colin? I muse, keeping the thought to myself. I just see the conversation between them going so well. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Good.” He stares at me, and I beg him with my eyes: it’ll be fine. He places a kiss on my nose and pulls back my messy blankets for me. “Now, lay down.”  
 
    “I don’t need you to take my temperature,” I joke, and I move to lie down. I’m wiped and it’s only seven in the morning. 
 
    He laughs and lays down next to me. “I wasn’t going to. I’m just going to lay here till you go back to sleep. Then before I go I’ll bring you some drinks, snacks, and meds, so you don’t have to leave your room until I get back.” 
 
    “How did I get so lucky to get a step-brother like you that actually cares about his sister.” I bat my eyes and place my hand over my heart. 
 
    “Shut up.” He pinches my ass and I fall into a fit of giggles that turns into a coughing fit. He shakes his head at me. “Serves you right, brat. What have I told you about calling me your brother?” 
 
    I nudge his shoulder, unable to make a smart-ass comment back while trying to calm down from my fit. Colin reaches over for my water and tells me to drink. I take a couple sips and allow it to soothe my cough. 
 
    Once I’m done dislodging my lung, Colin wraps me in his arms and kisses my forehead. I inhale his scent of pine and clean laundry and take comfort in him being here with me, caring for me, even for a little bit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
    I've been in my room since I came home, lost in my favorite book. The heroine is a witch and the hero is a witch hunter, but neither knows that about the other. They each fight their own evils until they’re tasked with having to kill each other. Love, witchcraft, and explosions, what could be better? It’s a fun little fantasy I much rather be in then face the reality that lives outside my room.  
 
    For the last four weeks, I hide away in my room as soon as I get home to avoid any unnecessary interaction with Victor. I try to keep myself busy outside the four walls of this house, but my doom is always awaiting me when I get back. It’s getting old.  
 
    If it wasn’t for my mom's refusal to believe me when I told her how Victor touched me and made me uncomfortable, maybe I wouldn't have to hide. She thought I was overreacting, and my teenage mind was running away with me. “I'm sure he was just concerned honey and your mind is making it bigger than it is. I know he's not your dad, but he does care about you. You need to let him in.” I tried again, to tell her that’s not why, that he even hits Colin, but I was dismissed.  
 
    How could she not believe her own daughter? 
 
    I got so pissed, seething really, I would have sworn there was smoke coming out of my ears. I ran out of the room, slamming her bedroom door hard enough to make the house rattle. I didn't make any more than a foot to my room when Victor stepped in front me with his evil snarl. The words that came out of his mouth next scare me to this day. “I should put your bare ass over my legs and spank you till you can't sit. I bet that straightens you out.” I swear I saw him adjust his junk and walked away like nothing happened. I got to my room and lost my breakfast.  
 
    I would call my dad in a heartbeat and have him take me away, but that would mean leaving Colin. Plus, my dad doesn’t even get visitation until the summer. My mom screwed him over good in a custody battle after he moved away. I don’t know how she did it, but she did.  
 
    There’s a rap on my door and Colin’s voice echoes through the wood saying my name. “Come in,” I close my book and toss it to the bed.  
 
    Colin slips into my room, the smell of his Dove soap fills the room as he closes the door behind him. “Hey, I wanted to see if you wanted to go see a movie?” 
 
    “Is that really a question? Anything to get out of this house.”  
 
    “Then get dressed because the movie starts in an hour. I don’t want to miss the previews.”  
 
    “Okay.” I shoot out of the bed and rush to him before he can make his escape. My arms slide around his shoulders and I push him into the wall. Like clockwork his hands land on my ass, pulling me closer into him. He leans and kisses me. My tongue slips into his parted lips, but before it can meet with his he pulls away.  
 
    “We can’t.” He makes no attempt to release my ass and his erection is telling me yes, he wants it too. 
 
    “Maybe, not here. Maybe we could skip the movie and do something else instead,” I purr in my most seductive voice and my eyes flutter in a plea.  
 
    “We’ll see. Now, get dressed.” He lifts me in his arms by my ass and carries me over to the bed. I hang on around him like a chimpanzee, as he tries to drop me. “You’re a pain...” His fingers meet my armpits, ready to tickle, and I give in and fall to the mattress below. 
 
    “But I’m your pain.” I giggle as he hops on the bed over me, nuzzling his face in my neck. He kisses and nibbles his way around my collar and pulls my shirt up over my boobs. He gives each one a kiss and works his way to my stomach. I thrust my hips hoping he’ll go further south, but instead, he twirls his tongue in my belly button. My hands reach for his hair and he looks up at me with a playful grin. His mouth opens, and he blows a long, wet raspberry on my stomach.  
 
    “Ugh, you bastard.” I push him away, laughing so hard that I have tears in my eyes.  
 
    “That’s what you get for being my pain.” Colin rises to his feet looking cheeky as fuck. “Now get dressed.”  
 
    Snatching my pillow, I throw it at his departing body. It misses due to my shitty aim and he leaves my room. I don’t move from my bed and realize how much I’ve missed just goofing off and playing around with him. It’s been so hard just to be us under Victor’s guard. When we do go out, we spend most of the time making out because I’ve also just missed his lips on me.  
 
    I bounce down the stairs, in a comfortable pair of jeans and a t-shirt. My hair is up in a high ponytail to expose my neck, giving Colin easy access during the movie.  
 
    Colin isn’t downstairs yet, and I go to grab my jacket off the hook. “Where the hell do you think you’re going?” Victor’s icy voice grumbles from the couch. I don’t turn to him, and I wrap myself in my jacket as if it was a protective cloak.  
 
    “The movies,” I say meekly, turning to him, my eyes on the ground. His black eyes unnerve me, so I avoid eye contact at any cost. 
 
    “It’s a school night.” 
 
    “I know, but Mom lets me go out as long as I’m home by ten thirty.” At least she still lets me have this freedom like I used to, considering no one can come here. 
 
    “And how the hell do you plan on getting there?” 
 
    “I’m dropping Abbs off at the movies with her friends, then I’m meeting up with Rick.” Colin lies coolly walking over to me, grabbing his keys from the ledge. “I’ll have her back by ten.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes dart back and forth from me to Colin and back to me as he takes a swig of his beer. I can see the hamster wheel spinning in his head from overthinking. It’s not like the first time we ever used this excuse, so I don’t understand when his nose flares like an angry bull ready to charge.  
 
    It causes me to take a step back, and Colin moves in front of me acting like a human shield just in case Victor busts a cap.  
 
    “We need to go, or you’ll miss your movie.” His hand rests on the middle of my back, nudging me to the front door and away from Satan.  
 
    “Colin, a word.” Victor walks over to us, and Colin tells me to wait in the car for him.  
 
    I do as I’m told, even though I don’t want to leave him. It’ll just make matters worse if I don’t go.  
 
    Closing the door behind me I step into the cool evening. The clouds are gray and threatening to rain, something it hasn’t stopped doing all week. The doors on Colin’s Camry are open and I settle into the passenger seat to watch the front door intently.  
 
    My heart beats rapidly out of my chest, wondering what Victor could be saying to him. It seems like forever, but it might have only been minutes when the door swings open and Colin stomps out of the house. He looks pissed and practically rips the driver door off the car. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything as he turns over the engine and peels out of the driveway like a NASCAR racer.  
 
    The air in the car is freezing and it has nothing to do with the AC which is still on full blast. He’s grinding his teeth as he drives and doesn’t glance my way.  
 
    “Colin, what happened?” 
 
    His body tenses, but he still doesn’t turn to me. “Nothing.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. You were fine and now you’re not.”  
 
    My eyes watch the needle on the speedometer rise, he’s going twenty over the speed limit on this winding road. I grab the handle of the door as if I'm going to have to brace for impact.  
 
    “Can you slow down? You’re going to have us killed.” His eyes glint down to his speed and he raises his foot off the gas. “Thank you.” My head falls back into the headrest and I close my eyes. Knowing it's going to be a long night if he doesn’t loosen up.  
 
    I don’t say any more, giving him time to stew over whatever is going on. Though by the time we make it to the theater he still hasn’t said a word and the tension in his body hasn’t relaxed.  
 
    “What movie are we seeing?” I ask looking at the name and times of the movies hanging over the ticket booth. 
 
    “Speed Demon three,” he says aggravated and yanks out his wallet.  
 
    “That doesn’t seem like a fun movie to make out in. Explosions and a bunch of cussing, kinda kills the mood,” I tease and bump his shoulder. 
 
    Come on, Colin, lighten up.  
 
    “It’s the early release day. I wanted to see it before everyone else.”   
 
    I’m in shock that I got a full sentence out of him; too bad it came with an attitude.  
 
    After we get the tickets, Colin gets into the popcorn line and I tell him that I’m going to use the bathroom. He nods, clicking away at his phone. I find myself tempted to leave, call a cab, or something, to get away from his bad mood. For now, the bathroom will have to do to give me a minute to gather my thoughts. 
 
    Snatching the paper towel off the dispenser, I dry my hands and lean myself against the wall, not ready to go back out there yet. I want to spend time with him, talk about anything and goof off. I’ve missed him. And even though I see him in the mornings, it’s rushed and I tend to feel used. Weekends we do what we can to just to hang out, while also trying to squeeze in time with our own friends. Now that we’re alone, it’s like I don’t exist.  
 
    Tossing the brown towel into the trashcan, I take a steady breath and make my way back to the auditoriums. I’m halfway down the hall when someone calls my name. The familiar voice makes me turn around and stop. Dean rushes to me and pulls me into a hug. 
 
    “Hey, you. Did you come to see the new Speed Demon movie?” His bright smile blinds me, as he holds onto me now at arm's length. 
 
    “Um, yeah.” I can’t hide the disappointment in my voice because there goes any chance of making out with Colin in the back row. 
 
    Well, if there was any chance right now considering his mood. 
 
    His arms drop to his side releasing me from his embrace. I glance over his shoulder wondering if there’s anyone else from school here going to pop up. “Anybody with you?” 
 
    “Billy and Tatum. Is Tamara or Sandy with you? We could sit together I’m sure.” 
 
    “No, Tamara is studying and Sandy I'm sure is lost somewhere with her tongue down Ryan’s throat.” 
 
    Dean lets out a deep chuckle. “God, I think they’ve gotten worse. I was just glad when Billy and Tam stopped doing what the fuck they were doing. I couldn’t watch anymore.” 
 
    Tamara and Billy ended their hook up a week ago. According to Tam, they were just having fun and it was never meant to be more. Her words crushed me, knowing that’s the only thing I’ve ever gotten Colin to say about our lack of better term, ‘relationship.’ It’s clear that we have an expiration date… and I ended up falling in love with him, even though I know he’s going to end up breaking my heart. 
 
    I don’t know how I know, but I just have a strong feeling. 
 
    “Yeah, it was—” 
 
    “Abbs!” Colin bellows from behind me. My head spins to him and his narrow-darkened eyes, tell me he’s pissed. He waves me over, the anger coming off his body in waves. I hold up my finger telling him to wait a minute and turn back to Dean, who looks just as pissed and hurt. 
 
    “I thought you said you couldn’t date, Abbs?” he hisses through his teeth. “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me the truth and say you had a boyfriend.” 
 
    “Dean,” I start to explain when Colin knocks into my arm. The popcorn hangs in his left hand as he has a stare down with Dean. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Colin manages to ask calmly, but I can hear every ounce of disdain in his voice for the person in front of me. 
 
    “Dean, this is my step-brother, Colin. Colin, this is Dean…we go to school together.” 
 
    Dean pales to the color of the theater’s white walls and scratches the back of his head nervously. “Sorry, Abbs. I just assumed.” 
 
    “It's fine. I get it.” And I do. Dean has never met him, so it would be hard not to think this is a date. 
 
    “It isn’t fine. I just like you, Abbs.” I gulp loudly and feel the walls closing in around me. Why did he have to say that? “It’s nice to meet you, Colin.” Dean puts out his hand for Colin to shake.  
 
    Colin eyes it for a second and I can make out the sound of his teeth grinding. “Yeah. You too, man.” 
 
    I'm pretty sure Dean picks up on Colin's hostility and releases Colin’s hand as if it were on fire. 
 
    “You like my sister, huh?” he questions Dean, not sounding at all like a protective big brother, but a jealous ape. What the hell does he think he’s doing? 
 
    “Um, yeah. I’m hoping once she can start dating…” He smiles, but it washes away when Colin cuts him off, twisting his head to me with a cocky smirk.  
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know you couldn’t date, Abbs.”  
 
    “Didn’t think you would care,” I snip, trying not to bite his head off. “Mom wants me to wait since she said that boys are a distraction. Problem?” 
 
    “Not at all,” he sneers, with the matching venom I'm giving him.  
 
    Dean clears his throat and both of our heads snap to him. I already forgot he was here.  
 
    “I'll see you guys inside, okay?” he asks, walking backwards towards the theatre.  
 
    “We have tickets for the 3D,” Colin grunts and Dean nods, turning around to make a quick getaway.  
 
    I can only imagine what the hell is going through his mind right now. How am I going to explain what just happened to him at school tomorrow? Hopefully, he’ll believe it was just a sibling spat.  
 
    Just add it to the pile of lies, Abbs. This makes what, one-hundred-million? 
 
    My nails dig into my scalp, trying not to pull my hair out. “What’s wrong with you? Dean’s my friend, and if you don't want people to know about us, well, you raised some bright red flags now by acting like a jealous buffoon.” 
 
    “You should’ve told me about him asking you out,” he grits out, and I can hear the anger boiling in his voice. 
 
    “Why? It’s not like I said yes to him, as you can tell. And he is just a friend.” I emphasize the last words, hoping he’ll get the fucking hint. 
 
    “But you didn’t tell him no, did you? You told him that you couldn’t date, and that’s different. He’s obviously waiting for you.” 
 
    “I've known Dean since Kindergarten, Colin. And I didn't want to be mean and ruin our friendship. Plus, why do you care? You'll just be getting rid of me once you finish having your fun with me.” 
 
    His finger brushes his nose, stifling back an evil chuckle. “Really? So, you want, what? A replacement holder?” 
 
    That’s the answer I get? Not an ‘I’m never getting rid of you, babe!’? 
 
    “That’s not what I meant. You're just getting pissed over nothing. I didn’t say yes, so it’s not even a big deal. Get over it” 
 
    “We’re leaving.” He throws the tub of popcorn into the trashcan with enough force that some kernels jump back out, flying to the ground. He grabs my hand roughly and pulls me to the double doors. An older couple standing in the corner look at us with heavy interest. 
 
    “Why?” I yank my hand from his hold and he turns back to me, inching closer to me.  
 
    His nostrils flare, sneering at me. “Because I'm not sitting around with a guy who has a hard-on for you.” 
 
    “Why are you doing this, acting like this?” My voice cracks from my unshed tears, doing my best to continue to stand my ground. 
 
    “The only one doing anything is you, Abbs. Now let's go.” He reaches for me and I back away before he can grab me. 
 
    “No. I’m not going anywhere with you.” 
 
    “Fine! Be a brat and go hang out with Dean for all I care. I mean he is who you want after all.” His hissing words hit me like a kick to the chest. It hurts to breathe, and I find myself trying not to fall over.  
 
    He hasn’t acted this cold to me since the night before my party. Not even when he got jealous over his friend did he become so cold. What happened between him and his dad that turned him into this dick? My cheeks are warm and wet, and I realize I’m crying in the middle of the theater. I want to crumble right here from my achy heart. My hazy eyes look around the hall and I notice the older couple has disappeared. Just like them, I need to get out of here. Away from him.  
 
    I somehow manage to collect myself just enough to storm past him. Bolting out the doors, I notice the sky is dark and the clouds appear to be crying for me as well. Not caring that I’m going to get soaked from this sudden rain storm, I run.  
 
    “Abbs!” Colin calls from behind and I pick up my pace. But it’s hard with the rain falling and my vision a little blurred due to my tears. I'm kicking up mud from the grassy/dirt median and my clothes are now weighing me down. “Abbs! Stop!” 
 
    “Fuck off!” My voice booms through the air like thunder.  
 
    Fingers grip tightly into my waist pulling me backward. My body crashes into his hard chest and we both go falling back to the muddy ground. Mud splatters my face as the rain continues to pour down on me.  
 
    “What the fuck is wrong with you?” I scream, wiggling myself out of his hold. He releases me, but as I try to make a move to stand, he rolls me onto the ground beside him. My back is now covered in the cool, sopping mud.  
 
    Colin hovers over me and my hands swat at his chest. “Stop!” He gets ahold of my wrists and pins them to the ground beside my head. His feet lock down on my legs to keep me from kicking.  
 
    “Get off me, Colin,” I scream, ready to hock a loogie in his face. 
 
    “I'm sorry." His eyes plead with me to listen, but I don’t want to hear it, especially lying on the ground next to the road. 
 
    “You’re sorry? Whatever.” 
 
    “I am, but why didn't you tell me about Dean?” 
 
    “Why? Why?” I taunt. “Because it didn’t matter! Because when he asked I was delirious with a fever and there was other shit going on where I didn't think it was important anyways! And because…” I bite my tongue, threatening to say something I shouldn’t right now. “Colin, just get off me.”  
 
    He relents and frees me from his capture. He stands and stretches out his hand, which I willingly take to get out of this mud. We’re both drenched, our hair caked in mud that's running down our backs. I have no idea how we are going to explain this to my mom and Victor.  
 
    “I still don't get why you’re so upset, anyways. It's not like you tell me when you get hit on.” The chill from the rain has cooled my anger, but there's still a fair amount of steam coming off me. 
 
    He comes toe to toe with me and pushes away a heavy wet strand from my face. “Abbs, I—” His eyebrows knit together, and he sighs heavily as he looks towards the ground. He shakes his head and grips the fabric of his jeans before looking back at me. “You see, the thing is—” 
 
    A car honks as it speeds past us in dangerous proximity. It whips up the water from the road making me jump back before I can get wetter than I am. What an ass. Colin curses at the fleeing car as he pulls me back to him.   
 
    “You okay?” he asks, and I nod, wrapping my arms around myself. “We should get out of this median before we get hit.” Putting his arm around me he leads me back to the movie theater parking lot.  
 
    “What were you saying before?” 
 
    “It was nothing.” 
 
    I roll my eyes, knowing whatever he was going to say wasn’t nothing. But with the moment ruined by some jackass, I let it go. I doubt it was anything life-affirming. “Can you just take me home? We’re already going to be in trouble for looking like we rolled around in a pigpen together, so might as well get it over with now.”  
 
    And I just want away from him.  
 
    “Yeah, of course,” he says, his arm falling from my shoulder. I shake my head, thinking he has no right to be mad at me right now. We make it to the car and he digs his keys out of his pocket to unlock the doors. I hesitate before getting in, remembering we’re caked in mud. “What’s wrong now?” When he glances up at me, he looks crestfallen. I can’t keep up with his mood swings tonight.  
 
    “Do you have a towel to put down or something?” I might be mad, but I don’t want to destroy the interior of his car. 
 
    “You’re fine. They’re pleather. I’ll clean them tomorrow.” He waves off with a flick of his hand and gets in.  
 
    I ring out my clothes the best I can, considering it’s still raining, and get in.  
 
    I stare out the window, watching the water hit the glass, and the street lights blur from the drops. I've always loved when it rains; there is something peaceful about it.  
 
    Colin pulls into a gas station, and the orange and white fluorescent sign on the building blinks like it belongs in a horror movie. “I need gas. Do you want anything from inside?”  
 
    I shake my head, counting the number of times the sign blinks in a minute.  
 
    Colin gets out and I watch him walk into the store. I let out a tiny scream, trying to figure out why this night went to shit. I already know Victor, the devil, played the biggest part of this night's descent into hell. But why couldn’t Colin be jealous like he was that one time and take it out on my body? Instead, he turned into a jackass.  
 
    The car shakes and Colin is back, pumping gas. He’s leaning against the car, his arm on the hood, his head resting on it.  
 
    Most of all, I know this night was shit because he shuts off instead of just telling me what's wrong.  
 
    I hear the pump click, announcing it’s done. Colin twists the cap back on and gets back in the car. He turns on the car and reaches into his pocket, pulling out a bag of Sour Patch Watermelon. My favorite.  
 
    “I know you didn’t want anything, but I figured you still like them.” He tosses the bag on my lap and I clutch it in my hand, appreciating the small gesture.  
 
    “Thank you.”  
 
    For the first time since we left the house, he gives me a smile. I’m still pissed, but it helps ease some of the hostility in the car.  
 
    The rest of the ten-minute drive is quiet except for the crinkling of my Sour Patch bag as I eat, but it’s not too uncomfortable. He pulls into the driveway and kills the engine. The house is dark and, hopefully, if we’re lucky our parents kept their early bedtime for work tomorrow.  
 
    I move to get out and Colin grabs my hand. “Wait.”  
 
    With a roll of my eyes and a sigh, I look at him. “What?”  
 
    He leans into me, inches away from my face. There’s a shine in his eyes, the same one he was giving me before the car honked by us. For a second, I think he’s going to kiss me, but his head bows and he shakes his head, wiping away whatever he was going to do. But I wait, hoping he'll say something, anything. When his eyes meet mine again, his blue eyes have clouded over the light and now match the eeriness outside.  
 
    “Let me go first. That way I can be a barrier.”  
 
    “You don’t need to protect me. I can handle the big bad asswipe.” Feeling dejected again, I fly out of the car and rush to the door. Colin grabs me before I can turn the handle.  
 
    “If you could handle him, you wouldn’t be hiding like you have been,” he whispers-yells and runs his hand down my cheek. “I get you’re mad but can you just please.”   
 
    “Fine.”  
 
    Colin opens the door slowly and walks into the house. He waves me in, and I follow behind his every step. It seems like all the floorboards squeak and moan as we make our way to the steps. He reaches back for my hand as we pass the master bedroom. I faintly hear the television on in there, but the door is closed. 
 
    We made it. I let go of his hand when we make it to my door. I'm exhausted and ready to sleep the night away. Well, after a shower. If only tonight was Friday, I could sleep in tomorrow.  
 
    “Good night, Abbs,” he says as gloomy as I feel about this night. He sneaks a look over his shoulder and then places a kiss on my cheek.  
 
    “Night,” I whisper and push open my door. When I step into my room, he’s still standing there, staring at me, but I don’t engage and close the door on this night. 
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    The next morning, I wake up to two people screaming as if it's in surround sound. Colin and Victor are at it again. I glance at my clock and see it’s only six a.m. and I wonder what has them fighting this early. My mom leaves for work at five, so she’s missing the love fest once again. In fact, Victor always waits to strike while his wife is away; I'm sure to avoid having her see what a monster he truly is. I’m not sure if she would believe it was happening even if she saw it.  
 
    Wonder if she would change her tone if it came to him hitting me? 
 
    But why would she? She’d probably just say it’s my imagination and all. That the purple bruise appeared on its own.  
 
    There’s a thunderous bang, followed by Victor yelling again, telling Colin to get out of his face. Colin hollers back something, but I can’t make it out, then a loud crash echoes through the walls. Part of me wants to rush down there, but I’m too scared.  
 
    The front door slams and I slip out of bed to peek out my door, hoping Victor is the one who has left. I hear footsteps coming up the stairs and Colin appears at the landing. He charges past my room toward his, not looking my way, and I don’t miss the blood on the sleeve of his white shirt. I call his name, but he ignores me as he swings open his door and slams it behind him.  
 
    The angry metal music roars through his door. I’m still mad about last night, but it doesn’t stop me from wanting to wrap him in my arms. I double check the hall to make sure that the coast is still clear, and Victor hasn’t come back. Making my way across the hall, I push his door open and call out his name. He's not in the room, but his bathroom door is closed. 
 
    I distinctly hear the faucet running and knock, “Colin?” 
 
    “What?” he yells sounding aggravated.    
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Not now, Abbs,” he snaps. “You need to get ready for school.” 
 
    “I'm not going anywhere till you tell me you’re fine. And I know you’re not.” 
 
    Come on babe, talk to me. 
 
    I hear something clamor to the ground—or the sink. I’m sure he’s throwing a tantrum because I won’t listen to him, but he should know me by now. I’ve never been one to listen. 
 
    “GO!” he shouts, and I roll my eyes at how stubborn he is.  God forbid his girlfriend—no, fuck buddy—no, a girl that likes him—wants to hug him. 
 
    “No, I need to see that you’re okay.” 
 
    “Abigail, please just go. I'll see you later.” 
 
    Fuck that. 
 
    “I'm not leaving. I'll stand out here all day if I have to,” I say, determined not to go anywhere without seeing him to know he’s okay. Why can’t he see that I happen to give a shit about him, even if he doesn’t about me?  
 
    He doesn't say anything else for a few minutes and I finally hear the water turn off. 
 
    The door flings open and he walks out in only a pair of boxers, but that’s not the first thing I notice. It's the split lip and the bruise forming on his jaw. He’s cleaned it up, but it’s still bleeding, and I wonder if he’ll need stitches.  
 
    “You really are a pain in the ass.” His jaw ticks and he pinches the bridge of his nose. 
 
    I ignore him and wrap my arms around him. He doesn't return the sentiment, but I don’t care and just squeeze him harder. “Why do you put up with this? You could easily leave, Colin. Go live with one of your friend’s or your mom, but you shouldn’t be dealing with this” 
 
    My heart shatters thinking of him being thousands of miles away from me, across an ocean, but if he's safe away from Victor’s abuse, that's all that matters. He doesn’t deserve any of it.  
 
    Colin grabs my wrists and pulls me off his body. “I’m not going anywhere or leaving, and you need to go to school.” He releases me hard enough that I go stumbling back. His eyes widen momentarily, shocked by his action before he turns back away from me, cursing under his breath.  I try to stop the tears from welling in my eyes, but it’s no use, and I have to wipe them away. 
 
    “I’m so sick of you shutting down on me. Why can’t you just talk to me?” 
 
    I thought after yesterday he would see what he does to me, but now we’re back to square one.  
 
    “Abigail, stop!” It comes out more as a plea than a demand. He falls to sit on the edge of his bed, resting his elbows on his knees, and pushes his fingers through his hair. 
 
    I sigh and move to sit next to him, rubbing his back. The muscles there tense the second my skin makes contact. I drop my hand, knowing my touch is making it worse, which only makes me feel more like shit knowing he won’t take my comfort.  
 
    “I just care, you know. Can you at least tell me what you were fighting about this time? So, I can understand why you act like this?” 
 
    They can’t possibly still be fighting about college. Colin has been busting his ass on the construction site. Or at least that's what I assume when he comes back home covered head to toe in dirt and exhausted to the bone. I always do my best to sneak into his room at night to give his achy muscles a rub to make him feel better.  
 
    He lets me take care of him then, why won’t he let me care now? 
 
    “It was nothing.” 
 
    “That wasn’t nothing, Colin. Tell me.” I clench my hand over my heart. His constant dismissal is slowly killing me.  
 
    “For once, could you just stop pushing everything. I don’t want to talk about it, and I can handle it myself.” His darkened eyes are not his lustful ones when he looks at me. They’re frightening.   
 
    “Fine. Sorry.” I look down at my lap and he goes back to his head in his hands. “Is there anything I can do for you to maybe make you feel better? Ice pack?” Removal of the stick up your ass?  
 
    “It would make me feel better if you just get to school, Abbs,” he tells me without looking back up at me. 
 
    “Why are you being an asshole?” I whisper and stand from the bed. 
 
    “Excuse me?” he snarls, his attention still to the floor. 
 
    I sigh and cross my arms over my chest. “I don’t get why you're acting like this with me again.  I get that I’m pushing, but you’re being an ass to someone that—” I stop, the words I was about to announce, shrivel up in my throat. 
 
    He looks at me unexpectedly, his eyes glazed over and empty, defeated. “That what?” he asks softly, and I swear there’s a flare of hope in his voice.  
 
    I open my mouth and close it again. The words have turned to dust. There’s no way in this moment that I could tell him how I feel. 
 
    I know he needs space, but I want to help him battle whatever it is he’s battling. I would think since we’re sleeping together he would let me in, or maybe I’m just being a naive teenager. 
 
    I just hate that his distance hurts me like this and it's fucking with all rationality. 
 
    “Nothing,” I say returning his most famous word back at him.  
 
    He shakes his head and goes back to looking at his lap. “Then, can you go now?” 
 
    I don’t say any more. I know when I’m not wanted. My hand is on the doorknob, about to exit, when I remember his promise he made Monday night. He told me he wanted to take me somewhere special tonight for dinner, but he wouldn’t tell me the rest. All I know is it was going to be out of town where we would spend the night alone. Being Friday, I told my mom I was sleeping over at Tamara’s house. 
 
    Though, I’m not sure if I even want to go anywhere with him now. But it would be good for both of us to try and—talk. Maybe I can get him to tell me what's going on with him. I’m not dumb to know that this not all about me, but it doesn’t mean my heart hasn’t felt like it’s not been torn apart in the last twelve hours. 
 
    Maybe we can also figure out what we are or if it’s time for the fun to end. 
 
    “Will I see you tonight?” I whisper.  
 
    “Yeah, tonight,” he mumbles.  
 
    I take my answer and leave. 
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    It’s after six and I’m doing my best not to break down in tears. I haven’t heard from Colin all day and we were supposed to meet somewhere down the road, so he can pick me up. 
 
    Nada. Absolute silence from his end. 
 
      
 
    It would be nice if you could just text me and tell me you’re not coming. 
 
      
 
    That was an hour ago and still nothing. So, I try a different tact. 
 
      
 
    I get you were annoyed at me this morning. I also get you’re dealing with your own shit, and that maybe you’re mad, but so am I. But the least you could do is reply, or at least tell me something, so I know that you’re alive. 
 
      
 
    I can’t help but continue to stare at the screen, waiting for his damn reply. Is it that fucking hard to tell someone you’re either blowing them off or that you’re even alive? Is it possible I mean that little to him? 
 
    Why would we mean more? All we do is fuck. 
 
    “Hey, weren’t you supposed to be going to Tamara’s tonight?” my mother asks, coming into the living room. I’m sitting on the couch, my bag on the floor, and under this baggy sweatshirt, I’m wearing a top that leaves little to the imagination. 
 
    “No, she just had to cancel on me. Family emergency.”  
 
    “Is everything alright?” 
 
    “I think so. She wouldn’t tell me what.” And I don’t have the energy to come up with any more lies. 
 
    “Hmm. Well, I’m sorry, sweetie. There are some leftovers if you’re hungry.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I’m fine.” I couldn’t eat right now if I wanted to. My stomach is all tied up in knots and lodged in my throat. 
 
    “Okay. Maybe me and you can go shopping tomorrow. It’s been a long time since it was just us girls.” She smiles a familiar sweet smile—a pre-Victor smile—and sits down next to me on the couch. This is the mother I remember before she married the asshole. 
 
    “I would like that.”  
 
    “Great.” She pats my leg. “We can get up early and go to that mall in Towson we like.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I nod, excited at the prospect of hanging with my mother alone for a change. 
 
    “Then it’s settled. Victor has to work, so it’s the perfect day for us to get out of the house.” She pats my leg, and I deflate. 
 
    Oh, so you’re only hanging out with me because the dickface isn’t here. I’m the second choice. I feel the love, mother. Thanks. 
 
    “Can I stop by and see Dad? He’s only twenty minutes from there?” I miss my dad and I could use one of his bear hugs right about now. 
 
    “I don’t think so, sweetie. You know we don’t get along anymore and I’m sure he’s working.” 
 
    He wouldn’t hate you if you didn’t leave him and keep his only daughter away from him. I muse inwardly, stewing. Could this day get any worse? 
 
    “You could sit in the car. I wouldn’t stay long,” I suggest, crossing my toes in hope for a little give, but when her frown deepens, and her nose scrunches, I know it’s going to be a resounding— 
 
    “No, Abby. Now, that’s enough. I’ll see you in the morning.” And with that, she dismisses me by leaving the room. I should be used to being dismissed, but it’s like another slice into my already bleeding heart.  
 
    I decide now, all I want to do for the rest of the night is throw myself into bed and cry. I hate being in this house more than ever. I’m alone and it sucks. 
 
    Since my mom won’t let me go see dad, I'll call him. I know he'll listen to me. I need to hear his voice, the voice of someone that cares, and that will help me settle the twisting knife of defeat in my belly. 
 
    Pulling my phone from my pocket, I flop on my bed and dial my dad’s number. 
 
    I get the first numbers in when my phone lights up with Colin's face. I should ignore him as he's been ignoring me, but I can't help my curiosity to know what his excuse is. 
 
    When I answer, there's loud music and people screaming coming from the speaker. Now I'm pissed. “Hello?” I shout into the phone. I hear a bunch of muffled voices but can't make them out. It’s safe to say I've been successfully butt dialed. 
 
    Well, at least his ass was thinking of me. 
 
    I listen for a bit, being nosey, thinking I'd catch him saying something.  What that something is I don't know. Maybe that he's with a girl? 
 
    I give up after ten minutes of listening and hang up. I call back and as I figured he doesn't answer. I decide to leave a voicemail. 
 
    “You could’ve at least told me you made other plans or that you didn't want to see me. Whatever your reason was you should've just told me. Instead, you butt dialed me, and I come to find you’re at some party, living it up like I mean nothing to you. I get you’re upset, but you don't have to shut me out. I’m not your father. I’m not the one you should be mad at. All I wanted to do was support you, comfort you like a girlfriend would.” Fresh tears prickle in my eyes, and I try to wipe them away, “but I guess I’m overstepping. Am I wrong to think we're more than just fuck buddies or are you just enjoying some taboo fantasy with your step-sister?” I snap into the phone, officially losing the cool I had at the beginning of this message. I hang up before I say anything worse. 
 
    I fling the phone to my nightstand and crumble into tears on my bed, wrapping my blanket around me. 
 
    What hurts the most is that I've fallen in love with him. I want to believe that he and I are right for each other. That we could be each other's happily ever after. I want so much more. I thought maybe he did too, but now I’m left feeling stupid. I should have heeded the taboo words, that falling for your step-brother is wrong and stayed away from him. 
 
    I eventually fall into a restless sleep, after midnight when my tears have finally dried. 
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    The smell of stale beer and whiskey fills my nose, waking me from my troubled sleep. Colin’s strong arms wrap around my waist, and though I want to feel delighted he’s even here, the hurt from last night returns to the forefront of my mind. My hurt turns to rage, and I try to wiggle out of his hold, but he’s too strong.  
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” I whisper-yell, unsure of where our parents are. I’m sure my mother is due to come in soon to wake my ass up for shopping. 
 
    “What does it feel like I’m doing?” He nuzzles into me and I elbow him in the stomach making him huff. 
 
    “Get out of my bed.” I manage to move out of his hold and stand. “You think after the way you treated me you can just come in here and fuck me?” 
 
    “Abbs, I’m so sorry.” He sits up in bed, with his hair all over the place. His eyes are bloodshot, and his clothes are a disheveled mess. Normally I would think he was cute, but all I want to do is bury him alive.  
 
    “I don’t want to hear your lame apology again. Get the hell out of my face and out of my room.” I grab my phone from my charger wondering if this asshole ever decided to text me. I glance at my screen and see no new messages. Fucker. 
 
    “We have to talk.” 
 
    “Talk? Now you want to talk? When I came into your room asking you what was wrong, you didn’t want to talk then! When I texted you, twice, you didn’t want to talk then! But now you want to talk when it’s convenient for you? When you couldn’t even send me a simple text message to tell me you were alive?” I show him my blank screen, seething. “Instead of talking or texting me back, you were living it up at some party, getting wasted, am I right? Having the time of your life, forgetting that I have fucking feelings too. You can go to hell, Colin.” 
 
    “God, Abigail. I’m so fucking sorry. I just wanted to get drunk and get away, to forget about the bullshit for a bit.” 
 
    “I can understand that you needed to clear your head after what your father did, but you didn’t have to break my heart in the process. I’m not here at your disposal to just fuck and then act like I don’t matter to you. Now, leave or I swear I will scream and get my mother’s attention.” 
 
    “You won’t even give me a chance to explain?” He moves off my bed and comes toward me.  
 
    I step back, not wanting him in my space. “No, I won’t. If that’s what you really wanted to do maybe you should have texted me something like, ‘Hey, Abigail. I know I’m an asshole, but can we talk later? I promise I’ll explain. I’m sorry.’ Or something. Anything would have been better than you just ignoring my messages and making me feel like a dumbass for ever caring about you. Now get out of my room before my mother catches you in here.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Abbs. It might not mean shit right now, and I’m a selfish asshole for treating you the way that I have. You just have to know that I do care about you, more than you know. I don’t show it a lot, but I do. I just want you to know that.”  Before I can even come up with anything coherent to say, he walks out of my room. 
 
    Flopping back in my bed, his words resonate in my head. He cares more than I know. He’s never said it outright, but I know he does in his own weird way. But when he shuts down on me, ignores me, and acts like I’m just another girl, it hurts. If only he knew how much his words affect me because of how deeply I feel for him.  
 
    And just when I thought I was done crying, I start again. I ask myself if I did the right thing by not responding after what he said, and without giving him a chance to explain.  
 
    Rolling over, I take my phone out and scroll through my text messages. When I click his name and see all the unanswered texts from when he was too busy having fun. I can’t help but feel angry and hurt all over again. 
 
    He can go rot in hell. 
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    I fling my backpack onto the dining room table when I arrive home after school. It’s been a long day and I dread finding out what I got on my calculus test. I studied for a week and when it came time for the test, all I could think about was Colin. 
 
    How I missed him. How maybe I should’ve heard him out. How much I miss the way he kisses me. But most of all, how much he hurt me. When I think of the way he treated me at the theater and after his fight with his dad, it’s like my heart is constantly being put in the shredder. 
 
    The man is going to make me fail, whether we’re together or not. 
 
    Saturday I was able to avoid him by spending the day with my mother. Not every moment was awful. She tried to talk to me and find out what was going on in my life, but it was hard to be excited about anything when I felt like I’d been run over and flattened by a Zamboni. At least for a little bit, I caught a glimpse of my old mom. She’s like a rare species and I’m blown away every time I see it, but then Armageddon hit, and I had to kiss the glimpse goodbye. New Mom was back, and she had spent hours insulting the clothing choices I made, comparing them to Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman. I couldn’t help but wonder if Victor was whispering in her ear telling her I dressed like a hooker or a tramp.  
 
    God knows, he’s said it to me.  
 
    Then that night, I spent it at Sandy’s house and stayed until late Sunday afternoon. I ran into Colin that evening, and he asked if we could talk. I ended up darting around him, still not ready to speak to him and locked myself in my room.  
 
    As if my weekend wasn’t already the worst, I ran into Dean today. He couldn’t even look me in the eye when I tried to ask him if we were okay and apologize for Colin. He eventually said we were fine, but I knew he no longer felt the same about me, and our friendship has been forever changed.  
 
    If I even wanted that back up plan, it’s gone now anyways.  
 
    Boisterous feminine laughter comes from the kitchen, and I go to investigate, wondering which of my mother's obnoxious friends is here today. 
 
    I stop in my tracks when my mom is chatting it up to an attractive blonde who appears to be Colin’s age. She’s stunning with golden locks brighter than mine, a good body that makes me feel like I need Weight Watchers, and sparkling green eyes that make my hazels feel dull and lifeless. 
 
    They’re both giggling and pointing at something in a magazine which is laying on the counter. The two are hitting it off like old friends.  
 
    I can’t even remember the last time my mom and I laughed like that. If we ever laughed like that.  
 
    Who the fuck is this skank? 
 
    “Hi,” I announce myself into the room breaking up their chummy conversation. 
 
    “Oh, Abigail. You’re home.” My mom puts her arm around the blonde Barbie. “This is Ashley. Colin’s girlfriend.” 
 
    Girlfriend? 
 
    I feel as I’ve been kicked in the gut and I’m having a hard time breathing. The world has fallen off its axis and I’m no longer in the correct universe. If my heart wasn’t shattered already from the other day, it is now, and it’s scattered all around my feet. 
 
    “Ashley, this is Colin’s sister, Abigail.” 
 
    Ashley comes over with her pearly white smile and puts out her hand for me to shake. “I've heard so much about you,” she gushes, and all I want to do is smack the smile off her face. 
 
    You heard about me, huh? Like how Colin used to fuck me every morning? I highly doubt that. 
 
    “I wish I could say the same,” I bite out bitterly and shake her hand. “Where is the numbnuts?”  
 
    “Abigail,” my mom says, astonished. 
 
    “What? He is my brother after all. Aren’t nicknames a rite of passage? Where is he?” 
 
    That way I can kick his ass and shove my shoe up there as well, so he can taste the leather.  
 
    “He’s with your dad in the garage. Can you help me set up for dinner?”  
 
    I hate when she calls him my dad. That man will never be my dad. 
 
    “Do I have to?” You have your new friend to help you, is what I want to say, but I manage to bite my tongue.  
 
    “Yes!” she snaps at me, grabbing a stack of plates and thrusting them into my arms. “Go!” Pointing her long red manicured finger out to the dining room. 
 
    I resist all my urges to want to throw the plates across the room in a tantrum. But instead, I behave and set the table as asked. I’ll save my anger for someone else.  
 
    I do hope my mother remembered the rat poison in Colin’s food tonight.   
 
    Was he always with her or is this him moving on? 
 
    I’m so tired of all these damn questions spinning in my mind. I’m tired of being treated like I’m nothing by virtually everyone. I thought I meant something to Colin, at least, even if we were fighting right now. I mean he said 'I do care about you, more than you know.' But how can I not think it wasn't all one big lie? The cherry on the mountain of lies we made together.  
 
    Just why would he go out of his way to destroy me, use me, and break my heart?  
 
    Because you’re nothing, Abbs, nothing.  
 
    I put the final setting down, wiping away my tears. My mom is back to laughing with Ashley. I could be bleeding to death and I doubt she would even notice. Rushing out to the living room, I grab my book bag, and run to my room to let myself drown in a sea of tears. 
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    Colin is smart and avoids me because if he dared to come see me right now I would make sure he'd be singing soprano for the rest of his life.  
 
    I clean my face off the best I can and make my way to the dining room where I plan on my soul being tortured for the next hour sitting next to Colin’s girlfriend.  
 
    When I get to the landing of the stairs, Colin grabs my elbow and pushes me into the wall.  
 
    “Don’t touch me,” I spit, trying to wiggle out of his hold.  
 
    “Abigail, let me explain…” 
 
    “Explain? Explain what exactly? That you’re a lying son of a bitch? Just fuck off, Colin. I don’t care what happens to you or your little girlfriend. I just need you to leave me alone.” I seethe through my teeth, trying not to draw attention to myself. But I’m so fucking angry and hurt that I can’t even see straight. 
 
    “Baby, it’s not what you think...” He tries to coax me, putting his hand on my face. His touch, which used to bring me tingles, now feels as if it burns.  
 
    “Not what I think? You got pissed about Dean when you thought I was just waiting around for him, and now here you are with a girlfriend. How long have you been using both of us? Or is it just me?” 
 
    “It’s not what you think. It’s nothing—”  
 
    Nothing. Nothing. I hate that damn word! 
 
    The inferno that has been raging in my veins is set off by hearing that damn word again, and I explode.  
 
    Like slow motion my hand makes contact with his cheek, leaving a stinging sensation on my palm. My jaw drops as I realize what I just did. His cheek is red, outlined with my handprint, above the tinge of purple left by Victor. 
 
    I hit him. I’ve hit him like his dad does. 
 
    He touches his cheek, wide-eyed, staring at me in shock as if he doesn’t know me. But maybe he doesn’t. 
 
    “I’m—”  
 
    He holds his hand up to me and my mouth snaps shut. “Don’t,” he growls and pushes past me towards the dining room. 
 
    I’m shaking so bad from what just transpired. He didn’t deserve my slap, no matter how mad or how hurt I am. It’s not like he hasn’t been trying to talk to me for days. Not that anything he would’ve said would have made me feel better about him having a girlfriend.   
 
    Something I never was to him. 
 
    My heart races and I'm doing my best to take deep cleansing breaths to prepare from my doom. How am I going to make it through this night? 
 
    When I enter the dining room, I’m just in time to watch Colin pull out a chair for Ashley and tuck her in. He then sits down beside her and gives her a reassuring smile. I feel sick to my stomach watching this.  
 
    “Sit, Abigail,” Victor says gruffly from the head of the table. I fall into my chair, shrinking myself away. My mom sits down next to me and hands me the plate of chicken. All of which have been sliced for perfect portion control, so we don’t get fat.  
 
    “Abbs, sit up straight, you don’t want a hump from your bad posture. I mean look at Ashley,” she praises, and I feel myself getting mad all over again. But this time, I want to stab my fork into my mother’s leg.  
 
    “Oh, I’m far from having good posture,” Ashley says, and when I do look at her, she shifts in her seat. I’m glad to see she’s at least uncomfortable by the compliment. I straighten myself out and look back down at my plate.  
 
    “Nonsense, those years of modeling did you well.” 
 
    Oh, god, she’s a model too.  
 
    Yep, I’m nothing compared to her now.   
 
    I tune everything out around me and pick up my fork. I push my food around, my appetite non-existent. God knows my mother thinks I need to lose a few pounds now.  
 
    Once I gather my courage to glance up at Colin, I notice him doing the same with his food. My handprint no longer lingers on his face, which hopefully means it wasn’t as hard as it felt. He looks my way, expressionless, and I quickly look away just in case it changes into something I don’t want to see.  
 
    “So, how long have you two been together?” Victor asks pointing his fork at Ashley and Colin. However, his beady eyes glance my way and my head drops to stare back down at my plate. 
 
    “Three months,” Colin answers and my fork clamors to my plate. 
 
    What was left of my sanity has left the building. I’m not even sure why, but laughter bubbles from my throat, making me sound like the crazy witch from Snow White. Maybe it’s some defense mechanism to keep me from crying again. God knows my heart that was left on the kitchen floor earlier, has just been crushed once again. The pieces are now dust. 
 
    “You’ve been dealing with this buffoon for three months. Brave woman.” I joke, still giggling. “I’m guessing his body odor isn’t an issue for you?”   
 
    Colin’s piercing gaze bores into my head, but I recover my fork and go back to enjoy making my mashed potato mountain as if there's nothing wrong. 
 
    “Abigail be nice.” My mom touches my arm. “You'll have to excuse my daughter. She’s a bit of a jokester.” 
 
    “It’s fine Mrs. W,” Ashley says waving her off. 
 
    “Mrs. W?” I remark with a snort and a roll of my eyes.  
 
    Mrs. W? She sounds ridiculous. 
 
    “How did you two meet?” Victor changes the subject back to the asshole and his pet. 
 
    “We met at a party. We talked and hit it off right away.” I look up just in time to see Colin smile at Ashley and grab her hand. I’m doing everything I can to keep my stomach contents in while looking at this puke fest displayed in front of me. 
 
    I destroy my mashed potato mountain, beating it down like every blow I’ve gotten today, as they make small talk. It seems Mom and Victor have hit it off with Ashley. All while Colin is smiling like a dufus at her. I guess I should’ve seen this coming. Did I expect our little affair to last? 
 
    Pushing back my chair, it makes an awful scratching noise across the wood floor. Throwing my napkin on my plate, I rise to my feet. “I’m not feeling well. I think I’m just going to go to bed.” 
 
    “Oh, honey. Do you want me to get you something?” my mother pipes up, drawing her attention away from her promising future daughter-in-law. Well, step-daughter-in-law. 
 
    “No, I’m fine. You guys enjoy the rest of your meal with the new member of the family,” I say sweetly, putting on my best smile, before making my exit. 
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    Hours later I’m still stewing. I can’t believe he did this to me. Next time I see him, I’m going to rip him to shreds. My mom checked on me before she went to bed, to make sure I was okay. I told her I was fine and had a stomach bug. But leave it to my mother to make matters worse, gloating about how much she loved Ashley and thought she was perfect for Colin. The final stab to my gut was when she told me he took her home. He’s been gone for over two hours now. 
 
    My imagination is running wild picturing Colin with Ashley, wondering if he’s doing the same things he’s done with me with her. 
 
    How many times had he claimed to be hanging out with the guys and all along he was with her? 
 
    Rat bastard. 
 
    There’s a light knock on my door at a little after eleven, and I wonder what my mother wants. If she wants to rub Colin’s perfect relationship in my face I might need a straitjacket. 
 
    When I open the door, I come face to face with an angry, red-faced, step-brother. I try to push the door closed, but it’s no use, and he pushes it open, making me stumble back. He closes the door and locks it. He turns towards me and the look in his eye unnerves me, but I’m ready for this fight.  
 
    I won’t back down. I won’t let him intimidate me. I can’t let him break me anymore.  
 
    “What the hell was that tonight?” he hisses and moves to stand right in front of me. 
 
    “You have some nerve to say that to me. You’ve been fucking me for two months but failed to mention you have a girlfriend. Does she know that you used to fuck me every day? That you used to get your jollies off by fucking your step-sister? Or was the excitement in that I was a sweet little sixteen-year-old virgin with a tight pussy? Is her pussy a cave and that's why you came to me?”  The venom shoots out of my mouth uncontrollably. I’m fuming, my vision is red, there’s steam coming out of my ears, and I’m ready to combust. 
 
    I’m so angry. 
 
    But most of all, I’m hurt. 
 
    “Abigail,” he says softly and his shoulders sag as if the fight is leaving him. But I can’t even begin to make sense of it because my vision is still tinted red.  
 
    “I can't believe I trusted you. I gave myself to you and you've been playing me. Was I anything to you? Did you laugh when you blew off our date for some party? Was she there to take care of you while I stayed home and cried? Did you get some sick thrill knowing how much I cared for you? That all I wanted was to get to know you better? All I wanted—” I choke back the words. There’s no way I can tell him how I truly feel about him. I'm nothing to him. A rush of tears fall from my eyes. Hot angry tears, that sting my cheeks. 
 
    I trusted him. 
 
    “Abigail. Stop!” he snaps at me. He's getting pissed again, but I don't care. He hasn’t seen pissed yet. I’m on a fucking roll. I won’t be done until I expel every little thing that's been eating away at my brain for five days. 
 
    “What?” I yell, shoving him in the chest. “What do you want, Colin? Was I really nothing to you but a hole to fuck to keep your dick warm till Ashley fucked you later. Huh?” I shove him again and again. Hot tears stream down my face. 
 
    He grabs my wrist and pins me against the wall, pressing his body hard to mine. 
 
    “Stop. Just stop. It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “Then what the fuck is it?” The weight of his body doesn't stop my rage from escaping.  “As far as I can see you brought another girl home and flaunted your three-month relationship in my face. I always knew I wasn’t enough for you. I was only a taboo kick you got from watching too much Porn Hub.” 
 
    Colin grabs my chin, his hips pin mine against the wall, and he forces me to look at him. I see a hundred different emotions flash in them, but the one that stands out is pain. I know the look well because it’s the one I’ve been wearing for a week. “Shut the fuck up for a minute, Abigail.”  
 
    “How could you?” I breathe, my adrenaline crashing. 
 
    “Just shut up and let me talk. And listen to me before any more of the trash your spewing comes from that pretty mouth of yours.” I nod, his words only serve to make me cry harder. 
 
    “Baby, don’t cry…” He releases my chin, using the pads of his thumb to wipe away my tears. 
 
    “How can I not? You were cheating on me. But I guess it’s not really cheating if we’re not even together, right?” 
 
    He covers my mouth with his hand. “Calm down and stop the random babbling. I’ve been trying to talk to you, to explain all this. But you wouldn’t let me get a word in. It’s not all it seems, I promise.”  
 
    I glare at him, thinking yeah right.  
 
    “I’m serious, Abbs.” Even with all this going on, he’s able to read my mind. I hate him for it. “Just give me five minutes and if you hate me still, I promise to leave you alone.”  
 
    “Fine, talk,” I mumble into his hand. 
 
    He removes his hand from my mouth and runs it through my hair. I shouldn’t allow him such an intimate act right now, but there's something in his eyes, and my gut is telling me to trust him. “I wasn’t cheating on you. I tried to tell you this the other morning, but you were pissed. I understand why you were mad at me, but you still wouldn’t talk to me days later and I had to put this plan into action, or everything was going to blow up in my face.” 
 
    “Plan?” 
 
    “Promise you’ll listen to everything first and not jump down my throat?” 
 
    “I’ll try.” My eyes lift to the ceiling, and I shrug, not making a promise of anything.  
 
    Grabbing my chin again, he forces me to look at him, a smirk drawn on his lips. “That’s all I ask, brat. But can we sit because no matter how mad you are at me, being pressed against you turns me on.” He winks and pushes his erection into me. 
 
    I want to kick him for trying to make me smile when I’m still boiling, even if it’s a low simmer now. I clench my jaw to keep my grin at bay.  
 
    Not waiting for my answer, he takes my hand and drags me to the bed. He sits and pulls me down beside him. “I’m sure you remember the fight I was having with my dad the other morning.” 
 
    “How could I forget? The motherfucker hit you and then you closed up on me, again.” I snap, crossing my arms over my chest, the anger starting to stir again. 
 
    “I know.” He sighs and runs his hand down my cheek. “I’m sorry, I was confused and worried. I didn’t know what to do with myself at that moment because we were fighting about you.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    Why would they be fighting about me? 
 
    I couldn’t make out anything they were fighting about that morning, too afraid to come out of my room to listen, in fear of getting caught. 
 
    “Yeah,” he exhales a shaky breath deep within his chest. “My dad confronted me on the way to your room that morning. Thankfully he thought I was going to the kitchen, but I was hoping to tell you I was sorry for the night before. Anyways, he told me how we needed to talk about something important. So, he followed me to the kitchen and that’s when all hell broke loose. My dad thinks I have the hots for you, like some deep twisted feelings, and this isn’t the first time he’d expressed those thoughts. I tried to blow it off like it would be sick for me to like you because you’re my sister, but we just happen to get along well. He said he knew I lied about us hanging out together on Thursday, but he didn’t say how he knew that.” His eyes close, and his forehead wrinkles, gripping the sheet beside him as if he's pained. 
 
    “He was pissed because he demanded that night for me to stay away from you, and I needed to get my own friends and stop perving on you. He said he doesn't know how many times he's caught me with my tongue hanging out at you.” His eyes open, and they blaze into mine. “It was hard for me to deny because I do stare at you. You’re so damn beautiful.” 
 
    I blush because it's impossible for him not to have an effect on me, even though I'm still upset. “Okay, I just wish you told me that. You know I would have understood.” 
 
    “I didn’t know how to process it. I’d hoped we were hiding it good enough, but we weren’t. When you went to the bathroom, I did my best to calm down because I knew I was being a dick. Then I saw you with Dean, hugging him, laughing, and yeah, I got jealous. There’s a guy confessing he has feelings for you and willing to wait for you. How could I not think he would be an easier pick?”  
 
    “It’s not about who’s easier,” I cut him off, wanting to make my point. “I would have hoped you knew after all this time that I only want you.” 
 
    “I know, I just wasn’t thinking with a clear mind. I am sorry.” His thumb flicks over my lower lip, and I pucker my lips to kiss it. The anger and hurt starts to melt away, even though we haven’t gotten to the brunt of it.  
 
    “So, that explains why you were such a dickhead Thursday, but this still doesn’t explain anything about Ashley.” 
 
    “I’m getting there. So, after I tried to tell him we had car trouble and we never made it, he called me a liar. He told me to just admit that I wanted you and so I told him it was ridiculous because I had a girlfriend. It was the first thing that came to mind. He instantly said he wanted to meet her because he didn’t believe me. Then he started going on about you again and that’s when it got bad.” He grinds his teeth and clenches his fist so tight they turn purple. 
 
    “He tried to tell me it was okay, and that he couldn’t blame me for looking because you walk around here like a slut. That I was probably picturing how to get my dick in you. I fucking lost it, called him a sick bastard and that's when he slugged me.” 
 
    I reach out to touch his chin and move closer to give him a kiss on the purple spot. Closing my eyes, I recall earlier this evening when I hit him. I’m not any better when it comes to my temper. 
 
    “I’m sorry I smacked you. I felt awful after. It made me feel like him.”  
 
    “It’s okay, and you’re not like him.” He takes my hand and kisses my knuckles, bringing me comfort. “I deserved it and you’re going to think I deserved it even more when I tell you the next thing.”  
 
    The comfort he just brought me washes away, and my anxiety rises. If he tells me now he did cheat on me after all, there will be a bloodbath. I try to free my hand from his hold, but he only holds tighter. “What is it?”  
 
    “Afterward, I figured it would be best to try and stay away from you. When you suggested for me to get out of the house, I knew the last thing I would ever do is leave you with my father. I don’t think he would do anything. I’m sure his comment was to get a rise out of me and it worked. So, I did want to push you away, so maybe he would leave you alone, and you wouldn’t get hurt. I’m sorry.” 
 
    I manage to free my hand and scoot back from him on the bed. The stupid tears are back. He could have saved me this pain if he just fucking opened up to me. “Why didn’t you just tell me that was what was going on? You don’t think we could’ve worked something out? Instead, you wanted to hurt me. Why would you do that to me?” 
 
    “Because it would’ve kept you away from me. I knew if I told you, you would try to convince me that it would be okay for us to stay together.” 
 
    “Are you telling me that's what you want now? For me to stay away from you?” My voice croaks and for the millionth time today, my heart breaks. 
 
    He grabs my chin, making my lips meet his. His tongue sweeps across my lips, asking for entrance. I allow it. He reaches behind my neck pulling me closer, but there’s no rush, or him trying to overpower me like it always is when we kiss. Instead, it’s gentle and painstakingly slow. For some reason, this feels like goodbye. He just started building me back up, but now he’s removing those pieces. I’m about to collapse like a game of Jenga. 
 
    He breaks away from me and my eyes stay closed, too scared to look at him.  
 
    “Abbs, look at me.”  
 
    I shake my head. I can’t. 
 
    “Baby…” he pulls me into his lap and I instinctively put my arms around him. I’m not ready to let go. I still don’t know who this Ashley chick is, and I don’t care at this moment. I’m not ready to say good-bye. But I’m starting to see that there’s no possible chance in the world that he and I can last forever. “Please look at me and get out of your head. Stop over thinking everything, please,” he pleads, resting his forehead on mine, and entangles his hand in my hair. I finally look at him, his eyes glassy with his sorrow.  
 
    “I thought it was what I wanted. I left knowing that I was going to have to blow off our big date and it was going to destroy you. My friend was having a party and I went there to get drunk and clear my head. I needed to figure how the hell I was going to produce this girlfriend from thin air to get my dad off my ass. How I was going to face you again knowing you were going to hate me. If one day I was going to have to watch you be with someone else because there was no way I was leaving you alone with him…” He holds me tighter to him and kisses my neck. 
 
     “I got really drunk and Ashley came up and started talking to me. She’s a friend from high school, and we only had ever been friends,” he states firmly, and I nod telling him I believe him. “She had left for Los Angeles in hopes to be a model or an actress, or something, but hadn’t found her calling yet. According to her, I started spilling my guts about you and what had happened. She helped sober me up and told me she would be willing to help me. I listened to your message and I hated myself more for hurting you like that. Ashley told me to crawl on my knees for forgiveness and made it clear that I needed to talk to you first about the whole idea. She gave me hell tonight, when I dropped her off, for not.” 
 
    “I was hurt. I didn’t care what you had to tell me if you couldn’t even text me.” 
 
    “I know. As I said, I’m sorry. I handled it wrong. If they found out about us, I think my dad would convince your mom to send you away to some boarding school, so I couldn’t get to you. I can’t risk losing you.” 
 
    “But maybe it’s a sign though?” My eyes drop to the ground and I bite my lip, wondering what the hell I’m saying.  
 
    Everything from the last couple of days and what he just told me has put my mind in overdrive. He’s right. If anyone were to ever find out about us, they would freak. We would be outcasted. 
 
    There’s no future for us. 
 
    “A sign for what?” he snaps, raising my chin, although my eyes fail to focus on his. 
 
    “How are we going to work, Colin? Our relationship has an expiration date. We can never be together. We can never tell anyone.” 
 
    “You want to throw us away, just like that?” he says, crestfallen. His body goes limp under me. 
 
    “I don’t, but you were telling me moments ago you wanted to.” 
 
    “And I told you I was wrong.” 
 
    “We don’t even have a label to put on Facebook. You’ve never called me your girlfriend. You’ve never told me before you wanted more. We’re basically just fucking, trying to sneak around, and maybe that’s the thrill of it, but it’s not a future.”  
 
    “You are my girlfriend,” he states firmly. “I’m sorry I never said it or told you that’s what I thought. But I thought I tried to show you.” 
 
    I shrug, but hearing him call me his girlfriend makes my heart flutter. Yet our future is still stalled. “It's just…where do you expect us to be in five years, shit, even next year?” 
 
    “I see my life with you, Abbs. I don't know how yet, but I’m going to spend the rest of my life with you.” He grabs the sides of my face and kisses me forcefully, but it’s all too brief when he breaks away from me. “I love you.” 
 
    My heart stops. Did he? No, he couldn’t have. Maybe I just need to clean out my ears. “What?”  
 
    “You heard me, brat.” 
 
    “Can you just say it again, just in case I misunderstood?”  
 
    “I. Love. You. Abigail. Miller,” he says slowly, with full and clear pronunciation of each word. 
 
    The heart that I thought had disintegrated today, has come back to life throwing confetti and streamers around in celebration. The smile on my face feels like it's about to split my face in half. He loves me.  
 
    But I still have the need to double check.  
 
    “You really mean that?” 
 
    His smile is as big as mine and he chuckles. “Of course I do. You’re my girl, Abbs. I’ve loved you for a while.” 
 
    My arms fling around his neck and in my excitement, I push him down to the bed, my hair fanning around his head. “I love you, too.” My lips mold to his, kissing him frantically, never wanting this moment to end. The excitement explodes from my chest. 
 
    When I somehow manage to break from his lips, I'm panting like crazy, but still need more. “I didn't think it was something I'd ever hear you say.” 
 
    “I always loved and cared about you. At first, I thought it was because you were my step-sister. I had this need to protect you from the bullshit our parents created in our lives. You were this sweet young thing, beautiful, and alluring. I knew right away there was something special about you. You welcomed me into your life with open arms. It made me like you more because I had sworn to myself before we even met that we were going to fight and hate each other. Then one day, I fell for you, hard. I couldn’t jerk off without picturing you. I tried to stay away, but in the end, I couldn't.” 
 
    “When did it change?” I never took the time to ask him, but I know it was before my party. 
 
    “About five months ago. I walked in on you in the shower.” His hand works its way up my shirt and he squeezes my left breast. “You were so stunning. Your eyes were closed with your head tilted back, as the water cascaded down your body.” His dick grows under me and I can’t resist wiggling my hips over it. “You filled out, your breasts were perky, and I pictured myself sucking on those pink nipples of yours. I snuck out and went back to my room to masturbate. It was the hardest I ever came at the time. I wanted you but figured I needed to stay away from you. It was hard because I still wanted to be around you; that’s why I took you to the chili cook-off. I liked seeing you so happy. Then you hugged me and then we accidentally kissed. I decided to back off again knowing it wasn’t right liking your lips on mine so much.” 
 
    “Well, that explains why you got so distant. You became such a tool.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Hey, I do it well. But there were so many red flags and you weren't even sixteen yet when I first jacked off to you. It already felt so damn wrong, and though our age isn’t huge, it is to other people. Then the day before your party, when we wrestled on the couch, and you put your breasts in my face, I knew you wanted me too. I spent the next day shopping for the perfect gift for you to tell you I wanted you too. Then finding out I might have to deal with some weasel trying to get what was mine, I said fuck it, and I conquered what I wanted.” 
 
    “Conquered?” I raise an eyebrow at him. “Really?” 
 
    He rolls me over on the bed, his body over mine, grinning wickedly at me. “Our parents are asleep, and I would like to show you again how I claimed and conquered this virginal land.” 
 
    “You’re a pig.” 
 
    “Oink, Oink, baby.” 
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    The smell of coffee and eggs waft through my room, and I awake to the morning sun. For the last four months it’s usually Colin waking me up, but since it’s Saturday, I’ll have to wait till later to have the man I love deep inside me. My stomach rumbles, letting me know I’m starving, but I can’t help but find it a little odd that I’m smelling a homemade breakfast. My mom never cooks in the mornings, and I always have to settle with cold cereal.  
 
    Maybe she's in the kitchen this morning because it’s Colin’s birthday. Jealousy swims through my veins knowing that she's more willing to do that for him and not me. I try to shake off the Debbie downer thoughts and slip into my favorite pair of pale pink, silk shorts, which show off my ass, and matching tank top. I feel guilty for not thinking of anything for us to do today, well, besides sex. Though I don’t think he'll complain about that. 
 
    I put my robe over my ensemble and make my way downstairs. If and when Colin comes out, I hope to be able to tease him with what I'm wearing and give him a taste of his special birthday treat. 
 
    My nipples are erect and pressed to the thin fabric of my top. They’re begging for Colin’s mouth to latch around them; to suck, bite and bring me to an intense, much-needed orgasm. 
 
    A toe-curling orgasm is what I need to bring me out of this funk that I’ve been in. 
 
    I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately. Everything around me is pissing me off, even Colin. I’ve never had PMS like this and I’m starting to feel like I’m becoming Medusa. It’s driving me mad. Other than my emotional rollercoaster, everything with Colin has been going smoothly since we confessed our love to one another—except when he has to lie and say he’s going out with Ashley. That lie has been keeping Victor off our backs though, and he hasn’t been getting into with Colin. 
 
    At least not that I see or hear about, anyways. 
 
    Victor still stares at me and makes comments, but I have to take some bad with the good. It’s not like you can change the devil. 
 
    Padding my way to the kitchen, my feet come to a stumbling halt. I rub my eyes in shock at what I see in front of me, wondering if I could still be dreaming. Colin, the man I’ve never seen cook a day in his life, the man who burns toast for Pete’s sake, is standing at the counter with a bowl and whisk in his hand. 
 
    “What are you doing to that poor food?” I accuse. I spot a plate of brunt scrambled eggs beside the stove. “I’m pretty sure it hasn’t done anything to you.” 
 
    He spins around, his tousled hair swooping against his forehead, and he has a splatter of milk on his shirt. I’m not sure if he could look any hotter; he looks like a domesticated husband, with a cocky smirk on his face. It makes me wonder if this could be my future. 
 
    “I’m making you breakfast. Dad and Aubrey are out, so I figured someone should feed you. You went to bed without dinner last night and it’s my job to take care of my girl.” 
 
    My heart flutters with how attentive he has been to me. Some days I feel like I'm living in a Nicholas Sparks book, but with raunchy sex and name calling. It’s just the little things he does, like writing me notes, getting my favorite candy or food, or even damn foot rubs that make me feel special and wanted. 
 
    “But I don’t want food poisoning today.” I grin wickedly at him and his eyes darken. 
 
    Uh-oh, I think I'm in trouble. 
 
    Colin slams down the bowl and marches over to me, grabbing me by my waist. “What have I told you about that smart mouth?” He undoes the sash on my robe. His hands slide down my arms pushing the garment down and it pools around my feet. His tongue darts out of his mouth, as his eyes rake over my body. His gaze makes my already achy core throb more and my nipples harden. He has this way of making me feel sexy, desirable, and turned on without having to say anything.   
 
    “Instead of making smart comments it could make better use servicing you…” 
 
    “Then what are you waiting for?” He claps my shoulders, pushing me down to my knees. I pop the button of his pants and unzip his zipper. He’s commando, and his erection springs out like a jack-in-the-box, awaiting my hungry mouth. “And don’t think I don’t know that you're parading around in barely anything to get my attention.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I smirk, “it’s not like you’re complaining about it.” I fist his cock, and rub my thumb along the head, rubbing his slick pre-cum around. I can’t resist and lick it off, humming my delight. 
 
    He always tastes amazing. 
 
    My mouth opens, ready to devour him, when he grips my hair, pulling me back. “Pull those straps down, baby, I want to see those succulent tits of yours as you suck me.” 
 
    Taking my free hand, I push the straps down, my shirt falling around my waist. He’s staring at me intently, his blue eyes so dark they’re practically black. I pinch and roll my nipple between my fingers and the tiny thong I’m wearing is soaked. He groans, and his dick twitches in my hand. 
 
    “So fucking beautiful,” he murmurs. With his hand still wrapped in my hair, he inches me closer to his dick, “but now be my good girl and fuck me with that delectable mouth of yours.” 
 
    Obeying, I wrap my lips around him, taking small teasing sucks around his head. Each time making a popping noise when he comes out of my mouth. He growls his disapproval, “Abigail…” 
 
    “What?” I glance up at him and bat my eyes, sweetly. 
 
    “That’s not how I showed you…” His squinting eyes shoot fireballs at me, while his dick throbs angrily. Sticking my tongue out again, I give a quick lick to the tip. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I was just enjoying my lolly.” 
 
    “Stop being my little brat and enjoy it down your throat, baby. It tastes better that way.” He grabs his dick and rubs it over my lips, demanding that I open. I wrap my mouth around his head, sucking again. “No, baby, let me show you how.” 
 
    Using my hair as marionette strings, he shoves his dick down my mouth, making me take him all the way to back of my throat. Tears prickle in the corner of my eyes as I gag from the force of the thick intruder. It’s uncomfortable but I want more. I can’t explain it, but all I know is I love when he takes what he wants. 
 
    “I love that sound. You choking on my cock,” he mutters, continuing to control the movements of my head. My hands brace around his legs as he moves me back and forth. The kitchen is now a live action porno, filled with my gagging and slurping sounds. I glance up at Colin and his head is thrown back, his eyes screwed tightly. Watching him try to hold onto every ounce of control he has, makes me feel sexy and wanton. 
 
    As much as I love him hitting the back of my throat, the force of it becomes too much. I dig my nails into the back of his legs; my signal for him to release me and let me take over. He hisses from my daggers imprinting in his skin and releases my hair. I bob my head up and down on his dick, my tongue swirling around his shaft as I take him all the way in. 
 
    I could spend hours just licking and sucking this man, even after my jaw starts to hurt. 
 
    “God, Abbs. You’re incredible, baby.” He moans as I nip the base of his cock with my teeth, setting off his orgasm. His hot cum pours down my throat and I swallow every last drop of his salty goodness. 
 
    I look up at him scandalously, licking my lips to make sure I got it all. “Happy birthday, babe.” 
 
    “Yes, happy birthday to me.” He smirks, running his finger down my cheek. 
 
    I reach out to grab his dick, wanting to suck him some more, when the front door slams shut. My heart jumps, along with my feet, and I hurry to fix my shirt and wipe my lips. Colin zips up his pants and picks up the mixing bowl he deserted and goes back to whisking his eggs. 
 
    Yep, nothing going on here. 
 
    Victor walks past but then stops to glare at me. That’s when I remember my robe is on the floor. He snarls and points to me disapprovingly, and glances at his son whose back is to him. He mouths to me to ‘put clothes on’ before storming up the stairs. 
 
    My mom enters the kitchen unaware of her husband’s interaction with me. She walks up to me and concern washes over her face. “Abigail, you look flushed honey. Are you not feeling well?” She puts her hand on my forehead, then to my cheek. 
 
    “I’m fine, Mom. My brother here has been taking really good care of me.” I look over at Colin and a wicked grin plays on my face for only him to see. “He thought a good source of protein would help gain my strength back.” 
 
    Colin cracks a smile and he turns away from me. I know he’s trying to contain his laughter, but his shoulders shake up and down giving him away. 
 
    “He might be right, you have seemed a little weak lately. Not your usual energizer bunny self.” 
 
    If only you knew why mother. 
 
    “I’m fine. I only just woke up.” I shrug, picking up my displaced robe from the floor and slip it on. It goes unaware by my mother that my robe was on the ground, but I can’t help think if Victor had noticed. 
 
    Colin pours the eggs into the pan, and my mother looks over at him. “Do you want me to do that, dear? It is your birthday after all.” 
 
    “No, I got it. This is about the only thing I know how to make.” 
 
    “What’s that? Burnt eggs with a side of salmonella?” I snicker, and he turns to scowl at me. 
 
    “Shut up, brat,” he growls with a delicious smirk on his face that sends a direct signal to my groin. “It’s western omelets. The first batch was a test of something new and it didn’t work. Now if you want some, why don’t you get the red peppers out?” I stick my tongue out at him and move to the fridge. “Did you want some, Aubrey?” 
 
    “No sweetie, we had breakfast already, thank you. Do you have any plans for today?” 
 
    I roll my eyes at my mom’s small talk with Colin. I hate that I’m envious that my mom seems to give a fuck more about Colin’s day than mine.  
 
    “I’m going to my mother’s with Ashley and one of my other friends. I was hoping to ask you if I could bring Abbs with me? My mom would love to see her again.” 
 
    This is news to me. Another thing he’s forgotten to tell me. I have no desire to go to dinner at his mom's with his fake girlfriend. I’m not playing along with that charade and having it rubbed in my face. Again. 
 
    I slam the bell pepper on the counter and Colin looks at me confused, mouthing ‘what?’ I shake my head in response, stepping back behind him. 
 
    My mom’s face twist and she looks at me. “Do you want to go, Abby?” 
 
    Not really. 
 
    “Yeah, I haven’t seen his mom in a while and I just love hanging out with Ashley. We’re like BFF’s now,” I say in a syrupy sweet voice even though inside I’m stewing. 
 
    I do like Ashley. I know she has no intentions with Colin, but I guess in my mind, it should be me he’s calling his girlfriend. When they hold hands and make lame cutesy faces at each other it's enough to make me want to vomit. Doesn't help either that my mom adores her so much and when they see each other it’s like I become invisible. It stings, and I wonder what it is I did wrong that she doesn’t love me anymore. 
 
    “I have no problem with it? Where is your mom at? Also, leave me her number just in case I can’t get in touch with you,” my mother says, eyeing me sternly. My eyebrows knit questioning what I did now. 
 
    “She has a beach house in Dewey that used to belong to my Grandfather. “ 
 
    “A little cold for the beach isn’t it?” Why in the heck is she acting so suspect? 
 
    “Well, we wouldn’t be going swimming,” Colin answers. “My mom always enjoyed the sound of the waves.” 
 
    “Okay, you’ll be back Sunday, I assume?” 
 
    “Monday, if that’s okay? There’s no school and I took the day off,” Colin asks and turns to flip his omelet. 
 
    “I suppose. What time are you leaving?” 
 
    “I was hoping to get out of here soon. Ashley and Rick are meeting us here shortly.” 
 
    “Ashley, good bring her in, I want to say hi. I haven’t seen her in a while.” My mom gleams and I roll my eyes before moving toward the living room. 
 
    You saw her last week, I scream internally, tempted to throw a lamp across the room. 
 
    I flop down on the couch and turn on the TV to drown out my mother. I find an old episode of Grey's Anatomy and imagine myself in the arms of Mark Sloan, at the hospital where all the staff tends to die.   
 
    I’m giggling like a schoolgirl at the TV when the Lexi chick breaks Mark’s dick. Holy shit, I didn’t think that could happen. I have a lot to learn. What would Colin do if I broke his dick? How would that one be explained? 
 
    “What are you laughing about?” Colin slides next to me and places the plates of food on the coffee table. 
 
    I pick up the remote and flick off the television. “Nothing.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He hums and moves in to kiss me. I shove him away and scoot over on the couch away from him. 
 
    “Our parents are around.” 
 
    “They’re in their room. What's your problem?” 
 
    “My problem? When were you going to tell me that we were going to your mom's and that Ashley would be joining us? Again, you leave me blindsided in front of my mother. It’s like you're either trying to make me say something I shouldn’t or using her as a barrier, so I don’t hurt you. I’m not going.” I fall back into the couch with a huff, crossing my arms, and look away from him. 
 
    I’m turning green and he’s turning redder than the fires of hell. He’s not happy, but neither am I. I’m tired of learning about this shit on the fly. 
 
    “Damn it, Abbs, stop acting like a fucking brat. I was going to tell you,” he grits out, baring his teeth like a rabid dog. 
 
    “When they showed up? Fuck that.” 
 
    “Before our parents got home. Chill.” He sighs, pushing his fingers through his overgrown hair. “My mom only texted me last night, she wanted to surprise me for my birthday and asked me to come to the beach house. So I asked Ashley and Rick if they would come over…” 
 
    “You told them before me?” I interrupt him, even more pissed now. He should be telling me before he tells her.  
 
    My whole body is going haywire. Instead of some little green monster crawling out of me, it’s the Hulk, taking over my rational thinking. I hate how jealous I am over this fake girlfriend and hurt that he doesn’t involve me in these plans before he makes them. “You’re such an ass.” 
 
    “And your acting like a damn child throwing a tantrum. You’re losing your shit over nothing,” he snarls, his own version of the Hulk coming out. 
 
    “I am a child,” I shout, clenching my fist to my side. I jolt up from the couch, but Colin grips me by the shoulders and pushes me back down. 
 
    “Will you cut it out and keep your voice down. You went to bed at six last night. That's not my fault or I would’ve told you when I found out.” 
 
    “I was tired. Excuse me,” I hiss, trying to throw daggers at him with my eyes. But to be frank, I have been exhausted lately. As soon as my head hits any type of surface it seems to be lights out for me. I fell asleep twice at school the other day, and that never happens to me. There has to be a reason other than the early morning fuck sessions. 
 
    “Just eat and then you need to go pack your bag,” he says calmer now, trying a different tactic to try and sway me. 
 
    “No, because I'm not going. You still haven't told me anything and you could've at least shot me a text telling me something. I figured you learned this from last time.” 
 
    “Jesus, Abigail.” He tugs on his hair so hard I think he’s going to rip it out. He stands up and snatches his plate from the table. “Stay here then. I don’t fucking care,” he snarls and charges to the kitchen. 
 
    I rush to my feet and follow after him, not done with him yet. “See, you’re getting mad at me when you still won't tell me what's going on.” I’m behind him now watching him dump his food into the trash can. I frown, the breakfast he made for us, on his birthday, is now wasted. He did something nice and, yet, I can’t shake these feelings that I have pouring out of me. I feel as if I’m on some crazy emotional rollercoaster, but I’m plummeting further and not coming back up. 
 
    “Because you won’t stop whining long enough for me to do so, and now I'm pissed, so fuck it.” He sighs, his shoulders slumping. Turning to me, I see his temper flare again, his eyes turning me to pudding. “You could trust me a little bit, Abbs. I know I screwed up weeks ago, but give me a break.” The plate crashes into the sink and I swear it sounds as if it shattered. “Figure out what the fuck you want to do, but I'm not going to stand here playing games.” 
 
    “I'm not playing games. Sorry, I don't want to go to your mom's and have you pretending to be in love with someone else,” I seethe but keep my voice low, knowing Victor or my mom could pop out any second. 
 
    He shakes his head and pinches the bridge of his nose. “Like I said, Abbs, you need to start trusting me.” His eyes meet mine and his expression is blank, making my heart drop to my stomach. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you right away, and that I got distracted by your mouth, but I was going to fucking tell you. Then the first thing you do is get an attitude before you know anything. You need to grow up a little.” He turns and walks away from me. 
 
    Tears prickle in my eyes. The rollercoaster I was on just fell off its tracks, leaving me a broken and tangled mess. A tear slips from my eye and I wipe it away. He’s been trying to be more open with me and the first mistake, I lash out. 
 
    I shouldn’t be this upset and I shouldn’t hurt like this. 
 
    Trying to shake it off, I remember my plate in the living room. Victor would have a field day if he found a plate full of food laying on his coffee table. Gathering it up, I bring it to the kitchen and scrape it into the trash can. 
 
    “You didn’t like it?” Victor’s voice comes from right behind me.  I somehow manage not to jump out of my skin, but my body tenses at his close proximity. His heated breath on my neck makes all my hairs stand on edge. 
 
    Throwing my plate into the sink, I spin around and give him a weak smile. His eyes leer over my body once again. My skin crawls and I feel vulnerable and uncomfortable. Naked. 
 
    This unsettling feeling is one I will continue to keep to myself. Everyone would just say I’m a child overreacting and not believe me anyway. Especially my mother. 
 
    “The eggs weren’t cooked enough,” I lie, moving my gaze away from his. 
 
    Please go away and leave me alone. 
 
    “That’s my boys favorite, he’ll be disappointed that you didn’t eat them,” he scolds me. Since when does he care about anything his son feels? 
 
    I shrug, “He’ll get over it.” Victor snorts and inches closer to me. My feet feel glued to the spot, paralyzed with fear. 
 
    “So, what’s this I hear about you going with him to his mother’s?” 
 
    “I—” He holds up his finger up, letting it hovers over my lips, but he doesn’t touch them. 
 
    “I don’t think you should go. It upsets your mother, hanging and getting along with my ex-wife.” 
 
    “Why?” I ask, my voice shaking. I hate having him this close to me. I feel caged, ready to be mauled. The smell of liquor lingers in my nose when he breathes, and I wonder if he has a distillery in the bedroom, since every time he comes out of there, he’s drunk. 
 
    “Because it’s rude, Abigail,” he says simply like it’s the answer to everything. 
 
    How is it rude? 
 
    “Well, she can talk to me about it herself. Excuse me, I need to get ready to go.” Unsticking my feet, I step to the side, and move past him, but end up brushing his arm as he follows me. He snatches my wrist and a searing pain runs through it as he spins me around. 
 
    “I should put you over my knee for disobeying me. I don’t know how your mother ever put up with you.”  
 
    “I could ask the same thing about you.” I instantly regret my words and screw my eyes tight, afraid he might hit me. The grip he has around my wrist grows tighter and my fingers go numb. Nothing comes, and I squint my eyes back open. Victors eyes are black, his pupils dilated, the devil creeping out to play. I gulp and pray for my mother or Colin to come downstairs. My stomach twists, panic taking over my body, and my thoughts go haywire. I try to do my best not to cry. I can’t let him see how he affects me.  
 
    “Please let go of me,” I whisper. He squeezes my wrist harder, and I think it might snap in half. “Please, you’re hurting me. I’m sure my mother wouldn’t agree with you leaving marks on me.” 
 
    He looks down at my wrist and the evil that dances across his face will haunt me for the rest of my life. “As you wish.” He throws my wrist down, and with the force of his rage I go toppling backward and land on my ass. Standing over me, he peers down, looking proud of himself. “Keep this to yourself, understand? Because you don’t want to know what happens when you defy me. I know all about you complaining to your mommy about me smacking Colin around. She didn’t care, did she?” I shake my head, defeated. “And she won’t believe you either about this. You can go now.” He points to the stairs and I rush to my feet, running for the stairs.  
 
    Tears pour down my cheeks, my body trembling from the crash of adrenaline. My ass stings and I rub my achy wrist to ease some of the discomfort.  Making it upstairs, I glance behind me, and sigh in relief, seeing that Victor isn’t following me. I walk towards Colin’s room and stop. He doesn’t want to see me right now, but I can only hope he’ll still allow me to come to his mother’s, even if I don’t deserve to. I can’t stay here alone. This is the first time Victor’s ever hurt me and I’m sure he’ll be more willing to do it again. He’ll need more, like a vampire getting their first taste of blood. 
 
    I never thought he would hurt me. 
 
    Making my way to my room, I grab my backpack, emptying it out on my bed. I grab some clothes, my hairbrush, a toothbrush, a book, and my journal. I’ll need something to do, and I want to be able to write my sorrows down when Colin and Ashley have to make pretend kissy faces at each other.   
 
    Maybe I should see if Tamara can have a sleepover instead. 
 
    Changing out of my pj’s, I put on a pair of jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. I search through my jewelry box and find my large silver bracelets to help cover my now reddened wrist. Telling Colin isn’t an option for me right now. He wants me to grow up…well, I’ll act grown up, and deal with this myself. Just like he does. 
 
    Once my bag is packed, I sit on my bed, and stare out my window, waiting for Ashley to pull up. I’m not going back downstairs till it's time. 
 
    Avoidance. The easiest way to stay out of trouble. 
 
    Thankfully, it’s not long before I see Ashley and Rick walk to the front door and hear Colin’s door close. I frown when there’s no knock on the door to tell me it’s time to go. Instead, I hear his footsteps go down the stairs. Picking up my bag, I head for the front door. I’m hoping he won’t be able to tell me no if my mother and Victor are there. Or will Victor say something about me not being allowed to go? 
 
    I make it to the foyer in time to see my mother hug Ashley. My eyes roll to the back of my head, wondering how my mother could be upset about me visiting Naomi when she’s all over Ashley like a bad rash. Victor stands in the corner with his arms crossed and I dart my eyes to avoid further contact. I let the carpet have all my attention and start counting the threads. I don’t want to look at anyone if I’m honest. 
 
    I just want to disappear. 
 
    “You coming squirt?” Rick’s voice pulls me from my dark thoughts, and he puts his arm around my back. Rick is always sweet to me all the times we've hung out, but I hate when he calls me squirt. He does it just to irritate me. He’s also one of the few people that know about Colin and me. 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” I mumble, swatting at him playfully. 
 
    “Then grow a couple inches and I won’t have to.” He laughs and pushes me towards the door. 
 
    When I get to the car I hop in the backseat behind the driver side and everyone slides in as well. Colin doesn’t say anything to me as he turns over the car. Ashley gives me a somber look and mouths if I’m okay. I give her a gentle smile and a nod, even though I'm not. I hate that I can’t control this crazy jealousy burning inside me. She’ll be the one hugging and sitting with my boyfriend in front of his mother instead of me while my heart suffers more damage.   
 
    With my mind now completely exhausted, I lean my head on the cool glass and close my eyes. I try not to cry and try not to think about my achy wrist.  The radio is turned on to some rock station, and lyrics of Linkin Park are like a look into my soul. I tune out everything around me and fall asleep. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
    When I wake up, I notice we've stopped outside a house with blue siding and a white porch. Ashley and Rick are no longer in the car, but Colin is looking at me through the rearview mirror. I rub my eyes, trying to get them to focus.   
 
    “Good morning.” Colin turns to me, and he looks pale and worn out, as if he hasn’t slept in weeks. “It’s hard to believe you’re sleeping again.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I say softly and look back at my hands. The memories of earlier circle in my waking brain, telling me I'm not ready for this. 
 
    “We should get inside,” he says and pushes open the driver side door. The cool wind blows, catching me off guard and causes me to shiver. 
 
    “I know you don’t want me here. I can catch a cab or something and stay at a motel.” The last thing I want to do is ruin his birthday more with my presence. I don’t even want to be around myself. I just feel different. My moods have been in a permanent plummet. 
 
    I wish I knew what is going on with me and why I’m not dealing with any shit properly. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything as he gets out and slams the door closed. The loud bang causes me to jump and goosebumps to rise on my arms. My door swings open and Colin reaches in before he undoes my buckle. “Get out.” 
 
    His stern tone makes me obey and I hop out of the car, leaving my bag. Once my two feet are standing on the pavement, Colin grabs my face with his hands, and his blue eyes stare into my hazels. 
 
    “You were the one that said you didn't want to come. Not me. I don’t know what’s been going on with you lately, but can you try to snap out of it for this weekend?” 
 
    “Nothing's going on.” My eyes drift away from his as I lie. 
 
    “Abigail, that’s a crock of shit and you know it. This last week you’ve been snippy and hostile. I’ve let it go, figured it was PMS or some bullshit. Now, you can either tell me what’s going on or pretend to be happy with me this weekend and we’ll figure out us when we get back home.” 
 
    “You mean break up?” My voice croaks and my already fragile soul starts to break. 
 
    Don’t lose it, Abbs, don’t start crying now. Hold yourself together and stop overreacting. 
 
    Hell, who am I kidding it’s like some emotional monster has taken over my body and the tears spill down my face. 
 
    “I don’t want to break up. I do love you…I just…I don’t know what’s wrong, I’m sorry.” I sob, all this crying is making me lightheaded, and all I want to do is crumble to the ground. 
 
    Colin pulls me into his arms and brushes my hair with the palm of his hand. “Babe, I don’t want to break up with you. You’ve always been my little pain in the ass, but lately, it’s different. I just want to know what’s happening.” 
 
    I shrug, my head still buried into the side of his neck, wishing I knew why myself. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I mutter once I calm down. Colin places light kisses on my head, making me feel better. My head pops back up and I wipe my tears with the back of my hand. “I don’t mean to be such a baby. Should we go inside?” I say through strangled breaths, wanting to move on. “I’m sure everyone is waiting for us. Your mother is probably wondering what you’re doing. You should be introducing Ashley, not hugging on me…” 
 
    I’m silenced by his mouth on mine. He kisses me vigorously and pushes my back flush with the car. His rigid cock presses into my center, igniting that fire I had when I woke up this morning. His hands move possessively over my body while his tongue flicks with mine. When he breaks away, I’m spent, breathing erratically. All the thoughts from earlier have disintegrated. His hand traces down my face and he gives me a small smile. “I love you, and that’s not going to change because you’re occasionally a pain in my ass, or when that PMS gremlin takes over your body. You’re my girl. Okay?” 
 
    I nod not being able to form any words. 
 
    “Now, what I was going to try and tell you this morning was, I want to introduce you to my mother, as my girlfriend. I want to tell her.” 
 
    “You do?” My jaw drops with a gasp, finding it hard to believe the words he’s telling me. Alarm bells go off in my head at the huge risk of confessing our “forbidden” relationship to a parental unit. “What if she tells your dad or my mom?” 
 
    Colin chuckles and shakes his head. “Even if she’s disappointed, she would never tell my dad. She hates him and would never do anything to tip his anger to me. Don’t worry about that. We’ll explain everything and make her understand our love is real.” 
 
    Well, be still my heart. The smile that crosses my face makes my cheeks ache and I hug him tight. “What about Ashley and Rick?” 
 
    He pulls me back to arm’s length, searching my eyes. “I dropped them off in Dover to visit someone. I only brought them over for a cover because I didn’t want to raise suspicions with Dad. I was hoping you would trust me enough to know I wouldn’t do what I did last time.” 
 
    Guilt and shame rise in my belly, hissing out the fire of my angry monster. “Sorry.” 
 
    “I know. Let’s get inside.” 
 
    He takes my hand and kisses my knuckles as we walk along the gravel path to the front door. Colin opens the door and walks into the house, calling out, “Mom?” 
 
    I look around the house, taking in the surroundings. The house is beach themed: pastel colors on the walls, wicker basket type furniture, boating fixtures, and seashell decorations. 
 
    “This place is beautiful,” I mutter, thinking this is something I would want one day. 
 
    “Oh, thank you, dear.” Naomi Knight grins as she enters the room. She’s a stunning woman. Her auburn hair shines from the sun coming in the windows. Her blue eyes match Colin’s, and she has an amazing figure, draped in a blue wrap dress. I can only hope I look that good when I’m her age.  
 
    Naomi hugs her son, telling him happy birthday, and then hugs me. When she steps back she looks over our shoulders at the door. 
 
    “I thought you were bringing your girlfriend, Colin?” 
 
    “Actually, that's something I wanted to talk to you about. You might want to sit down.” 
 
    “Sit down? Oh god, you didn’t get this girl pregnant, did you?” Naomi puts her hands to her mouth, wide-eyed over the prospect. 
 
    Colin chuckles at his mother’s fright, while I’m trying to find the exit. “No, Mom. At least not yet, and not for some time,” he says smoothly and leads his mother to sit. 
 
    Not yet?!? Damn straight, not yet. 
 
    Yet, why does the idea of having babies with this man suddenly make my stomach do flips of excitement? 
 
    “Are you proposing? Before I even have a chance to meet her?” Colin’s mom rambles. 
 
    “Mom, chill. No.” He sits down next to her and motions for me to come sit beside him. I shake my head, not wanting to sit, just in case I have to make a run for it or something. “Abbs, sit down.” 
 
    I gulp down the nervous bundle clogged in my throat and sit next to him. He grabs my shaky hand and places it over his heart. Naomi's eyes have now widened to the size of frisbees, figuring it all out. “Colin?” 
 
    “Mom, meet my girlfriend, Abigail.” 
 
    “But she’s—” She waves her finger at us, at a loss for words. 
 
    Not that I can blame her. What mother in a thousand years expects her son to come home and say, ‘Hey, Mom, guess what? I’m doing my step-sister.’ Well, maybe not that crass, but still, it’s a shock any way you say it. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, Mom, but I love her. I know she’s my step-sister, and she’s young, but I’ve had strong feelings for her for a while. I tried to stop them, but I couldn’t stay away.” 
 
    “She’s sixteen, a high school student,” she argues, making me bow my head in shame. She makes it sound so sinful.  
 
    “I’m aware, Mother.” Colin holds my hand tighter to him, I’m sure in a way to show me it’s okay. It might be, but my body is still shaking, and my heart is doing the rumba. 
 
    She looks at us and shakes her head. Disapproval is written all over her face. “This is...I…” 
 
    “Mom, please. I know it seems crazy, but I love her. Like I’m insanely in love with her. I don't expect you to be jumping for joy, but I’m happy. We're happy.” 
 
    She sighs heavily, running her hands down her face. She’s silent for a moment, and glances at us, thinking about what to say next. She brushes her hands on her dress and takes another steady, calming breath. “Colin, it’s not just that she’s your step-sister or that you might be in love I'm worried about. It’s you two are at a different stage of life right now.” 
 
    “Mom—” Naomi raises her finger, silencing him. His mouth snaps closed obediently, and she continues. 
 
    “You both haven’t explored anything life has given you yet. I’m sure you haven’t had any other relationships, Abigail, and I don't think my son has had many either. Also, think of the backlash: your father. I just don’t see how this could end well for either of you.” 
 
    “I have those same questions and thoughts too,” I say confidently. Weak ass Abigail is down for the count. Strong me is now making her appearance. Out of the corner of my eyes I see Colin frown, I’m sure confused about where I’m going after the way I’ve been acting. 
 
    “I know I’m young. Despite us being step-siblings, my age is a huge factor in our relationship. But I can’t let him go based on what if’s or worrying about the things I could be missing. Life is about trial and error and I want my trials to be with Colin. Who says I’m missing out on anything? I could be missing out on everything if I’m not with him. I want to take this path and explore this path. He’s who I want my future with. I still get doubts, concerns. It’s not easy considering the speed bumps we have yet to face if and when we tell people about us. I have days I think he does need someone his age.” I reach up and touch his face. He smiles at me, his eyes melting into mine with his adoration for me. And it’s like for the first time, I see all the outpouring love he has for me. Suddenly, I’m in a romance novel, my heart is skipping a beat, and I’m floating on a cloud. 
 
    Why is it that I’m just seeing it now? 
 
    “But I hope being with me keeps him young. I think we complement each other.” 
 
    Colin chuckles, kissing me lightly on the lips. “Where was this girl earlier?” he whispers. 
 
    “No clue but hold on to her for me,”. 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    Naomi clears her throat and both of our heads snap to look at her. She’s shaking her head, but I make out the faint smile playing on her lips. 
 
    “I’m not thrilled about this. I don’t know many parents that would be. But I won’t tell you what you can and cannot do with someone you love. Just promise me you’ll protect yourselves because there’s going to be many outside people that won’t support you.” 
 
    “Like Dad?” Colin says bluntly, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, him,” she answers and looks over at me, “but at least now I know why you wanted to move in with him instead of coming to Paris. Now, come I’ll show you to your room, Abigail.” She stands and waves us both up. 
 
    How I wish my mother would be this accepting, even if she doesn’t fully approve. Isn’t that what parents are supposed to do? Though what would my daddy say? Maybe I should call him. 
 
    “Mom, I was thinking—” Colin starts as we both stand, but his words are halted by his mother’s finger, and his mouth snaps closed—again. I wonder if that move would work as well for me. 
 
    “Stop right there. I might be supporting this, but you’re still my son, and you’re not shacking up with your girlfriend under my roof,” she says pointedly, and I giggle. 
 
    “But Dad lets us,” he says with all seriousness and my jaw drops in disbelief.  
 
    “Colin!” I swat him in the chest. “Don’t be rude.” 
 
    “Oh, I like her.” She puts her arm around me and guides me towards the other side of the house. “We’ll keep her.” 
 
    “I was just joking,” Colin calls out, following us down the hallway. 
 
    “I don’t believe that for a second son, but nice try…” 
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    Naomi is a hoot. She’s been keeping me laughing all day with her tales of the crazy French designers and hungry models. Colin is standing at the grill making lunch and I take a second to admire him. He catches my eye and blows me a kiss. I blow him one back and pick up a carrot from my plate.  
 
    “You truly love him, don’t you?” The carrot hangs from my mouth mid-bite, surprised by her question. Dropping it to my plate, I nod. 
 
    “I do.” So fucking much. “He’s always made me feel special and wanted. We have our moments where we annoy each other or bite each other’s heads off, but I think it’s what makes us, us. I wouldn’t change it for anything,” I admit, feeling brave in my honesty. 
 
    “You’ll always annoy each other. It’s all part of growing together.” She reaches over and squeezes my hand. “And I know he can seem a bit distant and find it hard to trust, which can add to the annoyance, but he has a good heart. As you know he’s just been through a lot. His father never loved him as much as he should and I've made my mistakes when it came to Victor’s abuse. He never touched me, and Colin never told me because Victor put the fear of God in him thinking I wouldn't ever believe him. But as a mother, I should’ve seen the signs when he would close up and hide after an incident. When I finally saw the bruises, I left him.” 
 
    My mind drifts to those times I thought he was just embarrassed or scared, when in fact he'd been trained not to talk. He must have felt so lonely thinking he couldn’t trust anyone with what was happening to him. My eyes dart to my wrist and know that I’m doing the same thing by not speaking up because I fear what Victor could do to me—to Colin. Though, unlike Naomi, I know my mom won’t believe me, so why make matters worse? 
 
    “Should you be telling me all this?” I question, feeling guilty that my boyfriend’s mom is spilling all the deets on him. He’s told me some of this stuff, but not like this.  
 
    “Colin asked me if I could share a bit about him and his dad. Things he’s wasn’t sure he could put into words, but you might be able to understand better coming from me.” 
 
    “Oh.” I frown, wishing he could be the one to tell me this, but after all this time I know Victor isn’t his favorite subject. “Okay.” 
 
    “I get it’s a bit odd coming from me, but he felt it was important you knew. As you might know already, Colin had refused to see his dad for almost two years after we divorced.” I nod. “I honestly thought Victor was no more, but then he called, wanting Colin to come meet Aubrey and you. Now, I think despite everything, Colin still wanted to try and have a relationship with his father, so when Victor offered to pay for college, he took it as a nice gesture and maybe hoped his father had changed, but—” She pauses, and a haunted look passes through her eyes, before she shakes it off. Her head turns, and she glances over at her son who’s busy concentrating on flipping burgers. When she looks back at me, she’s grinning, and her eyes sparkle mischievously like she knows something I don’t know. “Anyways, I wanted Colin to come to Paris with me, so he could have a new start since I knew college wasn’t working out for him. It’s safe to say I was in shock when he said he wanted to stay with his dad. He said he wasn’t quite ready to give up on college and he was also worried about you and didn’t want to leave you alone with his dad. I should’ve seen it then, how he felt for you, but it didn’t even occur to me till today, that despite his dad paying for college, his biggest reason to visit every weekend was because he also had to ‘go see Abbs and check on her.’” 
 
    I can feel my whole-body flush and my heart rocket to the moon at his mom's confirmation that he did always care about me.  
 
    “Now, seeing you two together, I get it. As a woman, and not as Colin’s mother, I want to tell you to protect your heart and never let him treat you less than you deserve.” 
 
    “I won’t. I just hope I can be what he deserves too.”  
 
    She gives me a tight, reassuring smile. Glancing back over at Colin, I see that he's now walking towards us with a plate of hamburgers. Inwardly I giggle, knowing this is the second time today he’s cooked. Two more times than I’ve ever seen before and all on his birthday. 
 
    He slides down next to me on the bench and places a hamburger in front of me. 
 
    “I saw that look on your face, baby. I’m a man, and I know how to grill, thank you very much.” 
 
    “I had no doubt. It’s just...I’ve never seen it before, and now I’m seeing it all in one day.” I place my hand on his cheek, “I should be the one cooking for you on your birthday.” 
 
    “Well, what if you cook for me on your birthday?” 
 
    “Sounds like a deal.” I lean over to kiss his cheek, and his mother chuckles at us, stopping me mid-peck. My cheeks flare, forgetting she was here. 
 
    I reach for the ketchup and mustard to liven up my burger and distract myself from being caught with my PDA towards her son. 
 
    I'm suddenly feeling ravenous as I pile a couple of pickles on top of my patty. My empty stomach growls, desperate for nutrients, as I sink my teeth into the juicy burger. I hum when it hits my tongue, my taste buds coming alive. I’ve never been big on red meat, but I’ve been craving it like crazy lately. 
 
    “Abby? Have you thought about telling your father about you two?” 
 
    Her question takes me by surprise, making me choke mid-swallow of hamburger heaven. 
 
    “My dad?” I question as soon as I dislodge the piece of meat from my throat. 
 
    “Yes, your dad. You mentioned earlier that you are close to him. Don't you think you should let him know what is going on with you?” 
 
    My eyes glance to Colin apprehensively. I know he’s told his mother, but I don't know how to tell my dad. What if he’s not happy and tells my mother in return?’ The last two things I ever want is to have my father disappointed in me, and my mother find out her step-son has been sleeping in my bed.  
 
    Colin gives me a smile and squeezes my knee. “That's up to you…don't feel like you have to.” 
 
    “I just don't know how he'd take it. If he doesn't take it well, that's game over for us.”   
 
    Or game over for Colin when he comes to skin him alive for deflowering his baby girl. 
 
    “Does he know how you feel about Victor?” Naomi asks while I chew on my lip, thinking of all the different scenarios of violence my father could enact with Colin’s body. 
 
    “Yeah, somewhat. He doesn’t like the man either for obvious reasons, but I'm sure it'll be the age thing versus the step-sibling thing.” 
 
    “But if you’re as close to your dad as you said you are, he'll support you.” 
 
    “He's always supported me, but I also don't get to see him more than four weeks a year. Sometimes, I think maybe we’re not as close as I thought. We talk all the time, but then why didn’t he stay in Delaware for me? He knew I hated being there with Mom and Victor, yet he took the job in Maryland soon after their marriage fell apart and I felt pushed away,” I say. I’ve never voiced those thoughts to anyone out loud and I have no idea why I picked now to address them. Maybe it’s the crazy PMS hormones that I've been having and they’re spiking again. Colin puts his arms around me and pulls me closer to him. I wouldn’t change a thing now because I have Colin, but sometimes I wish he stayed closer so I could run away to him whenever I needed to. 
 
    “Word of advice from a mother on the opposite side. Tell him the truth. Be open about your feelings about your mom and Victor. Be honest about your feelings about Colin so you’re not lying to him. He’ll probably respect that more even if he's not on board.” 
 
    “But what if he tells my mom?” 
 
    Naomi sighs and reaches for my hand. “Honestly, I think it’s something you both should be ready to face. Do you really think you can keep this a secret for much longer?” 
 
    I shrug, and Colin doesn't say anything, but somehow manages to pull me even closer. He places a kiss on my temple which eases the sudden tension in my shoulders. 
 
    “Mom, I think it’s just a matter of trying to enjoy the time we have right now. I know it’s going to come out sooner than later, but…” He looks to the sky. “If I'm being honest, I’m freaked out. You know Dad well enough. He’s the main issue. I’m sure we can deal with whatever anyone else thinks. We’re in love, and if people can’t handle that, then we don’t need them. But to risk losing, Abbs, because Dad wants to be an asshole, well I might get charged with kidnapping because I wouldn’t dare to leave her alone with them.” 
 
    Sadly, the things Victor does is always right under your nose. 
 
    The thought creates a thick knot in my chest, making it hard to breathe. No matter how much he wants to protect me, or me him, it’s not possible till we’re both out of the house. But at least we’re not alone. 
 
    Naomi nods her understanding and gives us both a gentle smile. “I understand. Promise me one thing though, both of you.” 
 
    “What?” Colin and I say at the same time. 
 
    “If he finds out, come to me. Talk to me, and we can try to figure something out. With the looks you two share, it would be obvious to a blind person how you feel. I only want you two to be prepared because we know it won’t go over well. This is why I think you need to tell your dad, Abby.” 
 
    Colin twists nervously in his seat. “He already saw it, but I think I swayed him away from the idea.” 
 
    “How did you do that?” Her eyebrow raise, unconvinced. 
 
    Colin turns green when he looks at me, probably remembering weeks ago and this morning with Ashley. “Just said that I had someone else.” He clears his throat uncomfortably. “Can we talk about something else now? Please? I promise if anything happens, I’ll call you.” 
 
    She sighs. “It’s two years till she’s eighteen, Colin. I want you both ready for what you’re going to do and how you’re going to survive it. I don’t want either of you hurt when this secret does come out.” 
 
    I layer Colin’s hand with mine and look up at him, kissing the bottom of his chin. “Even if we have to be apart for whatever reason, I think we can make it through. Maybe I’m being naive again, but I have to have hope.” 
 
    Hope. 
 
    Yeah, I’m going to need a whole lot of it. Wonder if I can buy extra on Amazon? 
 
    “Alright.” She smiles and plops a tomato on her burger. “Now, that’s settled. What do you say we go out to the beach and watch a movie later?” 
 
    “That sounds good, Mom,” Colin appeases, thankful for the topic change, and I dig into my hamburger again. 
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    I’m pulled from my deep sleep, hands grip my ass tightly and a thick hard cock pushes between my legs. 
 
    “Colin,” I moan, unable to open my eyes. I wiggle against him and the grip on my ass becomes harder. Uncomfortable. Painful. 
 
    “Colin?” I try to push back but I can’t. I feel powerless, stuck, my eyes still trapped shut. 
 
    “Hush little one,” the voice groans, a voice that doesn’t belong to my boyfriend. I scream in response, my eyes flying open. 
 
    It’s Victor. 
 
    No, no, no, no. I’m shaking my head violently, begging him to get off me. 
 
    “What did I tell you about telling anyone? I know you’re thinking of telling my son…but that’s not going to happen, now is it?” 
 
    He’s hovering on top of me. He grabs my wrists and pulls them over my head. My wrist stabs in pain from his grip. 
 
    “You’re such a slut, Abigail. No wonder why my son is fucking you.” His nose dips to my neck and he sniffs me. I’m screaming and crying for him to get off. Why won’t he go away? 
 
    I can feel his dick at my entrance. 
 
    “Do you want me, Abigail? Is that why you're naked for me?” 
 
    NO! 
 
    My cries are going unheard. I’m yelling for Colin. Where the hell is Colin? 
 
    In a flash, I’m being lifted off the bed and pulled over his lap. “I’m going to finally spank your fucking ass for always disobeying me, Abigail. I’ll make sure you don’t sit for a week.” 
 
    He lays a smack to my ass and I cry. He does it again and again. 
 
    He stops and rubs my cheeks, his fingers moving between my legs. “You’re going to keep your mouth shut about this and your damn wrist, right? Because if you don’t I’ll give you the pleasure of meeting my cock.” 
 
      
 
    “NO!” I scream, my eyes fly open and try to focus on my surroundings. I’m in Naomi’s living room and the TV is playing a different movie from what we were watching earlier. There are tight arms around me, shushing me, rocking me back and forth.  I know right away by the Axe Temptation body spray that it’s Colin wrapped around me. 
 
    I’m safe. 
 
    It’s over. 
 
    I’m safe. 
 
    My body is racked with sobs and I bury my face in his chest. The nightmare feels all too real. Is this something Victor would do or is it my overactive imagination that’s doing this to me? Whatever it is I know it scares me down to my very soul. 
 
    “Abbs, baby, what happened?” Colin’s soothing voice breaks me from the dark thoughts. 
 
    “Bad dream,” I mumble into his chest and clench his shirt tighter.   
 
    “I got that, but what was it?”  His hand brushes my back, comforting me, easing me from the lingering skin crawling goosebumps of my nightmare. 
 
    “We shouldn’t have watched ‘the Purge’ the other day. It messed with my mind,” I lie smoothly. 
 
    “I knew we shouldn’t have watched it,” he mutters and kisses the top of my head. 
 
    “Abby,” Naomi’s gentle voice makes me pop my head up. She brushes my hair back. “I brought you some water. Try to take a sip. Believe it or not, it helps calm the nerves.” 
 
    Adjusting myself, I take the glass from her and take a small sip of the ice water. The coldness does help melt away some of my anxiety. Though vodka would work better. 
 
    “What the hell happened to your wrist?” Colin booms next to me, making my already erratic heart skip a beat. Glancing down, my hand is mid-reach, handing the glass back to Naomi, and my sleeve and bracelet have ridden up. 
 
    So much for hiding it. 
 
    I'm grateful it’s only dark red, instead of purple and black. 
 
    I need an excuse. Where the hell can I find one of those? I’m not ready to tell him about it. The last thing I want to do is make anything worse between him and Victor. 
 
    “I’m waiting, Abbs,” he growls, and I look at him as more tears slip from my eyes. 
 
    “I was um—” My eyes dart to Naomi and back to Colin, “rubbing it too hard this morning after our spat. Feeling guilty about what happened. It’s a nervous habit and I guess I did it too hard…” I ramble, trying to sound believable. Colin’s eyes close and he pinches his nose. His look alone tells me he’s not falling for it. 
 
    “Why don’t I believe you?” His tone is softer now, worried even. I can’t help but wonder if he’s figured it out. 
 
    “Believe me. I was upset, and I didn’t even notice I was doing it until I saw it.” 
 
    “Now, Colin, just leave her be,” Naomi chastises him. “She doesn’t need you berating her right now.” 
 
    Colin’s eyes open, and he sighs, resigned to the fact that’s all he’s getting out of me. He kisses my forehead. “I’m sorry. I don’t like to see you hurt, but if that’s what you say, okay.” I feel as if he still doesn’t believe me, but pulls me closer, letting it go for now. 
 
    “Abby, what do you need, honey? What will help you get back to sleep?” 
 
    “I think I’m okay. I tend to always dream funny when I’m not lying flat.” I shrug, not sure if there’s any truth to it, but it sounds good. 
 
    “Come, let me help you to bed,” he says with a wicked gleam in his eyes. 
 
    Yes, I’m sure that’s all you want to do, babe. 
 
    His words bring a smile to my face making me forget my nightmare. Being close to my man in any capacity is what I need. He nudges me off his lap, and I stand. He takes my hand in his and we walk towards the bedroom when his mom clears her throat. 
 
    “Colin, a word?” We both turn to face his mother who is staring at both of us sternly. Well, we almost made it. 
 
    “Of course, Mother,” he answers sweetly before turning to me. “I’ll be there in a minute.” Kissing my cheek, he pushes me toward the room. They both go back to the living room and I station myself outside the door to listen. 
 
    “Yes, mother of mine?” he says syrupy sweet. 
 
    “Where did you think you were going?” 
 
    “To tuck my girlfriend into bed?” 
 
    “Mmm-hmm. That’s it, huh?” 
 
    “Well, I figured we would wrestle first, then play canasta,” he jokes. I’m surprised his mother doesn’t hit him upside the head, but I giggle. And he tells me I have the smart mouth? 
 
    “Don’t give me lip. I told you separate rooms.” 
 
    “Mom, come on. She had a nightmare. As her boyfriend, I should be able to comfort her. All I was going to do was lie with her. Also, I'm twenty years old, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t care if you're thirty. Until you’re married you’re not sharing a bed under my roof.”  
 
    “Please, Mom,” he begs, making sounds of a dog whimpering. 
 
    She sighs, resigned. I see his own mother can’t resist his pitiful charm. 
 
    Wonder how pathetic he looks right now? Are his eyes big with his lower lip pouted, and are his hands folded together? 
 
    “Tonight. Only,” she stresses, “I will allow you to stay with her, but no funny business. Please.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I promise.” 
 
    Liar. 
 
    Sinking into my room, I move to sit on the bed to wait for him. Moments later, Colin walks in, laughing. “I heard you win her over,” I muse, and he gives me a toothy grin. 
 
    “What can I say? Mom loves me.” He shrugs and hops on the bed, making me bounce. “Helps that I’m her favorite.” 
 
    “You’re her only child,” I roll my eyes, “and I believe it’s because you laid it on thick, Mr. Wagner. Did you fall to your knees too, press your hands together, and beg mercifully?” I raise an eyebrow at him, taunting him, but unable to keep the smile off my face.   
 
    “Oh, you got jokes, huh?” He tackles me down to the mattress, pinning me down with his body, kissing the side of my face and neck. 
 
    “You’re the only one I get down on my knees for.” His lips move to my ear, his hot breath blowing on my neck, “so I can eat your pussy like a delicious snack.” Colin’s hand travels into my pants, inside my underwear, cupping my heated core. I’m still achy for him since this morning. Even after that nightmare, I still want him badly. Him being inside of me will help curb the uneasy feeling that’s brewing in my mind, the thoughts of... 
 
    Forget about it, move on. It’s over. 
 
    “Too bad you made a promise to your mom, no funny business,” I tease. 
 
    “Well, for now. She’ll be asleep soon and I still haven’t gotten my birthday sex.” 
 
    “I never made a promise of birthday sex…” 
 
    “Well, when I didn’t get anything wrapped in some colorful balloon wrapping paper, I assumed I was getting hot sex. You spread out on my bed, to do whatever I want. I figured the blow job this morning was just the appetizer.” 
 
    “No, you took me by surprise. It was only supposed to be hot sex. You got a blow job because you’re a brute.” 
 
    “Brute, huh?” One of his long fingers dips inside of me. That’s enough for me to forget any rules either of us was to obey. My nails claw and tug at his shirt, wanting to rip the cotton off his body, needing his bare skin. 
 
    His thumb rolls around my clit and his finger wiggles in a come-hither motion hitting my g-spot. “God, yes—” I moan loudly. The sound vibrates in my throat, answering his question and my pleasure at the same time. 
 
    “Shhh—” he hushes and smashes his lips to mine. With each gentle hit to that spot, my body quivers, bringing me to the brink.   
 
    “Colin, I need you inside of me,” I pant against his lips, thrusting my hips to bury his finger in deeper, demanding more. 
 
    “Not yet. Right now, I’m going to bring you to an orgasm with just my fingers, while we make out.” He sinks another finger in me, then another, his eyes never leaving mine. The delicious smirk I’ve come to love plays on his handsome face. “Once my mom is in bed, then I’m going to cherish every inch of your body. Enjoying every second of the best gift I’ve ever received.” 
 
    His tongue takes the place of any words I was going to say. 
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    Colin rolls off me and gathers me into his arms, facing him. His hand dances down my back and I feel content for the first time today. Our long passionate make-out session, the making love that ended with him fucking me senseless was exactly what the doctor ordered. I only hope that Colin was right about his mom being a heavy sleeper because I sounded like a crazy porn star a couple of times. 
 
    “It might have been your ‘gift’ but it’s just what I needed. I feel so much better now.” 
 
    “Is that so?”  
 
    I nod, and he pulls me tighter to him, his large hand cupping my face. I can still smell my muskiness on his fingers. The whole room smells of our love. It’s heavenly. 
 
    “Abbs?” His eyes explore mine, his dark lustful look is now gentle and caring. 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Are you really okay though? It’s not just your mood swings, but there’s something I can’t put my finger on what’s different about you.” 
 
    “Bad different?” I twist my eyebrows, wondering what it could be other than acting like a psycho. 
 
    “No. Like I said, I don’t know what it is. When I figure it out, I’ll tell you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” I nudge him playfully.  “And I’m okay now. But honestly, I don’t know what’s been going on. I’ve been so tired and irritable lately. I didn’t realize how bad I was until today.” 
 
    “It’s fine.” He brushes his lips to my forehead, reassuring me. He accepts my crazy hormonal flaws, loving me all the same. 
 
    I think I might have fallen more in love with him in this second. 
 
    “I like your mom, by the way.” I decide to change the subject from my mood swings before I get all weepy again by confessing my undying love for him. “I think it’s great she’s willing to support us, even if she’s not too happy with her son fucking a teenager.” 
 
    He scoffs. “I was only a teenager myself yesterday.” 
 
    “I know, but I get it.” I pause, thinking about how I want to bring this up. “Can I ask you something?” 
 
    “You know you can ask me anything.” 
 
    “After the talk with your mom, I realized that we haven’t fully talked about our future and what could happen. For one, I know that you don’t want to work with your dad forever, and you mentioned wanting to get into maybe designing or engineering, but how do you plan to do that without college?” 
 
    “I still might go back. I didn’t hate college, I hated studying accounting. I like math and all, but tax laws, and papers on tax law, yeah, I didn’t have the attention for that stuff when I hated what I was learning. I knew it wasn’t the thing I wanted, but Dad told me I pretty much had to pick a major because being a bum wasn’t a choice.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and plant a kiss on his chest. “I hate your dad,” I whisper and glance at the large silver bracelet that still rests on my wrist; a sudden ache burns through it as if his fingers still linger there, holding me down. 
 
    “I’m not a fan either, but at least he still lets me stay.” His hand strokes my arm and the goosebumps rise on my skin. 
 
    “That’s about the only good thing.” I sigh, and my nightmare comes flashing into my mind. I can practically smell Victor’s liquored breath. “He really does freak me out. I don’t know how much longer either one of us should be staying there.” 
 
    He reaches for my arm with the sore wrist, pushing my bracelet down to expose the red mark. The look of familiarity runs through his eyes, as he traces it with his thumb. “I knew you were lying.” 
 
    There’s no denying it now. He knows first-hand what Victor’s fury looks like. But I still try to play dumb. “About what?” 
 
    “He did that to your wrist, didn’t he?” 
 
    I don’t say anything and look away from him, ashamed. Ashamed for not telling him, but most of all, ashamed I let it happen. 
 
    “I fucking knew it. When? When did that motherfucker hurt you, Abbs? And don’t think of lying to me.” His voice rises. He’s boiling mad; I can see it bubbling in his veins, tearing him apart. I know every ounce of his anger is directed at Victor, but I can’t help the fearful lump knotting in my chest thinking he might also be disappointed in me.  
 
    “After our fight. He was upset because I was coming with you to see your mom and claimed it made my mom mad,” I say softly, not being able to look him in the eye. 
 
    “I’m going to fucking kill him,” he roars and stands from the bed. He’s pacing like a caged lion, tugging at his hair, and cursing in French, again. It’s like déjà vu. 
 
    “Colin!” I scramble off the bed and put my arms around his waist to halt his pacing. “You can’t say anything to him.” 
 
    “And why the hell not? He has no right to put his hands on you. I let it go when you told me the last time he made you feel uncomfortable, but I refuse to let it go now. No. I’ll find a way to do away with his body,” he seethes. So many emotions pass in his eyes and they’re moving so fast, like a high-speed pursuit I can’t pick out what they are. “I’m supposed to protect you, Abbs, and I failed. Twice!” 
 
    “You didn’t fail me, Colin. He knows exactly what he’s doing.” 
 
    “I never thought he would—” The words crack in his throat. He’s torturing himself with not being able to stop him, but he knows Victor isn’t easy to stop. 
 
    “Me neither. I always thought if he did, I would kick him in the balls. The man is the devil. Telling him will give him the power against you, against us.” 
 
    His whole body is trembling with his rage. He grabs the sides of his head and shakes it back and forth, before letting out a disgruntled roar. “I need to do something, Abbs. I deserve his fist, you don’t.” 
 
    “You don’t deserve it either, Colin.” 
 
    My arms around him squeeze tighter as my head lays on his chest, his heart thumping violently under my ear. “Baby, you need to relax. I’m okay. I promise, I’m okay.” 
 
    “That’s the thing, Abbs. I’m not. He’s always been a nasty drunk, but now, he’s drinking more like a fish and getting more aggressive. It’s to the point I never saw coming and I won’t stand for it. Hell, I should drive back tonight and handle him. Maybe your mom will believe it if it’s coming from my mouth.” 
 
    I push off him, and look him in the eyes. 
 
    “As much as I want you to hurt him or even kill him for what he’s done, it won’t fix anything. He’s not going to stop because you told him to. It’ll make everything worse and not just for you but for us. You already said he was on to you, so if you bring it up it'll raise flags.” 
 
    “Or I tell him I know the fucking signs,” he snarls. I take his hand and yank him to sit on the bed. Pushing him down on his shoulders I make him sit and curl myself into his lap. My hands push through his unruly sex hair. 
 
    “Please, it’ll just make everything so tense. My mom didn’t believe me last time.” I frown recounting the conversation. 
 
    “So, I’m just supposed to be okay with him hurting you, too?” 
 
    “I didn’t say that.” I sigh, my mind exhausted and not knowing what to do anymore. Damned if you do, damned if you don’t. “I honestly don’t know what to do. But you know if you snap at him, he’ll hurt you.” 
 
    “I can take him,” he mutters, and I roll my eyes. How I wish I knew if that was true. It took me till today to see he has his reasons to not strike back, whether it’s fear or just psychological, but whatever it is, if Colin swung back it would end up being a bloodbath for sure. 
 
    “Maybe, but then he’ll kick you out.” Colin grabs me tighter and buries his face in my neck, and the light stubble of his beard tickles my collarbone. 
 
    “I hate that I failed you. If I didn’t get mad at you, you wouldn’t have been alone with him.” 
 
    “You didn’t fail me, and you had every right to be irked with me. It’s not your fault. Please don’t think that. I love you. I know you want to protect me but sometimes there's only so much you can do. Stop beating yourself up over this. And please don’t face him head-on about this…not till we figure out how to be together.” I curl into him tighter and place small kisses on his neck and behind his ear, trying to calm the tension in his body. I can sense the wheels turning a million miles a minute in his head about what to do. He’s stuck between a rock and a hard place, between wrong or right. 
 
    “I almost left you home with him and didn’t take you with me. I’m such a dick, and if…” His breath shudders and I know he’s killing himself over it now. Looking back now I don’t think he would have left me at home, not after last time, but I needed the wakeup call. 
 
    “Would you have, though? I mean at the time I thought so too, but I don’t think you would have. You love me too much.” I grin, and press my forehead to his. 
 
    “No, I wouldn’t. I already had it planned to carry you out somehow or have Rick go grab you.” He pauses and places a kiss on my temple. “What if you told your father? Or see if you can live with him?” His fingers stroke my back softly, sending little pleasant shivers down my spine. 
 
    “I dunno, he might kill your dad, and I don't want him to go to jail. As for living with him,” I shrug, “I’m not sure if he wants me or if my mom would allow it, even if she knew. Plus, I don’t want to be away from you.” 
 
    “I’m sure your dad wants you, Abbs, and I wouldn’t be far away. I’ll stalk you wherever you go. But your safety is more important than my own.” 
 
    “That’s not true. If you don't think every time he hits you or leaves a mark it doesn’t affect me deep in my heart, you’re nuts. Can we just shelf this and if it happens again, we’ll re-evaluate?” 
 
    “You said that last time when I let it go. This is the re-evaluation, Abbs,” he says sternly, his cool blue eyes staring me down. Instead of putting fear into me, it turns me on, and I wiggle my hips on his semi-hard dick that’s been stirring under me this whole time. His hard face cracks into a smile and the wall of anger starts to crumble. 
 
    “Sometimes I don’t know what to do with you. Now stop being cute and be serious for a moment.” 
 
    “I am…” I rub our noses together, giving him Eskimo kisses. “I want to move on. Maybe we should think about what we want to do next and figure how we can escape this madness— together.” Escape. Yes, that’s what I want to do. Runaway. Runaway from it all. Not even going to my father’s would be enough because the only person I want to be with is Colin. I know it’s impossible, but I wouldn’t mind being on a tropical island paradise alone, with my man. Sea breezes, sun-kissed skin, and Colin always sporting swim trunks. Or maybe nothing at all, where the water glistens and drips from his firm body, and he makes love to me in the sea…   
 
    “You done daydreaming over there?” His fingers pinch my nipple, bringing me back to the now, the virgin piña colada gone from my hand. 
 
    “I’m not daydreaming,” I fib, my mind still filled with the vivid images of our naked bodies tangled together in the blue water. Colin pinches my nipple again, telling me to come back. “Well, why don’t you tell me about your ideas for this great escape. I know you think of it more than I do.” 
 
    “I haven’t got it figured out yet. I know I want to take every chance with you and be with you forever.” 
 
    His words make all the shit with Victor vanish for a moment. We’ll figure it out. We have to, but for now, we can shelf it. Evil step-daddy is only half the battle. 
 
    “I want forever too.” 
 
    “You better,” he chuckles, “because I’m not letting you go now. I don’t have a plan all put together, but I will before too long. If anything, I might end up kidnapping you out of Delaware. There’s no way I’m waiting two more years in that house. Maybe make up a lie and say you got a scholarship to study abroad. I don’t know.  I’m saving money to get my own place, for us. I just don’t have every detail worked out yet. If I don’t go back to college, I don't mind staying in construction. I like building and putting things together, so it wouldn’t be the end of the world for me. There’s money in it, is that something you can live with?” 
 
    “You mean a job where my boyfriend whistles at girls all the time when they walk by?” 
 
    He tickles my side and pushes me into the mattress, hovering over me, his dick lined and center, ready for action. “The only person I would ever whistle at is you. But I do know one thing, my future is with you and I’ll make sure it works, no matter what.” His lips mesh to mine and our bodies become one, once again. 
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    I haven’t gotten much sleep since Colin rolled off me in a heap of sweat and exhaustion. He passed out, but even with Colin’s arms protectively wrapped around me, sleep has evaded me. I found myself waking every hour or so, flashes of my nightmare coming to the forefront.  
 
    It’s a little after seven now, and I slip out of his arms to use the bathroom. He easily lets me go and I grab my phone from the charger, padding my way to the hall bathroom. Once I relieve myself and clean up, I make my way to the back porch. Sinking into one of the patio chairs, I remember Naomi's words about telling my father the truth about my relationship. She’s right, no matter how much I want to avoid it. Pulling out my phone, I stare at it, knowing there’s no better time than the present.   
 
    My dad has always been an early riser, up before the sun, never wanting to miss a minute of the day. I scroll through my contacts and I’m pleased and terrified when he picks up after the second ring. 
 
    “Pumpkin?” 
 
    “Hi, Dad.” I smile into the phone. I’ve missed his voice. 
 
    “It’s rather early for you. I’m surprised you’re up. Did you forget it was the weekend?” He chuckles, diminishing my anxiety for a second. 
 
    Only for a second. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep any longer. I have a lot on my mind. Actually, I needed to talk to you.” I twist the end of my shirt around my finger. 
 
    He’s silent for a moment, I’m sure hearing the uneasiness in my voice. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just…” I hesitate on what to say next. 
 
    “Spill it, pumpkin. Whatever's bothering you, you’ll feel better once it’s off your chest.” 
 
    Oh, how I wish that was true. 
 
    “Okay, but I need you to promise not to talk to Mom about what I’m going to tell you. I’m not sure how you’ll take it, but if Victor found out it wouldn’t be good for anyone. I need you to believe that, no matter how much you might be disappointed in me.” The words spill out of my mouth so fast, they sound more like one big jumbled word. 
 
    “Slow down, Abby. Start by telling me what’s going on and then we can talk about the rest.”  
 
    My heart races and I sink further into the lawn chair. “Just promise you won't tell Mom.” I reinforce my plea. 
 
    “Okay, okay. I promise. Now, what’s going on because now you're worrying me.” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s not bad per se. It’s just you’re the only level-headed person…” I ramble off again and I make out my father’s frustrated groan. Sucking in a deep breath, I prepare myself for my fate, and I blurt out, “I’m dating Colin.” 
 
    “What? Abby, I didn’t make out a word of that. You need to calm down…” 
 
    “Daddy, I’m dating Colin,” I say slower this time, pushing each word out one by one. There’s a long pause of heavy breathing as my dad absorbs the words. 
 
    “Colin? Colin who?” 
 
    I roll my eyes. “Colin Wagner. You met him once for a second years ago.” 
 
    “Your step-brother?” he barks and I pull the phone away from my ear. “What the hell is wrong with those men?” 
 
    “Dad. Stop. Please just listen before you get judgmental and crazy.” 
 
    “Abigail, you haven’t seen crazy yet. What the hell do you think you’re doing?” 
 
    “Being in love, Daddy. I know it’s insane. It just happened. We both got along because of what Mom and his dad did to us. We understand each other. I don’t know how to explain it, but I wanted to tell you. What I have with Colin is real. I don’t expect you to agree, but I need you to understand me and my feelings. I beg you, Daddy, he’s not a bad guy. He’s not taking advantage of me. I. Love. Him.” I state the last part firmly, wanting my true conviction to come through to him. 
 
    “He’s much older than you. You're sixteen, Abbs, and I'm not sure you know what love really is.” 
 
    I bite my lip, sick of hearing about my age being a reason for not knowing what I want. There’s only one thing I can do, and that is to sell this relationship and myself, with maturity, and bravery, like I did with Naomi.  
 
    “Yes, I’m sixteen, but I know what love is, Dad. I know how happy he makes me and how much we care about each other. We drive each other nuts because we’re so passionate about each other. He’s made me a better person and the thought of not being with him kills me. Yeah, that might be some fairytale crap to you, but it’s how he makes me feel. I know you've been burned before, and I know you don't want the same for me. But this is happening. This is real.” 
 
    “That’s a very compelling reply,” he mutters sarcastically. “So, I’m just supposed to be okay with this?” 
 
    “I already said you didn’t have to agree with it, but I wanted you to know. He took me to meet his mom. She's not pulling out the confetti either, but she saw it and she kind of gets it. She's the one that told me to call you.” 
 
    There’s a long silence and the back door slides open grabbing my attention. Colin slips into the early morning with me and closes the door behind him. I motion that I’m on the phone, and he nods slipping into the chair next to me. He kisses me on the forehead when my dad's voice booms back over the speaker. 
 
    “Is he with you now?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Let me talk to him. Then I can give you an honest answer on how I feel about this,” he says in a calm tone, but it still makes my skin tingle with worry. 
 
    Well, at least he can't kill Colin through the phone. 
 
    “Okay, but be nice. He treats me right, Dad.” 
 
    “I get that, but…” he sighs, and I can see him sitting in his favorite recliner, pinching the bridge of his nose like he used to do when the Ravens missed a pass, “you’re my baby girl and all I see is some guy that you probably shouldn’t be with, taking advantage of you, and maybe of your naivete.” 
 
    “He’s not. Look at it this way, he protects me.”  
 
    Colin’s arm drapes over my shoulder and he whispers in my ear, "Always." 
 
    “What do you mean protects you?” I swallow, realizing I shouldn’t have said it that way. I’m not ready to tell him about Victor and the abuse he unleashes. Though at least I have told him how much I hate the guy, I can lie. 
 
    “It’s just...I don’t like Victor and neither does Colin really.” I glance at my boyfriend whose eyes tell me it’s okay to spill whatever I might word vomit out. 
 
    “Colin doesn’t like his own father?” He snorts, “Let me talk to him, Abby.” 
 
    “Alright, slow your horses.” I giggle trying to lighten the mood and I’m pleased when I hear his light snicker in return. 
 
    I miss my dad. 
 
    I cover the speaker of my cell. “He wants to talk to you, so lay it on thick.”   
 
    “I’ll lay something on thick, baby.” He smirks, and I shove him away. I’m on the phone with my dad and he’s making dirty jokes. 
 
    What a gutter diving perv. 
 
    He kisses my cheek and takes the phone from my hand. “Mr. Miller?” he answers with authority, his eyes never leaving mine. I can’t hear what my dad replies but Colin is nodding his head at whatever he’s saying. After a beat of no comments from Colin, he kisses the top of my head. 
 
    “Stay here, I'm going to talk inside.” 
 
    “What? Why?” I stand from my chair at the same time he does from his. “I want to know.” 
 
    He chuckles, which only makes me cross my arms in a huff. “Let me do this. It’s okay, I swear, but better if done in private.” 
 
    “Dad!” I yell, and I make out a faint laugh from the receiver. 
 
    “Yeah, she is. Wouldn’t expect anything less from her.” He bops my nose, with a smile on his face. His smile brings relief to my bones that maybe my dad isn't on the way to New Castle with a shotgun and Colin’s name engraved in the slug. 
 
    “It's okay, put your worried face away.” He kisses me and I still taste tinges of myself on his lips. 
 
    I fall back into the lawn chair and watch as the sky changes from pink to blue, waiting for the final say of my father. 
 
    What seems like a lifetime later, and I swear I see a couple of gray hairs now, Colin comes back outside and hands me my cell phone. I whisper the words, "Are you okay?" before taking back my phone. He simply nods, picking me up and setting me on his lap. 
 
    “Dad?” I ask into the phone, needing to know what happened in the million hours they were away. 
 
    “Abigail, after a long talk with your boyfriend, I'm going to trust that you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Really?” My words hitch in my throat. 
 
    Is this truly happening? 
 
    “Really. I know I can't always be there for you and it might seem like I've given up on you. But I want you to know I haven't. I love you, sweetie, and if this is what you think is right, I'm going to trust you. Just know that I'm here for you. No matter what.” 
 
    Tears well up in my eyes threatening to fall. “You mean that?”   
 
    “Yes. We all have to learn to live our own lives and take our own paths no matter where they take us…” 
 
    “…because the only way we can learn is by choosing our own destiny,” I say with him, quoting my Grandfather: a good man that I miss dearly and who had imparted much wisdom to me. It seems my dad also listened to his own father as well. 
 
    My dad's hearty chuckle rings through the speaker and Colin places a wet kiss behind my ear. “Always know I'm here for you. If you need me, I'm a phone call away. And if he hurts you, well, he knows what's coming for him.” 
 
    After a few more minutes of back and forth, I hang up with my dad and entwine myself in Colin’s lap. 
 
    “What did you say to him?” 
 
    His lips brush across my forehead and I feel him grin.  “I told him how much I love you and how serious I am about our relationship. Also, that I would move Heaven and Earth for you to keep you safe. He gave me his speech about axing me alive if I hurt you, and it was all he needed to trust me.” 
 
    “That’s it? I thought he was going to tell you to stay away from me.” 
 
    “Oh, he sorta started that way, but he was more genuinely worried about you. I ended up telling him a bit about my relationship with my dad. I wanted to tell him what happened to you, but I’m trusting you’ll be honest with me next time, so I didn’t. But next time, he’ll be the first person I call. If I can’t hurt him, well, your father can. I told him the truth about how I tried to stay away, but you captured my heart and made me better.” 
 
    I can’t help the little giggle that leaves me. “You really did lay it on thick.” 
 
    “I did, and it was enough to make him squeamish that he relented, demanding I treat you right. I also gave him my mom’s number, so he could talk to her for more insight. In the end, he got it, and I think by the time I marry you, he’ll be able to accept me as his son-in-law.” 
 
    I smile and think about how one day I might be, ‘Mrs. Abigail Wagner.’ Now those are the kinds of dreams I like to have. 
 
    “Now that we checked that off your list, what do you want to do today?” 
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    Living in hell has never been easy, but I’ve survived another week living with the devil. Colin promised he wouldn’t bring up my wrist to his dad, or my dad, for that matter, if I allowed him to play bodyguard when he’s home. I’m to be flanked by him at all times in the house, even if it’s to get a glass of water. The only thing he’s missing is the suit and sunglasses. It seems a little crazy, but it makes him sleep better at night, and me too. 
 
    So, once again, I’m spending all my days hiding out in my room or making sure there’s something to do outside of the house. Avoidance; it’s the only way I know to protect myself. Though, when it doesn’t work and I cross paths with Victor without my human shield, he gives me his eerie, lingering stare that makes it feel like spiders are crawling all over me. I never knew one look could be so terrifying, but Victor has it mastered, that's for sure.  
 
    But I’ll take looks over touching any day.  
 
    I come straight home after school today, so I can finish packing my bag for tonight. Colin is taking me out of town for the weekend. Something I’ve been looking forward to all week.  
 
    Hanging my jacket and backpack on the hook, I bounce to the kitchen to get a drink. I’m giddy with excitement for the first time, in I don't know how long, thinking of forty-eight hours alone with my man.  
 
    “Abigail, I need to talk to you for a moment,” my mother says from behind me, while my head is inside the refrigerator looking for anything to drink besides water.  
 
    I know you have a grape soda in here somewhere, Colin.  
 
    “Yeah?” I answer, now digging through the bottom drawer.   
 
    “Can you turn and look at me?” I groan, hearing her foot tapping. Why can’t she give me a second? My throat feels like it’s the Sahara. Relenting, I grab a water knowing it will have to do for now.  
 
    “Yes?” I spin around and twist open the cap on my water, downing half of it in one gulp.  
 
    “I need you to do something for me tonight. A friend at work, Regan, has a nephew who just moved from New York and he doesn’t know a soul. His name is Alfred Willington. He’s your age and I told her that you would take him out, show him around, have dinner.” 
 
    “Excuse me, what?” My eyes bug out of their sockets in disbelief at what my mother has just told me. She’s making me go out on a date with some stranger? Does she think I’m an escort or something? It is not my job to entertain her friend’s nephew. 
 
    “You heard me. You’re taking out Alfred. Who knows, you might end up liking him. He’s quite handsome and could be perfect for you.” 
 
    I snort, my mom wouldn’t know the perfect man if he bit her in the ass. “No, I had plans tonight.” 
 
    Plans that happened to include me and Colin, alone in a hotel room, making love, drinking tequila, and fucking like wild animals. 
 
    “And there's no way I would go out to dinner with some guy I never met.” 
 
    “Let me guess these plans are with Colin and Ashley?” She narrows her eyes at me, crossing her arms over her chest, berating me. 
 
    “I don't want to go out with Alfred Willington. I don’t know him. And if anything, it’s because his name is Alfred Willington,” I bark, refusing to answer her question. I never planned on telling her more than I’d be back Sunday night. 
 
    “Oh, stop it, Abigail. He's a nice boy who doesn't know anyone, and you’re a single young lady. I'm not asking you to marry him. Just be friendly and show him around.” 
 
    “What this all sounds like, mother, is that you’re whoring me out. So, are you asking me to sleep with him to make him feel right at home?” 
 
    I'm so pissed right now, I'm seeing red and white polka dots. Why does she think it's okay to do this? I didn't request her help to find me a date. 
 
    “Heavens no! Be real. But you don't date, and I think you spend too much time with your brother and his girlfriend. I'm sure you've become a third wheel. Now, maybe you can double date, but for now, let them have time alone.” 
 
    I clench my fist to my side, my rage rising through me at lightning speed, and I swear fire is shooting out of my head making me look like Anger from Inside Out. “I'm not going out with him,” I scream, finally blowing my top. 
 
    The front door slams and I silence myself as the air in the house suddenly becomes chilly. Moments later, Victor is walking into the kitchen with Colin right behind him. “Why the hell are you yelling at your mother?” he barks. 
 
    If I wasn’t so mad I might be taken aback by his ire, but not even the fear that he would hurt me stops my raging emotions. 
 
    Last week I was Ms. Sadness and now I’m Ms. Furious. My wacky teenage hormones are making me into a raving bipolar lunatic. 
 
    I look at Colin and he mouths, ‘What happened?’ 
 
    “Because my mother thinks I should be a whore. I’m not doing it,” I seethe, focusing my attention back to my mother. 
 
    “Yes, you are. I already told my boss you would. I’m not asking you to do anything but be a friend to the boy for a couple of hours. Have dinner and take him to the local bowling alley.” 
 
    “So, a date?” 
 
    “Yes, I don’t think it would kill you to go on a date, Abby. You’re sixteen now. And I don’t mean the other stuff, but how will you find anyone if you don’t mingle?” she says nonchalantly, not giving a crap about how upset I am, or caring about any of my feelings in general.  
 
    “NO! He’s not my type,” I yell again and slam the half-empty water bottle down on the counter. 
 
    “You haven’t met him, yet!” my mother yells back. 
 
    “His name is Alfred! Alfy and Abby. I don’t fucking think so,” I hiss. Why doesn’t she get that I don’t want to do this? 
 
    “Now that's enough!” Victor bellows, the harshness of his voice this time, does make me cower. 
 
    “Your mother asked you to do something. You should see that you do it. She and I have talked about this. You need to get out and stop hanging around my son all the time. He’s not a good influence on you and you need friends your own age.” I notice Colin flinch at the callousness of his words.  
 
    If only they knew the half of how much I truly hang out with Colin. But I still hang out with my friends all the time and Colin hangs with his, separately.  
 
    “I do hang out with friends my age,” I snap. “You don’t know a thing about me, Victor. You’re not my father and I don’t have to listen to you.” 
 
    “Thank god for that,” he mutters. Colin and I must have been the only ones that heard it because my mother seems oblivious to his side comment, which shows how blind she is.  
 
    She grabs my elbow, making me look back at her. “But you need to listen to me. I need you to do this. I already promised you would. One night won’t kill you and you might find out you like him. He’ll be here at seven” 
 
    There’s no point in arguing about this. I won’t win. Then randomly the memory of Victor saying he would spank me for disobeying him, makes me bow down. There’s no way I want to find out if he would make good on that threat. 
 
    “Fine,” I spit out, as I storm out of the room and up the stairs, away from this insanity.  
 
    “And you will be on your best behavior with him,” my mother calls after me. 
 
    I fling open my bedroom door and let out a scream so loud it scratches my vocal cords. I kick off my shoes and send them flying across the room, “Fucking bitch!”  
 
    Be on my best behavior, yeah right. Poor Alfy boy isn’t going to know what hit him. Poor kid, getting in the line of my fury. 
 
    Knowing I need to calm down, I make my way to the bathroom and dig through my cabinet looking for my new lavender lotion, I bought last week. I’m hoping the scent will relax me. If I had time I would take a bath filled with lavender bath oil and take a nap. 
 
    As I sift through the piles of soaps, and tons of un-opened Bath and Body Work lotions that I have under my sink, I spot a box of tampons chillin’ in the corner. I freeze, closing my eyes, trying to figure out when Aunt Flo is due to pay me a visit. It usually comes on the first of the month like clockwork. It’s now the nineteenth. Aunt Flo is late. Very late. 
 
    Fucking hell. 
 
    I don’t know why this didn’t occur to me before. I’ve been waiting for it to come, thinking these crazy mood swings were caused by PMS. 
 
    But it has to be impossible for me to be pregnant. I’m on birth control. I’m just stressed and emotional from mid-terms and sneaking around with Colin. 
 
    That has to be it. 
 
    I put the thought aside and rinse off my face, letting the cold water cool down my anger and my confusion. Once I locate my lotion, I inhale, and my nerves calm for the moment. 
 
    I’m rubbing the lotion in my arms as I exit the bathroom and I run into a wall of muscle. I go stumbling backward and Colin’s strong arms catch me.  
 
    “You know you have a knack for not knowing where you're going.” He chuckles, pulling my body flush with his chest. 
 
    “Well, you're the last person I expected to be in my room. You really want to feed into their 'wild' idea of us, don’t you?” 
 
    “Fuck them,” he snarls and kisses me gently on the lips before releasing me. “I don't get where your mom comes off thinking she can just set you up without your permission.” 
 
    “I don’t either. I don’t want to go.” My bottom lip folds out in a deep pout. It’s not fair. All I want to do is cuddle in his arms and connect at the hips.  
 
    Colin pinches my lip between his fingers and tucks it back in. “I don’t want you to go out with some tool either.” His eyes light up and a crooked grin spreads on his face, “I have an idea.” 
 
    I roll my eyes and can’t begin to wonder what this man has up his sleeves. Whatever it is, I hope it works so we can get to our hotel tonight. 
 
    “Just be nice, it’s not this kid’s fault he got stuck with me for a night.” 
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    Okay, so my mother was right, Alfred Willington is not bad looking, but he’s still no Colin Wagner. Mr. Alfy is lean, has a pretty boy face with a chiseled jaw, and jet-black hair. But through his brown eyes, I can see he’s as uncomfortable as I am. 
 
    We’re sitting in Giovanni’s and we’re both waiting for our pizza. Neither one of us talks and my stomach is queasy from all the different smells of food in the air. I grab a breadstick from the center of the table and bite into it, hoping to keep the pending sickness down. I’m convinced all this stress and hiding is eating away at my stomach. I was looking forward to tonight and just detoxing for two days. 
 
    I look back at Alfred and he twists the napkin on the table. He opens his mouth and closes it again. I didn’t think pretty boys had such trouble talking to girls. 
 
    I wonder if I should call off my bloodhound and tell him this whole thing is a dud. I have a feeling I’m about to get rid of Alfred pretty quick. 
 
    “Thanks for coming out with me,” he finally speaks up nervously. “I know you didn’t want to.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. It’s not you, it’s just the way I was told about all this.” It’s not his fault my mother is a pushy bitch.  
 
    “I understand that. My aunt made me come too…” He’s silent for a second and then smiles, “but I’m glad now that I did. I wasn’t expecting you to be so beautiful.” 
 
    My mouth drops, flabbergasted by his sudden courage. I’m flattered and all, but no. My head turns to the front door, wondering if maybe I do need my pitbull now. 
 
    “Thanks.” I laugh it off and chomp into the breadstick again. 
 
    “You go to William Penn, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, everyone in this city does.” I giggle and shake my head, swallowing the rest of my breadstick. I’m about to grab another one, but my stomach turns, nauseated, when a waiter passes us carrying a tray with onion and mushroom pizza. I grab my stomach and exhale deeply, hoping it will pass. 
 
    “Right, sorry. I came from a much bigger city in New York. I’m not used to there not being anyone or anything around.” He blushes, clearly embarrassed. 
 
    “You get used to it.” I pick up my glass of water and take a couple small sips. The impending sickness is still bubbling, but it eases enough to keep humoring Alfy. “I've lived here all my life. But my step-brother came from Dover, he had a bit of a shock too.” I know for a fact, the smile on my face is goofy looking, thinking about Colin. 
 
    “Yeah, I miss my hometown already. There’s nothing to do around here. What do you do for fun?” 
 
    “Mostly just chill at each other’s houses, movies, the beach sometimes, that kind of stuff.” I shrug, moving the fork around on the table. 
 
    “Maybe me and you could hit up the beach sometime together.” He leans forward and gives me a dazzling smile that maybe in another lifetime would have made me float away. But as his bright whites try to hypnotize me, I’m left wondering where this boldness comes from.  
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    “Yeah, she can’t do that.” Colin’s voice interrupts me as he pulls out a chair from another table to ours. I bite down on my lip, trying not to laugh at him. He’s wearing large, round black frames, a gray sweater vest, and a crazy ass blond wig. 
 
    I don’t remember him dressing like a blond Harry Potter being a part of this plan. 
 
    Wonder what J.K Rowling would have to say about this hot mess? 
 
    Alfred pales, looking nervously at my crazy ass boyfriend. “Who—who are you?” he mutters, his confidence gone. 
 
    Colin slings his arm around my shoulder. “Who do think? You’re on a date with my lady.” He winks at me and then looks back at Alfred. He noticeably gulps and twists his hands on his napkin. 
 
    “I didn’t know. My aunt didn’t say that you had a boyfriend.” 
 
    “That's because my mother doesn't know. If you wouldn’t say anything, please,” I plead, with big doe eyes to drive it home. 
 
    “Um, yeah of course. You could have told me in the beginning though.” 
 
    I look over at Mr. Harry here and frown. He shrugs with a cocky grin as he brushes his fingers through my hair, not giving a shit.  
 
    “Sorry. I didn’t expect him to show up.” I playfully glare at Colin and back to Alfred. “I don’t know you well enough to tell. Also, we can be friends and stuff if you want...Like I promise I won’t leave you hanging in the halls.” 
 
    He looks down at his napkin and gives me a small smile. “Thanks. That means a lot.” 
 
    “As long as you keep your hands to yourself,” Colin growls and I elbow him in the stomach. He makes an ‘oohff’ sound and his arm slides off from around me to his belly. 
 
    “Ignore Harry here. He might seem like a Pitbull but he’s harmless. As you can tell.” 
 
    Alfred laughs, raising his hands up defensively. “I understand. No worries. I would be the same way.” He takes a sip of his water, then pushes his chair back. “I guess I should be going.” 
 
    “Wait!” I shout, when he’s halfway out of his seat, putting my hand out to stop him.  
 
    He plops back down fully in his seat and eyes me curiously. “Yeah?” 
 
    “I happen to have a friend. She likes everyone, but I think she might be perfect for you.” 
 
    “How do you figure? Because I was told this earlier today too,” he jokes, and it’s nice to see he’s not truly upset.  
 
    “I took a picture of you and sent it to her.” I needed to have a plan B just in case Colin’s bite wasn’t hard enough. Plus, Tamara is always looking for new guy friends. 
 
    “You took a picture of him?” Colin growls in my ear and my hand meets his face, pushing him away.  
 
    “She thought you were cute and is on her way. Just Harry here has to get lost. Tamara can’t know about us either. Secrets aren’t her thing, but she’s sweet.” I smile, hoping my peace offering works. “Would you like to meet her?” 
 
    “Sure. It'll be better than being alone on a Friday.”  
 
    “I’ll meet you by the car, baby.” Colin places a wet kiss on my cheek and gets up to leave. In his wake, Tamara walks past him and comes to our table. 
 
    “Hey, girl.” She reaches down to give me a hug and turns her attention to Alfred. “Oh, he’s even better looking in person. I’m Tamara,” I’m glad to see Alfred’s eyes perk up at the sight of her. 
 
    Knew it. 
 
    Tamara is beautiful: chocolate eyes, tan skin, and sorta resembles Eva Mendes. If I was into that type of thing, well, she and I would be running off together, instead of Colin and I. 
 
    “Yeah, Tamara this is Alfred. Alfred, Tamara, she’s one of my best friends.” 
 
    They briefly hug and say their hellos, when they're interrupted by the waiter bringing the food we had ordered. 
 
    I look down at my pizza and feel absolutely disgusted by the smell of tomatoes, cheese, and the greasy bacon. I don’t know why because this is my favorite.  I need to make a quick exit before my stomach makes an appearance. 
 
    “Tamara, sit, eat; I know you like this as much as I do.” I stand, kicking my chair back. 
 
    “You okay?” 
 
    I nod. “Yep.” I grab her shoulders and push her down into my chair, before grabbing my purse and running off to the bathroom. 
 
    I make it, slamming the door closed, and dry heaving into the toilet. Nothing comes up thankfully, but I feel like shit. Once I know nothing is going to happen, I move to the sink to wash my face. I hope this passes because we have a two-hour drive ahead of us. 
 
    I wonder if we can just stay somewhere else for the night. I just kind of want to go to sleep now. The bathroom door swings open and Colin appears behind me in the mirror. No glasses now, but the blonde wig remains. 
 
    “Hey, I was getting worried about you.” He takes me in his arms and kisses the side of my neck. 
 
    “You can’t be in here.” 
 
    “There’s no one here,” he whispers in my ear and it causes a chill to run down my spine. “In fact,” his hand runs down my back and he grabs a handful of my ass. 
 
    Oh, no, I am not fucking in a public bathroom. For one, gross. Second, anyone could walk in, like my best friend, and third, everyone outside that door would be sure to hear us. I swat his hand away from my ass and try to maneuver out of his hold. “No, anyone can walk in.” 
 
    “It’s all part of the adventure.” He smirks, his mouth inching in closer to mine. I put my hands on his chest, stopping him. 
 
    “No. I’m not fucking you in a bathroom.” A low growl leaves my lips, wishing he would listen to me.  
 
     “You don't know what you're missing, baby.” He winks and reaches for my hand. “But come on…” Taking my hand, he leads me out of the bathroom. 
 
    “Sorry,” I say with as much sass that I can muster, “I'm not like all the other chicks you fucked in a restaurant bathroom before.”   
 
    Where the hell did that come from? 
 
    He looks back at me confused, but pulls me closer, shielding me from Alfred and Tamara. Though, those two are too busy making eyes at each other to even notice us walking out of the restaurant. He doesn’t say anything as we arrive at his car parked along the side of the road. He opens the passenger door for me and pushes me in before closing it behind me. 
 
    I watch him cross in front of the car, with his eyebrows knitted and his lips tightly pressed together. Does he look annoyed? Angry? 
 
    He flings open the driver door, and slides in, tossing the wig into the back seat. He looks to me and grabs my face, kissing me. It's unadulterated, heated, passionate, and it’s making my head spin so I can't breathe. 
 
    When he breaks from me, he runs his hand down my face, staring at me attentively. “Just so you know, I’ve never had sex anywhere in public before. But please tell me that’s not something you worry about when you think of us?” 
 
    “It’s not,” I whisper, not being able to meet his stare. 
 
    I never allowed the thought of who, and how many to get into my head. It’s only happened once with the whole Ashley thing, but I knew he had a past and I refused to get hung up on it. If anything, it’s helped make him a master in the bedroom. 
 
    “I know you have been with other girls and it never bothered me. I mean you were dating that one chick when we met. I might have been fourteen, but I knew what you were doing. I would just picture it was me instead.” I chomp down on my bottom lip, embarrassed that I mentioned that fun fact. 
 
    “Is that so?” he says with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. Figures he’d get a kick out of my dark secret.  
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    His hand travels up my leg, under my skirt, his finger tracing over my covered slit. My breath hitches and I remember that we are in the car. In public. Every so often someone walks by and there's a chance they could catch us. I should be nervous, yet the thought thrills me. The thought of getting caught was never one to drive my desire, but now fucking hell, bring it. 
 
    “What’s wrong, Abigail?”  
 
    “We shouldn’t here.” I shake my head, stuttering my words. But the voice inside my head is jumping up and down yelling we should, we should. He moves my panties to the side and brushes his finger over my folds. I jerk my hips, giving in and wanting more. Damn right, we should. His touch flicks the on switch to my libido. I need this man like I need water.  
 
    “But is this what you used to picture me doing to you? Me touching you, just like this?” His husky voice spurs on my excitement, my arousal coating his fingers.  
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Or like this?” He sticks his finger inside of me and slowly pumps it in and out of me. My head tilts back, and my hand reaches out, blindly curling my fingers into the roots of his silky hair. 
 
    “Like that,” I moan and wiggle my hips to feel more of him. He reads me, knowing just what I need, and places another finger inside me. 
 
    “I love playing with you, baby. It’s my favorite thing to do to you. Well, next to eating your juicy pussy.” I grin, knowing I got lucky being with a man who loves his foreplay, and getting me off before his dick even touches me.  
 
    “You’re so wet, and you smell fucking amazing,” Colin whispers in my ear, causing me to shiver. “My car has never smelled so good before.” 
 
    My cheeks heat up at his words. Knowing we have a two-hour car ride of it smelling of me, and it will keep us continuously turned on. His fingers pump into me faster, and he sucks on the side of my neck. I yank on his hair harder, and grip his shirt, feeling as I’m about to fall off a cliff. 
 
    “What else did you picture me doing to you?” 
 
    “Fucking me, calling out my name when you came,” I pant, my orgasm on the brink. I manage to glance out the window and I’m thankful when I don’t see anyone walking by. It would be obvious to anyone what we’re doing, the windows have started to steam up, and the car might even be rocking. There might as well be a neon sign, saying 'come see the live event: One night only.' 
 
    The dirty thought of getting caught passes in my mind again. Someone knocking on the window, my step-brothers’ fingers deep inside me, kissing me so deeply that anyone could tell, he loves his little step-sister more than just as his sister. 
 
    “Is that all?” He breaks from my lips and his eyes bore into my own. 
 
    I shake my head, his thumb now brushing over my swollen nub. My toes curl, my nails run down his chest. “Yesss—” Is the only word I can form before I fall apart, my pussy clenching around his fingers, holding him in. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful when you come, Abbs. Fuck—” He kisses me again, but I'm twitching so bad it’s hard to get a proper lip lock. Is it possible to love this man more for knowing just what I needed when I didn’t? For loving me even when I’m acting a little nutty. I might be living in hell, but Colin is my gift from God. To remind me heaven does exist, and I’ll soon find the right road out of the darkness.  
 
    “I love you…” I gasp out into the searing kiss, once our lips finally are able to seal. His fingers still gradually move inside of me, continuing to make tiny orgasmic aftershocks.   
 
    “Oh, I love you,” he whispers, breaking from our kiss, his eyes shining into mine. Slowly, he slides his fingers out of me and places them to his lips. My arousal glistens on them and he sticks them in his mouth to suck them off. “Mmmm.” 
 
    “Is it good?” I pant, through my labored breathing. 
 
    “Always. I can’t wait to have seconds.” Watching him lap my juices from his fingers makes me crave to do the same with his cock. I glance down at his crotch and his swollen dick is desperate to break out of his jeans. He has to be uncomfortable. 
 
    I lean over and rub my hand over his twitching bulge. “Do you want me to take care of that for you?”  
 
    “Whooo,” a loud cheer comes from outside the car, followed by laughter and more whooping. I jerk my hand away from his lap and plop in my seat, thinking we’ve been busted. With my heart jumping out of my chest, trying to think of an excuse as to why I'm groping my step-brother, I look out the window.  
 
    “Oh thank god.” I fall into a fit of giggles when I see it’s a group of little kids making their way into the ice cream shop. 
 
    Colin laughs, settling into the driver seat and adjusts himself. “I have something you can do once we get moving.” He winks at me before turning on the car and pulls out onto the road.  
 
    “What do you want me to do?” I purr and rub his arm seductively, eager to satisfy him like he did me. My mouth waters, thinking of his juicy cock in my mouth, and I can practically taste his saltiness on my tongue.  
 
    “Undo my pants, take out my dick, and then put your pouty little mouth around it.” He places his hand around my neck urging me down. 
 
    “You promise you won’t crash the car if I do?” I giggle and run my finger along the strained zipper. 
 
    “I promise, now help a guy out.”   
 
    I undo his buckle and pop the button on his jeans. Teasingly, I take my time to unzip his zipper. He yanks on my hair, telling me to stop being a brat. I lay a kiss on his covered dick, before freeing it from the confines of his boxers. My finger dances along the tip, down to the bulging vein of his now angry dick, admiring it.  “You have such a pretty dick.” 
 
    “Pretty isn't the word I would use to describe it, Abbs.” His grip in my hair becomes harder and I smirk at the sight of his ticking jaw as his eyes remain on the road.   
 
    “Pre-tty,” I mutter back, but I don’t give him a chance to argue when I wrap my mouth around his cock and take him to the back of my throat.  
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    “Abigail, where the hell are you?” my mother barks into the phone. We're now twenty minutes out from our destination. It’s after ten, hence why she’s calling. Though, I’m sort of surprised she didn’t wait till after midnight when I would have turned into a slutty pumpkin. 
 
    “Between the sheets with Alfred mother. Isn’t that what you wanted?” I utter sarcastically and look over at Colin when he pinches my arm. “What?” I mouth, and he just shakes his head, as he holds back his laughter.  
 
    “Abby, I don’t need your smart mouth. Alfred’s aunt caught him making out with Tamara outside the diner, and you were nowhere in sight. So, I ask again, where are you?” 
 
    I squeeze my phone tightly to try and avoid chucking it out the window. “I told you when I got home I had plans. I’m going camping with Ashley, Colin, and a couple of their other friends. I didn’t want to go on that stupid set up, and Tamara is better suited for Alfy anyways. I knew that when I met him. Don’t worry, we’ll still be friends.” 
 
    “I didn’t give you permission to go out camping. You get your ass home now.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I say in a sing-song voice, “I’m already far away and I’m not the one driving. Soooo—” 
 
    “This is exactly what Victor meant by Colin being a bad influence,” she snaps cutting me off. “Give the phone to Colin. I need to have a few words with him.” 
 
    “No! If you want to have words, you can have them with me. He’s done nothing wrong but allow me to join him and his friends for some fun this weekend. You should be overjoyed that we get along and don't hate each other. We’re family for Pete’s sake.” I hiss the word family for good measure. My whole body tenses and I’m seething. I don’t know the crap Victor is putting into her head about her own step-son, but I don’t get why she can’t see it’s ridiculous. It’s his son for fuck's sake. “And he’s not a bad influence on me. I’m not out getting drunk, I have some good, new friends, and I’m enjoying myself. And on the plus side, you know who I’m with and not sneaking out to some boys house fucking them, getting Std’s, or pregnant.” 
 
    I feel the blood drain from my face when I say the last word. A word I haven’t thought about since I figured out I was late. I shove the word down again, convinced there’s no way I am. 
 
    My mother sighs heavily into the phone, but I know she’s about to cave, knowing she can't stop me. 
 
    “You might be right, but you should’ve told me these plans when you made them. When you get home, I want to have a long talk with you. And you’re going to be grounded for the week for this as well, along for that smart attitude.” 
 
    I huff, but I relent. What did I expect? “Fine, I understand.” 
 
    “Good. You need to start to realize, Abigail, that you can’t just do whatever the heck you want. You’re sixteen and still under my roof. And I do think Colin is a fine boy, but you need to make your own friends. He needs time alone with his girlfriend…” 
 
    Yeah, he does, I smirk at my inner musing. 
 
    “I get it.  Can I go now? I think you have successfully embarrassed me today.” 
 
    “Goodnight, Abigail.” She hangs up and I toss my phone to the middle of the console. 
 
    “Looks like I’ll be grounded for a while.” I sink into my seat and Colin reaches over and takes my hand. 
 
    “At least she couldn’t stop you like I figured,” he chuckles, pressing his lips to my knuckles, “and I think we can figure some things out to do while you’re under house arrest.” 
 
    “Is sex all you think about?” 
 
    He glances over to me, amusement dancing in his eyes. “Who said anything about sex? I was talking about Netflix and chill.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the same thing?” 
 
    “Only if we do it naked.”  
 
    Either way, being grounded isn’t as bad as it seems. 
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    I’m three days into my week imprisonment, bound to my room, only allowed out for food and school. When we got home that Sunday evening my mom lost her fucking top, not only with me but with Colin too. Victor, of course, had to join in on the pow-wow. He yelled, then grabbed Colin by his collar, and dragged him out of the room.  
 
    When he snuck into my room that night he told me what had happened in their exchange. Victor spewed his same hateful words and Colin received a couple blows to the gut, leaving a nice purple welt on his stomach. It makes me wonder how much more Colin can take. I do wish sometimes he would free himself from this hell and not worry about me. But as Victor’s temper gets worse, I am thankful he’s here to help protect me. I just wish I could protect him in return.  
 
    On top of me being grounded, they both demanded he stay away from me until my sentence is over. We also aren’t allowed to hang out together anymore out of the house.  
 
    But thankfully, there are ways around that. 
 
    I find myself writing in my journal non-stop this week and thinking of ideas of how we can run away and be together. Everything I came up with had about the same chance of success as me landing on the moon. 
 
    I feel defeated and at a loss, especially with everything yet to come. 
 
    Ever since I realized I missed my period last week, the mood swings, the random nausea, and vomiting and sleepiness, now all make sense. Not only have I read enough on WebMD that I could become a doctor, but instinct tells me just what is going on; the instinct that has been swimming around in my mind for weeks and that I kept pushing down, hoping it would drown.  
 
    Though, the one person I should’ve told, I've kept it from, unsure how to bring it up.  
 
    “Earth to Abbs!” Tamara yells, waving her hand in front of my face. My head snaps to her and I smile. I’m sitting outside school on the brick ledge, killing time before my appointment.  
 
    “Hey, Tam.” Standing next to her is Dean. Who only over the last few days started talking to me with more than just a few one-word answers to blow me off. “Dean. What’s up?” 
 
    “I should ask you the same thing, chick. You have been so far gone lately. You've been acting like a zombie. A pretty zombie, but a zombie either way.” She smirks and sits down beside me, putting her arm around me. 
 
    I rest my head on her shoulder and debate if I want to confess everything that's happening with me to her. “Mom is still just being a bitch,” I tell her instead, but it’s not really a lie, is it?  
 
    “Are you still grounded?”  
 
    “Yeah. Till Saturday. Although, I made temporary bail, and my mom gave me permission to stay after school for ‘extra credit work,’” I say making air quotes. “I figured what she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”  
 
    “Well, if you want, we can go to the mall while you still have some freedom? Retail therapy always cheers you up.” She squeezes my shoulder and I pop my head back up. I love this girl, and maybe this weekend after I talk to Colin, I can spill my guts to her. She deserves to know, she’s always been there for me. She might not understand, but I know she'd support me. I'd do it now, considering I'm seconds away from a nervous breakdown, but I can’t do it with Dean standing here.  
 
    “I can’t. I have to get to a doctor’s appointment for a yearly checkup. I'm waiting for the bus.” Tam cringes at the word bus. She's hated public transportation ever since a guy sat next to her and started looking at a porno beside her. So, now she prefers to walk wherever she’s going or hitch a ride with someone.  
 
    One day I’ll get my license, once Mom lets me go to driving school.  
 
    Wait…so…never. 
 
    “Your mom won't take you to the doctor's?” I shake my head. “God, she really is being a bitch. Rude.”  
 
    “Uh, yeah. But it’s better this way; she would just annoy me anyways.”  
 
    “Hey, I could take you, Abbs,” Dean offers out of the blue and I'm taken aback. We might be talking more, but I didn't think he'd do me any favors. 
 
    “Yeah?” Because I don’t want to ride the bus, twice.  
 
    “Of course, it’s what friends are for.” He gives me a genuine smile and it’s nice to see the signs of my friend again.  
 
    “Thanks.” Tam and I stand, and she wraps me in her arms. 
 
    “Hey, if you're free this weekend maybe we can go shopping? I mean Prom is coming up. I'm making Alfred take me.”  
 
    Who would've thought after only a week together Alfy boy might be the one to get Tamara to settle.  
 
    “That’s still months away, goof.”  
 
    And I highly doubt I’ll be going. 
 
    “Your point? It takes time to find the perfect dress. Do you not know me?” She nudges me.  
 
    “Oh, I do. Yeah, it sounds like a plan.” Though if I have it my way I’ll be busy crying on her shoulder, confessing my sins, and knowing the only dress I’ll be buying is a maternity one.   
 
    Tamara gives me a tight hug and whispers to call her if I need to talk or if I need anything. I promise I will, and then walk off with Dean.  
 
    I slip into the passenger seat of his Jeep, putting my backpack on my lap, and buckle up. My stomach is all in knots about the appointment but also thinking about what Colin would say if he found out I took a ride from Dean. 
 
    Because I’m not saying a word for an innocent ride. I don't need the fight on top of the one I might encounter when I tell him he's going to be a dad.  
 
    My mind is still fucking blown that we're going to be parents.  
 
    No matter how many times I've said this to myself, I’m still trying to take it all in. Sure, I hope the doctor will tell me I'm not pregnant because I'm not really ready for such a major life change, but I know that happening is slim to none. 
 
    “You okay?” Dean asks and touches my arm. I didn't even notice he got in the car.  
 
    “Yeah. Thanks again for taking me.”  
 
    “No problem. Where am I heading to?” He turns on the car, and the radio comes on, blasting a guitar riff at full volume. I cover my ears and he laughs, apologizing, as he turns it down.   
 
    “Geez, Dean, do you like for your ears to bleed?” I laugh, rubbing my ringing ears. 
 
    “Sometimes? But I had the top down this morning and couldn't hear. So, where are we going?” 
 
    “The medical center building off Franklin drive.”  
 
    “Got it.” He nods, and pulls out of the parking lot, drumming his thumbs on the steering wheel to the music now faintly playing through the speakers. 
 
    “I’m glad you're talking to me again,” I blurt out as Dean turns onto the main road.  
 
    “Yeah, I'm sorry about that. That day at the movies was a little awkward.” He glances at me briefly, giving me a weak smile.  
 
    “Sorry. Colin can be a bit—” 
 
    “Possessive?” He cuts me off and chuckles softly. My eyebrows knit, astonished that’s the word he would pick. To him, Colin's my step-brother, and it makes my heart start to do the conga knowing he picked up on it. 
 
    “Um no. He's just protective?” 
 
    “Abbs, I know and it's okay.” Sincerity drips from his voice, but my mind is too busy trying to figure out how this is going to play out to hear it. A voice in my head screams that he’s going to judge and hate me. 
 
    “Know what?” My voice squeaks to an octave I’ve never heard before, and I’m pretty sure all the neighborhood dogs heard it. Way to play it smooth, Abigail.  
 
    “That you and him—are a thing.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I turn to look out the window, my hands shaking, and my cheeks saying everything with how red they are 
 
    “You and your step-brother. You’re together.” My crimson face turns to him, slacked-jaw and at a loss for words. “I didn't think it at first. I was more embarrassed I had called your step-brother your boyfriend. But when you two bickered, it was like he was oddly jealous, and you were so uncomfortable. I thought it was maybe a cover because you didn’t want me, which hurt, but I kept thinking maybe something was going on between you two. But then about three weeks ago, I saw you two at the beach and you had your hands all over each other. There was no denying you were a couple.”  
 
    “Oh god.” I sink into the seat and cover my face. “You haven’t told anyone, have you?” 
 
    “No.” He reaches over and shakes my shoulder. “Look, I do—I did really like you, Abbs. It did suck at first and that's why I avoided you. But I’m not a dumbass or even a big enough of a dickhead to do that to you. It was easy to know you haven't told Tams or Sandy about it, so I kept it to myself.” 
 
    “Thank you. And look, I'm sorry I lied to you or if I led you on. I just didn't want to ruin our friendship.” I mindlessly play with the straps on my backpack, too ashamed of myself to look at him. 
 
    “It's okay. There are no hard feelings, Abbs. I've had time to process it and we're friends, I'm cool with that.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I finally get the courage to glance at him and try to gauge if he's honestly alright. 
 
    “Yes.” A full white smile spreads across his face and some of the nerves I had wash away. “We’re good.” 
 
    “You don't think it's… I don't know, maybe gross or odd?” 
 
    “It's a bit odd. I admit I was weirded out at first, but he's not your real brother and I can’t judge what I don't know.” He shrugs and starts drumming his thumbs on the wheel when a new song comes on.  
 
    “That sounds like something your mom used to say.” I laugh, remembering when we were little his mom always had something profound to say. 
 
    “Oh, yeah. It's one of her many favorite quotes from her ‘words of wisdom’ calendars.” He laughs with me, as he pulls into the parking spot in front of the red-brick building of the medical plaza. “We’re here.” 
 
    “Thank you for taking me. I appreciate it and for everything else too,” I say sincerely, glad to have my friend back. 
 
    “No problem. Did you want me to pick you up when you’re done?” he offers, and though I’m tempted to say yes, I don’t want to put him out or have Colin catch him dropping me off.  
 
    “No, I can have Colin get me. But thanks.” 
 
    “Alright, Abbs. I’ll see you Monday.” Monday? I question, eyeing him curiously.  
 
    “Wow. You really are on some other planet. There’s no school the next two days. Remember? Teacher days or some shit.” 
 
    Hell, I’m surprised I even remember my name right now. 
 
    “Oh yeah. I forgot.” Feeling like a bit of a dunce, I say one final goodbye and slide out of the Jeep. I wave as he drives away and make my way to the OB office.  
 
    I check in with the receptionist and then sit in one of the chairs. There’s some lame Muzak playing from a small radio in the corner and only one other woman waiting. She’s extremely pregnant, rubbing her stomach lovingly. Her hair is a bit of a mess and she looks tired with light bags under her eyes. She doesn't appear as drastic looking as what WebMD made late pregnancy to be. There’s a smile tugging on her lips as she reads some baby magazine.  
 
    She’s happy, and I wonder if that’s how I’ll be at that point. Would Colin come to my appointments and tenderly rub my stomach as well?  I don’t get to think about it fully when a nurse steps out and calls my name.  
 
    Nurse Wanda, greets me sweetly, asking what brings me in today. The bubbly smile doesn’t leave her face to make judgement when I tell her I think I’m pregnant as she takes my weight.  
 
    “Alright, well I’m going to need you to pee in this cup and leave it inside the little metal door in the bathroom.” She hands me a clear container with a bright yellow lid. “Once you’re done, you can go into room four.” 
 
    I do as I’m told and then jump on the paper-lined exam table to wait. What seems like forever later, Nurse Wanda comes back in to check my vitals. She asks about my last period and symptoms. I let her know heavy smells make me sick, and that I had turned into Attila the Hun over the last few weeks, which makes her laugh.   
 
    “Oh sweetie, I doubt you’ve been that bad, but I understand what you mean.” She puts the blood pressure cuff away and pats my knee. “The doctor should be right in. Okay?” 
 
    I nod, and she makes her exit.  
 
    My legs kick against the exam table as I stare at the clock on the wall. The second hand mocks me, ticking extra loud, and going extra slow. I swear it just ticked backward. 
 
    Why do doctors always make you wait? Just tell me yes or no already.  
 
    The door opens, and heels click on the tile, stopping me from yanking the clock off the wall. My head spins to the older woman, wearing a pale pink blouse and a grey pencil skirt, who has just walked in. Her dark hair fans around her face and her kind brown eyes bring me comfort.  
 
    “Miss Miller, I’m Dr. Montgomery. How are you feeling?”  
 
    “Anxious.” Put me out of my misery already!  
 
    “Yes, I'm sure you are. Well, your urine test did come back positive for pregnancy.”  
 
    I nod, absorbing what she's told me. There’s no question about it now and I’m just glad to know for sure.  
 
    “Okay. So, what happens now?”  
 
    “Well first, I want to make you aware of your options—” 
 
    “Options? You mean like abortion?” My voice shakes, cutting her off. I know abortion would be the last thing I would ever do. I'm all about pro-choice, but no, I couldn’t. No matter how scared I am, or what might happen to us, this is my baby. A part of me, and it’s my job now to do everything in my power to do my best to provide for him or her. 
 
    “Well, that and there's also adoption, and of course parenting. If you considered adoption though, you would need to talk to the father of the child.” 
 
    “No, I want this. I'm young, but I couldn't give up my baby.” My arms circle around my midsection, feeling the need to protect them, maybe even hold them.  
 
    “That's very brave of you. It seems motherhood already suits you.” She walks to the wheeled stool and sits beside me. “Just know you can always change your mind and when we’re done today I can give you some information on some helpful services that handle teen pregnancy. Also, I'm going to draw some blood, check your HCG levels, iron, and see if you're RH negative or not.” She takes a deep breath and glances back at the papers on her lap. “Your file says you were on birth control, have you stopped taking that?”  
 
    “Yeah, but only on Monday. Will the baby be alright?” 
 
    “Yes, the baby should be more than fine. Now that doesn’t mean that there’s not always a small risk; there are risks in all pregnancies. We can talk about those afterward in my office. Now usually, we wait till the next appointment, but since you mentioned you’re into week three of your missed period, we can do an ultrasound now. If you want?” 
 
    “Yeah. I do.”  
 
    “Great. Let me get the machine setup. It'll take me just a minute.” Sliding over to the computer, I watch as she types in my information. Then an eerie thought pops into my mind. 
 
    “You won't tell my mother, will you?” Her fingers freeze on the keyboard and she looks over at me, tucking her hair behind her ear. 
 
    “I won't call her, but I can't promise that the insurance won't send her something. I do suggest you tell her soon because if she doesn’t find out that way, you will start showing.” 
 
    My head bows and I twist my fingers in my lap. A cold chill runs down my spine, knowing I'm fucking screwed one way or another. When they find out, I have a feeling it will become world war three in my house  
 
    I need to get out of there somehow. 
 
    “Are you okay, hun?” She grabs my hand and I shake my head, not being able to make eye contact. “If you're not safe you can tell me. That changes everything.” 
 
    I should tell her I'm not. I'm scared of Victor and what he would do. What he has done. But would anybody believe me? It's all hearsay. I have no proof or any marks. Not even my mom believed me. If they investigate and find nothing it could end up making the devil angrier. I'm not sure it’s worth the risk and I would have to talk to Colin first. 
 
    “I'm just scared, but I'm okay.”  
 
    She studies my face for a moment, before taking a steady breath and squeezing my hand. “Alright, but if that ever changes please let me, or someone you trust know. It's not just you now. Your safety is important.” 
 
    “I will. I promise.” 
 
    “Good. Now let’s take a look, shall we?” 
 
    She tells me to lay back and wants to try the external wand first, since she believes I might be far enough along, without needing to be invasive. 
 
    “Now this might be a little cold.” She shakes the white bottle and squirts the blue gel on my belly. It's not too bad, just slimy. 
 
    The screen comes to life when she places the wand on my stomach. There’s what looks like a black hole surrounded by gray and white. She enhances the picture as she moves the wand around and soon there’s this white dot, in the middle of all this black. “There’s your baby.” Dr. Montgomery smiles brightly at me as she points to the screen. “I’m going to do some measurements, but you see this little flicker?” 
 
    “Yeah?”  
 
    “That’s the baby's heartbeat.” 
 
    Dr. Montgomery points out the head, arms, and legs and I’m blown away. Seeing this little baby, who is not even the size of my hand yet, and their heart beating is all surreal. I’m terrified, confused, but also overjoyed. I fall instantly in love with this tiny peanut living inside of me; a little baby who is half of me and half of Colin. Tears well in my eyes, and I’m still left staring in awe.  
 
    I’m going to be a mom! 
 
    Now, all I have to do is tell this peanut's daddy. 
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    I’m pacing my bedroom, chewing on my nails, while my heart hammers in my chest. I texted Colin to meet me in my room when he got home from work, but I still have no idea how to break this news to him. 
 
    Maybe when he comes through the door, I should throw some streamers and yell surprise, you’re going to be a dad. Whooo! Get a banner and a noise maker for added effect. Then he’ll hug me, and we can run off into the sunset together.  
 
    I mean, how can he be mad? We love each other. We’ll be a family, and this won’t change anything.  
 
    Who am I kidding?  
 
    It changes everything. 
 
    We’re going to be responsible for another human being, and I haven’t even finished high school. We also have to find a place to live because it certainly won’t be here. That’s even if we survive our parents when they find out because I’m pretty sure they’ll kill us. Him more than me.  
 
    All these thoughts are not helping the queasiness in my stomach, nor are they stopping my head from spinning. I’m seconds away from passing out from my anxiety.  
 
    I collapse on my bed, my mind exhausted from the racing thoughts. Grabbing my pillow, I place it over my head and let out a long scream.  
 
    The bed dips beside me and a strong arm removes the pillow from my face. My mouth snaps shut coming face to face with my boyfriend, who is finding my dramatics hilarious.  
 
    “When you asked me to come in here, I wasn’t expecting to see you trying to suffocate yourself with a pillow.” Colin throws the pillow aside, and lays down next to me, propping himself up on his elbow. “What’s wrong?” His thumb rubs my cheek, coaxing me to talk. I wonder if he can hear the pounding of my heart.  
 
    I look up at the ceiling, chewing on my lip so hard it might bleed. “I don’t know how to tell you.” 
 
    “Just tell me,” he urges, placing a small kiss on my nose.  
 
    Like a band-aid; rip it off and prepare for him to curse like a sailor. 
 
    I let out a large puff of air, preparing myself for what’s next. “Could you bring me my backpack? It’ll be better if I show you.” 
 
    “Okay?” He gives me a strange look before getting off the bed. I sit up as he grabs my backpack off my desk and brings it to me. “If you failed a test, you know I won’t be mad, right?” he jokes, but he falters when he sees I'm not amused. 
 
    He places the backpack on my lap, and my anxiety picks up. I’m cold and sweaty and trembling like crazy. He sits next to me, watching me closely.  
 
    “Babe, you're shaking. What’s going on?” Colin asks nervously and runs his hand down my face. I have no words. Saying I’m pregnant doesn’t seem like enough, and I’m not sure the words would even come out audible anyways.  
 
    Out of the side pocket, I pull out the sonogram Dr. Montgomery printed for me and hand it to him. “Here.” 
 
    His eyebrows knit together in confusion as he studies the black and white picture. “What is this?” 
 
    “That would be our baby.” 
 
    “Wh—” Time stands still as he gapes at the picture in his hand, shaking his head in a state of disbelief. He charges to his feet, holding the sonogram for me to see, stabbing it with his finger. “That’s a baby? This doesn’t look like a baby.” 
 
    “Well, according to my doctor it is. I knew something was up when I missed my period.” 
 
    “Wait, why didn't you tell me you missed your period?” he snaps, swaying back and forth. But I’m not sure if he’s angry or just in shock. 
 
    “Because when I noticed, I was trying to convince myself it wasn't that. But then when I googled all my symptoms; the moodiness, the nausea, the exhaustion, everything added up. I wanted to wait till I knew before I worried you, so I made an appointment for today. She said my pill probably failed and it could be for a variety of reasons because I’m pretty sure I took it every day.” And if I did miss one—well, it’s too late to go back now. “Anyways, she did an ultrasound to see how far along I am. I’m about seven or eight weeks. I’ll need to go back in about four weeks.” 
 
    His fingers run through his hair, as he stares down at the picture, mimicking my pacing steps from earlier. He’s quiet. No cussing or muttering. I watch him go back and forth, wishing I knew what he's thinking. This could go either way and the longer he paces, I feel the chances of us running off into the sunset fade away. 
 
    “Say something,” I beg, no longer able to take the silence.  
 
    His feet halt and he spins back around to me, his mouth opening and closing like a fish. “You’re pregnant.” 
 
    “That I am,” I say softly, fearing the worst. “Are you mad?” 
 
    “Mad?” His eyes grow large, seeming astonished by the question. “No.” He sighs, stretching his arms to me. “Baby, come here.”  
 
    Not needing to be told twice, I fly off the bed and into his waiting arms. My arms wrap around his waist and I nuzzle my head into his chest. 
 
    “I love you,” I mumble, inhaling his scent, sawdust, and Axe body spray. 
 
    “I love you, too.” Colin kisses the top of my head and brushes back my hair. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    “We’ll figure it out, but it'll be fine.” 
 
    “I wish I had your confidence.” I glance up, trying to get a good read on him, and I'm greeted with his panty-dropping smile. 
 
    “It’s a lot to take in. I'm still taking this in, but we're having a baby.” His nose brushes mine, and he ever so softly kisses my lips. “Can I tell you something?” 
 
    “Duh, anything.” I giggle and squeeze my arms around him tighter, never wanting to let go.  
 
    “I have pictured you having my kids one day. Sure, it was more like ten years from now and we were married, but it’s happening now, and I’m okay with that.” 
 
    “You pictured me having your kids?” My voice squeaks at his confession. All the scenarios I envisioned, this wasn’t one of them. “I didn’t think guys thought of that stuff, and we’ve only been together for four months.” 
 
    “Yeah, but I’ve known you for about two years. And there was just something about you getting knocked up that made my dick throb. I can’t explain it. Maybe the thought was selfish because then everyone would know you were my girl. That I did that, well this, to you.” His hand slides over my belly, as he leans down to kiss me. Our tongues dance together, and his light moans echo down my throat.  
 
    I want him. I want him badly. 
 
    My hands grab his belt, blindly trying to unhook it with my lips still attached to his. I get it out of the metal hook, but then he grabs my wrist, backing away from me.  
 
    “We can't. Your mom is home and my dad will be back shortly.” 
 
    “So what? The door is locked and I promise to be quiet, please. I want your cock inside of me, so bad.” I run my hand over his growing bulge. “You want me too. I can feel it.” 
 
    “I always want you, baby. Trust me, I picture you bent over your desk right now, ramming myself hard into you. Wanting to feel you quiver as you come around me.” 
 
    My legs squeeze together, his words alone are enough to make me come. “Do it. I need you. Please.” 
 
    I can see his control start to slip and he’s at war with himself. “You don’t play fair, Abigail.” There’s no denying the desire in his voice and I have no doubt I’m going to win this.  
 
    Grabbing the hem of my shirt, I pull it over my head, dropping it to the floor. “I learned how to play the game from you.” I step closer to him, pulling at his belt again.  
 
    “Fuck me.” 
 
    Colin’s mouth opens, but any words that were about to come out are replaced by three loud knocks on my door. I jump three feet in the air and fear blooms in my chest thinking I’m about to be caught red-handed and half-naked with my step-brother. 
 
    I swear we were only playing doctor and Colin was just about to give me an internal exam. No biggie. 
 
    “Abby?” my mother’s voice chirps from the other side. Colin darts off so fast he leaves a gust of wind in his path.   
 
    I retrieve my discarded shirt and pull it over my head. With a steady breath, I move to my door and open it only a crack. “Yeah?” 
 
    “Hey sweetie, I was going to bake some cookies and wanted to see if you wanted to help. I’m making your favorite, sugar.” 
 
    “Huh?” I’m dumbfounded, wondering if I truly heard her ask if I want to bake with her. We haven’t done that since pre-Victor and her crazy ass diet.  
 
    Have aliens taken over her body? Was there some sort of trade? 
 
    “Cookies. I know you haven’t heard that word out of my mouth in forever, but I had a craving and I figured we could splurge for one day.”  
 
    “Oh, well, it’s just, I was about to take a shower. I can help you after?” I offer, hoping she’ll take the bait and end up leaving me alone like she always does. 
 
    But cookies do sound good. Hope I feel the same when I smell them.  
 
    “Alright, don’t take too long or you won’t be able to eat the batter.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’ll be out shortly.” My mother smiles before turning on her heel and walking back down the hallway. I close the door and lock it, sighing in relief. 
 
    That was close. And so fucking odd.  
 
    “Colin?” I walk towards the bathroom, knowing it's the only place he could have run off to. I hear the shower turn on and smile. When I enter, he’s standing in front of the shower stall naked as the day he was born. 
 
    The butterflies in my stomach flutter knowing I made a baby with this man and he or she is going to be cute as fuck. 
 
    “Get in. I’m going to fuck you and then you are going to bake me some cookies.” 
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    I’m stirred awake by arms wrapping around me, pulling me tighter into a warm body. Right away I know it’s Colin and relax into his hold. He kisses my bare shoulder and his fingers trace over my flat belly. 
 
    Him touching my belly makes my worry spike. I have no idea what we’re going to do. The high from earlier has now washed away and panic sets in again. 
 
    After our shower, we never had a chance to talk more about our new situation. I got pulled in by my mother to bake, which didn’t make me want to rip my hair out. It was actually fun, like old times. Then Victor had called and made Colin go back to work because there had been some sort of emergency at the site. I passed out before he even got back home. 
 
    “I’m scared,” I say, my voice thick with sleep, but my mind is now wide awake. 
 
    “I know, I am too, but it will be alright. I promise.” He pulls me closer to him, kissing the side of my neck. 
 
    “How? Our parents are going to kill us, Colin. Your dad especially will kill you.” 
 
    “I plan to find a way for both of us to get out of here. I’ll call my mother. She'll help us.” he says nonchalantly and it’s like he’s forgotten he’s knocked me up and I’m only sixteen. 
 
    “Isn’t she back in Paris though?” 
 
    “Yeah, but she would come back, I’m sure.” He pauses, and I know that he isn’t sure. But Naomi was happy for us—not dancing on the table happy, but happy. I doubt she would let her son or grandchild suffer, especially at the hands of Victor. 
 
    “I don’t get how you’re so calm about this?” 
 
    “I’m not, but I don’t want you to get worked up yet. I just need a few more days to figure it out.” And days sound like eons right now. 
 
    My hand lays over his on my belly and think about what Dr. Montgomery told me. “The doctor asked me if I was safe today. I wanted to tell her no, and tell her about Victor, but I wanted to ask you. Maybe CPS would let me go live with dad and you can come.”  
 
    “Or you call your dad and finally tell him because who knows if CPS will do that.” He grabs my chin, turning my head to look at him, his eyes looking sternly into mine. “He’d fight for you, Abbs.” 
 
    “I know,” I mumble, “I just didn’t want to be away from you or cause more issues for you with Victor.” 
 
    “The second you’re out of this house, so am I. Don’t you worry about that. Now go to sleep.” He kisses me gently, before releasing my face, and burying his head back into the pillow.  
 
    “Wait. There’s something else.” 
 
    He sighs heavily into my neck, annoyed, and now I’m going to piss him off. “What?” 
 
    “Um, I talked to Dean today. I’m sure you remember him.” His body tenses and I swear I hear him snarl.  
 
    “I do,” he says through gritted teeth. I close my eyes and know I’m going to have to pick my next words carefully, so he doesn’t turn into a jealous ogre.  
 
    “He gave me a ride to the doctors. Now, before you get mad, listen,” I try to jolt up to face him, but he grips me tighter keeping me in place.  
 
    “I won’t get mad unless you tell me he did something, and I have to kick his ass,” he grumbles my big bad protector, coming out to play. 
 
    “We just talked, but he told me he saw us together at the beach and knew we had to be together. He knows about us, but he promised not to tell anyone and didn’t get grossed out. He was understanding.” 
 
    “Good,” he says simply, and I’m surprised that’s all I get from him. Good? He was about to lay Dean down, and now everything is peachy? And he says my hormones are crazy. “Now, is that all?” 
 
    “No. I want to tell Tamara and Sandy about us.”  
 
    “Okay. Now go to sleep.” 
 
    I’m dazed shaking my head at all his short simple replies. “That’s all you’re going to say?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s fine, Abbs. I shouldn’t have stopped you from telling them in the first place, especially after Rick and Ashley knew. You’ll need them more than ever now. So tell them. Now get some sleep. You need the rest for the baby.” 
 
    “How can I?” My mind is all over the place and I haven’t been able to talk to him in about a week.  
 
    “You need to try.” Colin’s thumb caresses my belly. His soft touch soothes the rising stress of this life-changing moment. I still want to talk, but I let the feeling of his touch bring me the comfort I’m craving instead. He’s here, I have him and that’s all that matters, at least for now.  “Stop worrying about the what ifs. I swear to you I will figure something out. I love you and that’s never changing.”  
 
    “Even when I’m a brat?” I tease, and he chuckles into my neck.  
 
    “Especially when you’re a brat and won’t go to sleep.” I snuggle closer into him if that's even humanly possible. His thumb continues to rub my stomach and he lays soft kisses on my neck. I melt into his arms and my eyes get heavy, comforted by his touch and his love.  
 
    “I love you, too,” I mumble, before drifting off to sleep.  
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    The sun peeks through my window, waking me, and my body is hot from the vine called Colin wrapped around me. I turn my head to look at him, admiring how peaceful he looks when he sleeps. I run my hand down his cheek and peck a kiss on his lips. 
 
    His eyes don’t open, but I know he’s awake by the cheeky smile on his face and when his hand squeezes my breast. “Mmmm. These are bigger. I wonder how I didn’t notice,” he hums, rolling my nipple between his fingers.  
 
    I whimper, feeling my panties dampen from his fondling and his impressive morning wood poking me in the ass. “I like sleeping next to you.”  
 
    We’ve only slept together at night a handful of times, each time is new and exciting, but it’s still never enough. 
 
    “I like it too. It means I don’t have to sneak in here in the mornings to have my daily dose of fucking you.” 
 
    Oh, he’s such the romantic… 
 
    Colin’s hand travels inside my shorts and his fingers trace over my folds. “Someone is excited this morning.” 
 
    “Always,” I pant, as he nips at my neck. I’m dying to feel him inside of me. 
 
    He rolls me onto my back and slowly peels my clothes off, and then his. His mouth wraps around one of my nipples, tugging and sucking while his fingers tease my clit.  My fingers curl into the strands of his hair, pulling him to me, needing his mouth on mine. It’s not enough. I want to devour him and mold into him to make us one, so I never have to let him go.  
 
    He grabs my legs and wraps them around his back. “Ahh,” I moan yanking harder at his hair as he fills me completely.  
 
    “This is home…so warm and so fucking tight. I wish my dick never had to leave,” he murmurs against my lips before capturing them again. His thrusts are painstaking slow, but I need more. I always need more. My nails run down his back, and I can practically feel his skin rip under my nails. He hisses, pulling away from our kiss, a fire now burning in his eyes. Suddenly he stills, and a small smirk dances in the corner of his lips.  
 
    “Colin…” His hand goes around my neck, but his thumb pushes into my lips silencing me. The flames in his eyes fuel hotter and I know I’m in for it.  
 
    He leans down, his mouth hovering over my ear, and his husky voice sending shockwaves and moisture to my pussy. “You’re going to pay for those claw marks, brat.” 
 
    Yes, please!  
 
    His hand stays locked around my neck and he slams into me—hard, again and again. I'm moaning like crazy when he pushes his thumb into my mouth, telling me to hush. I suck and bite at it, wishing it was his dick. The sweat glistens on his forehead, his eyes closed tighten as he somehow manages to bang into me harder. 
 
    My hands claw at the sheets, at him, as all the muscles in my body tighten, and I let out a satisfying cry as I come. 
 
    “God, Abbs—” 
 
    There’s a loud bang and it rattles the whole room, followed by a bellowing voice. “WHAT THE HELL IS GOING ON?” 
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    My mother's furious voice bounces off the walls of my room.  
 
    It’s like for a moment everything is frozen in time. My biggest fear is coming true: being caught while my step-brother fucks me.  
 
    Colin roughly pulls out of me, causing me to wince. He grabs my blanket from the bottom of the bed and wraps us both up in it.  
 
    “What the hell are you doing to my daughter?” Mom stands in front of the bed, snarling like the angry Doberman that lives next door, always ready to pounce on you and rip you to shreds.  
 
    What the hell is she doing here anyway? She’s supposed to be at work. 
 
    “Don’t you knock?” My embarrassment vanishes, and I’m now pissed the fuck off. I know this isn’t going to go down well, so I need to prepare myself for a fight.  
 
    “I don’t have to knock in my own house,” she barks at me, practically foaming at the mouth. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” She points her finger at Colin, stepping in closer. “She’s your sister and a child.”  
 
    “I’m not a child and I’m not his sister!” I scream over her, and my hands clench the sheet tighter, seething. I’m tired of being called a fucking child. I’m sixteen, not fucking four.  
 
    “You’re a child, Abigail. If you were grown up, you wouldn’t be this stupid,” she roars, and her words sting as if she smacked me.  
 
    “I’m not stupid,” I mumble under my breath, but she doesn’t hear as she draws her attention back to Colin.  
 
    “What? You couldn’t find a girl your age to have sex with? So you use my daughter to fill your sick need? What about Ashley?” 
 
    “Mom. Stop!” I screech, making her twitching face turn back to me. I take a couple of steady breaths, trying to calm myself. Maybe if I act grown up and reasonable she’ll give us a chance to explain. “Stop. Please. Can’t you let us get dressed, and we can talk.” 
 
    “No, I’m not leaving you two alone!” she shouts again, her whole face burning red. 
 
    “Aubrey?” Victor says, appearing at the door.  
 
    What the hell? Neither one of them went to fucking work today? 
 
    He walks into my room and stops dead in his tracks at the sight of his son and me, naked in my bed. His eyes narrow, darting from Colin to me and they linger on me a little longer than they should. I pull the blanket tighter around me. 
 
    Yep, your stepdaughter is fucking your son? Want a picture? It might last longer. Perv. 
 
    “Please tell me this isn’t what I think this is?” he snarls, his jaw ticking.  
 
    “Well, it is Victor. Your pervert son is screwing my daughter.” 
 
    “He’s not a pervert! I wanted it!” I yell over her, so she’ll fucking hear me for once. “And we love each other.” 
 
    “YOU LOVE EACH OTHER?” Her voice cracks at the intensity of her screeching. 
 
    “Yes, we love each other. I love Abigail with all my heart,” Colin states loud and firm, putting his arm around me. 
 
    My mother wobbles on her feet, her hand on her chest. I think she’s about to have a heart attack.  
 
    “I should've never let you come back here. You’re nothing but a disgrace, always messing shit up. Fucking no good, piece of shit,” Victor roars at Colin, his pupils dilating to the size of saucers, which tells me the devil is coming out to play. 
 
    “Dad!” His voice cracks at Victor's vile words. He’s told me that no matter how many times he’s heard his dad say those things, they still slice through his heart. 
 
    “I knew there was something funny going on. I should've never believed when you said you didn't have feelings for her. I want you to get the hell out of my house,” Victor yells, the bulging vein in his neck pulsates from his rage.  
 
    However, Colin doesn’t move from my side. 
 
    “I said get the hell out!” he roars again and storms over to Colin’s side of the bed. Victor grabs Colin by the arm and behind the neck, hauling him off the bed and to the floor. “Get the fuck up!” Victor kicks him in the legs and then yanks him to his feet. I look to my mom, hoping she’ll see and stop this madness. Instead, she stands there with her hand over her eyes modestly because Colin is naked. 
 
    Open your eyes! Fuck your modesty and look! I inwardly scream at her, begging her to see.  
 
    Victor shoves Colin to my bedroom door, smacking him in the back of the head. “I want you to get your shit and get out. You can live on the street for all I care.” 
 
    “No!” I shout, scrambling to keep the blanket around me as I move out of the bed. “Colin!” I’m almost to him when my mom gets in my way. 
 
    Colin manages to turn his head to me and mouths, ‘I love you,’ before his dad hits him in the head, and shoves him out the door. 
 
    “Let me at least say goodbye—please,” I beg my mother through my tears. She uncovers her eyes to look at me. 
 
    “No.” My mother grabs my shoulders and pushes me to the bed, forcing me to sit. “You’re never seeing him again and I’ll do everything in my power to make sure of that.” 
 
    “You can’t do this. Please.” My shaky voice pleads with her. Can’t she tell how much this hurts me? “I love him. So much. Please, I beg you.” 
 
    “You love him?” she quips with a mocking chuckle. “You are too young to know what love is. He’s twenty years old, Abigail. He’s just having fun with you. Using you. You’re nothing but a plaything. If I wanted to, I could get him on rape.” 
 
    “That’s not true. He loves me too. Please, you can’t do this. We’re only three and a half years apart. It’s not that big of a deal.” The tears pour down my cheeks like a torrential rainstorm and it’s making it hard to breathe. All I know is I have to get to him. The shouting from across the hall is getting louder and the words are getting harsher. I try to stand, but my mother pushes me back down.  
 
    “All you’ve ever done is fuck up everything. I let you stay here because you said you had nowhere to stay while in school, but I knew, I fucking knew, it was really because you wanted to fuck Abigail. Did you enjoy the thrill, Colin?” 
 
    “It’s not like that! I love her,” Colin yells, and there's a loud bang, making me jump.  
 
    “All that is,” he cackles menacingly, “is a good young fuck.” 
 
    Victor’s words make my skin crawl, and I glance at my mother hoping they will have the same effect, but they don’t. She’s too busy glaring at me, stewing in her own anger.  
 
    “Don’t you dare talk about her like that,” Colin growls.  
 
    “What, like she’s some easy slut?” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    “I should’ve sent you to that military school years ago. God knows you needed your ass kicked harder. Your mother always fucking coddled you and if it wasn’t for me, you’d still be sucking her damn tits. You’re the reason we broke up. She didn’t have a backbone when it came to you. Drove me nuts.” 
 
    “SHUT UP!” Colin yells, and my heart aches, wanting to hold him, to get him away from Victor—forever. 
 
    “You’re to never be around her or us again. You hear me? Get the fuck out of my house and never come back.” 
 
    “Fuck you! I hate you! I hate what you did to me. Your drunken threats, your abuse and me having to keep your secrets. I wish I told Mom about that twenty-year-old you were cheating with behind her back. But you beat me good to keep that, didn’t you? Does Aubrey know about that? Does she also know about you bruising her daughter’s wrist?” 
 
    There’s a furious roar followed by an even louder bang. I’m sure Colin was just sent flying into a wall. I try to get up again and my mom pushes me back.“SIT DOWN!” 
 
    “Mom, the bastard hit him. Did you hear all those things Victor said? That's the monster that you married. Colin needs me.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need you. He’s a grown man. He’s lucky he’s only getting kicked out. He’s always been a disappointment to his father.” 
 
    What? How can she pretend she didn't hear that fucking hit? 
 
    “Don’t say that about him! He’s perfect, you don’t know him. That bastard is always bringing him down. He beats him, Mom. He’s hurt me once too.” 
 
    “Sometimes a person needs a smack in the head to wake them up and learn,” she says with absolutely no care. I wonder how this can still be the woman who raised me. “And I know about what happened on Colin’s birthday. He didn’t mean to hold onto you so hard, but you weren’t listening.” 
 
    SHE KNEW!  
 
    Fury burns through my veins knowing she didn’t care that he hurt me. She practically gave him the green light to do whatever to me. Now my tears are hot and angry, stinging my face. I’m not sure I can control the bottled-up rage in me for much longer. “That’s not what happened!” I shout and move to stand again. This time her hands come down hard on my shoulders making a whack to my bare skin. She’s holding me down and stares me down.  
 
    “You’re overreacting because you’re not getting your way. Now calm down.” 
 
    Overreacting? Talk about being full of contradictions today, mother. “No! I won’t.” I wiggle my body around like a madwoman, hoping to swing her hold off me. But I'm failing. “I’m just a child remember? He shouldn’t put his hands on me or Colin!” 
 
    “You know, Abigail, I didn’t think I could ever be ashamed of you. However, in this moment, you're a disappointment to me.” 
 
    “I'm a disappointment? You should look in the mirror, Mother!” My nostrils flare from the heat of my anger. “You won’t listen to your own daughter, to understand that I love him. It’s not that hard to believe.” 
 
    “I didn’t think I raised you to be so stupid and naive, Abigail. If I remember right, he had a girlfriend.” 
 
    “That was all a lie. We didn’t want you guys to suspect anything.” 
 
    “Right there, young lady, proves to me how wrong your thinking is. You know if you had to hide this it’s not right. You should know better than to be with your brother. It’s immoral.” 
 
    “HE’S NOT MY BROTHER!!” I scream so loud I think the house is shaking. “We didn’t grow up together and we don’t even share the same DNA or bloodline. We’re just two people who fell in love whose parents happened to get married. You can’t control that. But if you want someone to blame it would be YOU for leaving Dad and running off with Victor.” 
 
    “Don't you dare talk to me like that,” she fumes, pointing her red-manicured finger at me. What does she expect when she can’t even give me an ounce of respect and listen to me?  
 
    “How else do you want me to?” The adrenaline in me is plummeting, fast. What’s the point of fighting a fight I won’t win right now? Taking a shaky breath, I try to find a little more oomph in me in hopes she’ll hear me. “You’re keeping me away from the person that I love. You're telling me it’s okay for a parent to hit their child, no matter what age they are. And worst of all, you’re blind to see what a monster Victor truly is.” 
 
    “Oh, just stop it, Abigail. Victor isn’t a monster. He warned me about Colin. That he was trouble, but I wanted to give him a chance. Then what do you know? Victor's right, because I come to find him in bed with my daughter. As long as you're living in my house, you will not go anywhere near that boy. If I see him around you, I’ll have him arrested. Do you understand?” 
 
    “You can’t do this!” I cry, feeling all hope is truly lost now. 
 
    The front door slams and my mom finally lets me up to rush to the window. I’m just in time to see Colin storm off towards his car with a bag over his shoulder. I bang on the glass, hoping he’ll hear and look my way. but he doesn’t and hops in his car to speed away. “No,” I whisper, defeated, and rest my head on the glass. 
 
    “Seems he didn't fight that hard for you. You’ll thank me one day, Abby.” 
 
    “I’ll never thank you. I hate you.” I spin back to her, now tempted to start throwing things at her, just so she’ll get the hell out of my room.  
 
    “He’s gone!” Victor says, stepping into my room. His leery eyes, drawing up and down my body, and I tighten the blanket around me.  
 
    “Why don't you get your pervy husband out of my room?” She wanted to play the pervert card, well so can I. You married one. “I am still naked, you know?” I holler, but Victor just smirks behind my mother’s back, his eyes still trailing over me.  
 
    I think I’m going to be sick.  
 
    “Victor, do you mind?” she addresses him, rubbing her forehead. Thankfully, Victor is wise enough to turn and leave the room, but not without one final peek over his shoulder at me. 
 
    When he’s gone my mom steps in front of me and lifts my chin, holding it in her palm. The fight has now left my body. I didn’t get to say goodbye to Colin and Victor has officially broken the gauge on the creep factor.  
 
    “You're grounded, again. You will not be leaving this house till the end of time at this point.” 
 
    “Not that I have a reason anymore, anyways,” I mutter, my eyes refusing to look at her. She releases my chin with a heavy sigh.  
 
    “Your phone, computer, everything is gone too,” she adds, picking up my devices from my nightstand and dresser. My stomach sinks, knowing she’s taking my only means of communication to the outside world.  When she gets to the archway she turns back. “You know Abbs, you’ll thank me one day.” With her final words, she leaves my room. 
 
    I’ll never thank her for this.  
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    I’ve been curled up on my bed for the rest of the day crying and wishing somehow, I could get a hold of Colin. I feel like I’m in the dark ages without my phone or computer. We don’t even have a landline for me to sneak to in the middle of the night. If only I knew anything about messenger pigeons or Morse Code, I might be set. 
 
    I just hope he doesn’t think I’m ignoring him if he’s tried calling me. 
 
    My mom and Victor haven’t talked to me since I’ve been locked in this prison, and I refuse to come out for food. Not that I can eat anyways. My stomach feels like there’s a hundred-pound weight on it, and the thought of food makes me want to hurl. 
 
    My whole life has flipped upside down. I’m barely hanging on, and I have no idea how all of this is going to play out. I haven’t even had any time to process this whole baby thing before shit hit the fan. Now I’m stuck figuring out how to run away from this hell without being caught. 
 
    They have to send me to school on Monday, so I have to make my great escape then. I can call Colin from school to come get me. He promised me he would figure something out for us; I just hope he figures it out quick.  
 
    There’s a thunderous bang against my door, followed by Victor’s booming voice. “Open the door, Abigail.” 
 
    The noise makes me jump out of my skin, but I don’t cower. “Go Away!” I holler back at him. “Leave me the fuck alone.” 
 
    “Open the damn door. Now. Or I’ll do it myself.” He hits the door again and I swear it bends from the impact.  
 
    “I’ll only open it up for my mother. You can go the fuck away.” 
 
    “Well, your mother isn’t here. She’s still at work. She wanted me to deal with our little problem.” His menacing voice makes all my hairs stand on edge. I’ve heard him sound like this when he would fight with Colin. It’s evil and frightening and when the door handle wiggles, I fear I’m now in real danger.  
 
    The door flies open and I jolt out of bed as if I have somewhere to run to. Victor storms into my room like a hungry, snarling wolf ready to attack. Terror ripples through my body, and I find myself backed into the wall. I try to dodge around him, but he grabs my arm, and his heavy hand makes contact with my cheek.  
 
    My face stings and throbs from the force of his hit and tears water in the corner of my eyes. Despite the pain, I refuse to let this bastard see me cry. 
 
    “Do you know what you have done to your mother by being a trashy whore? She’s very disappointed in you and so am I,” he growls, inches from my face. The smell of the liquor on his breath makes me want to vomit. He’s drunk, very drunk. His eyes are twitchy, but his strength seems to be more powerful, despite the amount of alcohol that might be circling his veins. 
 
    “I’m not a whore,” I spit, even though I know I shouldn’t. His grip on my arm grows tighter, his fingers imprinting on my skin. 
 
    “Oh, I think I know a whore when I see one. The way you dress around this house, with your ass and tits falling out, and to think I used to want to believe it was for my attention…” he chuckles lowly, “but it was all a show for my son. How easy he fell for it…though I can’t blame him.” He runs a finger down my face and it makes its way down my neck, to my chest, cupping my breast in his hand. The bile rises from my stomach, and I try to get out of his hold, but it’s no use. 
 
    “I saw all the slutty pictures he took of you. Your body is so tight and perky. My dick liked what it saw. Your mother on the other hand not so much.” He clicks his tongue and pins his body into mine. “She wanted me to handle this situation since it was my son that deflowered you. I figured your bare ass could use a hiding.”  
 
    All the times he has said that to me come to the forefront of my mind, along with the memories of his creepy stares, my nightmares, and the incident in the kitchen months ago. Since he hurt my wrist, he's backed off, but those beady eyes have kept staring me down. I should’ve run away, anywhere after the first time. Let Colin hide me away. I knew he wouldn’t stop after the first time, but fear paralyzes me in my steps. 
 
    “My mom can’t see what a perv you are…” I hiss, still struggling against his hold, but he’s too strong. Why is this drunk motherfucker so strong?  
 
    He laughs. “Why would she? She thinks I love you like my own. When in fact she's so far from the truth. I couldn’t stand your ass, but it didn’t mean you weren’t nice to look at. Especially as you got older and your tits came in. I could imagine how tight your pussy was.” My stomach twists and turns and the bile has risen to my throat. His mouth moves to hover over my lips and I’m seconds away from losing it. “My only thing is, if you wanted to fuck a Wagner, why didn’t you just ask?” He pinches my nipple, and his erection pokes me in the belly. It’s like a release button for my stomach, and I end up throwing up all over him and me. 
 
    He backs away, dripping in my vomit. He’s seething, as I dry heave. “You fucking bitch…” He stomps back over to me and grabs me by the throat before he shoves me hard into the wall. My head makes impact with a whack, making my ears ring, and I slide down to the ground. “My son can’t protect you now. I’ll be back for your fucking ass, you little whore,” he threatens, kicking my legs so they fall flat to the ground, and storms out of my room. 
 
    Tears fall from my eyes. I rub the spot on my head that’s now pounding, and the bile threatens to rise again from the smell now hovering around my room. 
 
    I need to get out of here. I can’t stay. I don’t know what he will do if he comes back. I stand, and a wave of vertigo hits me, stilling me till it passes. Once I have myself steady, I change my clothes, not worrying about cleaning up. I’ll shower later when I get to Colin.  
 
    At lightning speed, I pack a couple of bags, throwing some clothes in, and my keepsake box from under my bed. It has all of Colin’s gifts, notes, my journal, pictures, and my favorite stuffed animal, which I plan to give to my child. 
 
    I’m praying the bastard is in the shower, or now passed out, and quietly leave my room. I make my way down the steps, no creaking noises to draw attention as I go. I pass the kitchen, and I freeze when I spot my laptop open on the counter. 
 
    If my stomach hasn’t been sick enough already, it turns again. On the screen is a picture of me, that Colin took a couple of months ago after my mom practically called me fat. I’m in my bra and panties blowing a kiss at the camera. He uploaded the pics from his phone to my computer, so I could remember how beautiful I was and how he always saw me: Flawless. 
 
    Yet, now I'm going to wish he never did. Without any more thinking I rip my laptop off the charger and carry it out the front door with me. 
 
    Tamara doesn’t live far from me and I hope she’s home. Though I have no idea what I’m going to do if her parents answer the door. I smell horrible and look even worse.   
 
    I get to the house with the blue door and blue shutters, trying not to knock like the police before they barge in.  
 
    It only takes a minute for the door handle to turn and I’m relieved when Tamara opens the door. Her brown eyes widen in horror as she looks me over. “Abbs? What the hell happened to you?”  
 
    “I need to use your phone,” I say desperately and look behind me, nervous there's a chance that Victor has ended up following me. 
 
    “Yeah, come in.” She holds the door open, and I shake my head vigorously. I can’t go in there. 
 
    “I can’t let your parents see me. I don’t need them calling my mom or telling them I’m here if they come around.” I bouncing on my heels. I'm a nervous, chaotic mess, who’s head is about to explode. 
 
    Tamara peeks behind her and back at me. “I need to grab my phone. Meet me around back, but you need to tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine.” I waste no time after she goes back in the house and run to her backyard. Her yard has a huge white privacy fence wrapped around it, and if Victor comes lurking, he won’t see me. The only light coming from back here is from the house. I drop all my stuff on a lawn chair and rub my temples. My head and face are still throbbing from Victor’s hands. I could use a bunch of aspirin, but I’m not even sure what I can and can’t take now that I’m pregnant and decided I’m just going to have to deal with it.  
 
    I’m shifting from foot to foot, my anxiety rising more and more every second the longer she takes to come out. I just want to get out of this god-forsaken town. Away from the devil that wants to do unspeakable things. Away from the evil one, who will never listen to me, and wants to keep me away from the man I love.  
 
    After what seems like a lifetime the back door slides open and Tamara comes out. She rushes over to me and hands me her phone.  
 
    “What did you tell your parents about coming out here?” I ask worried as my trembling hand takes the phone from hers. 
 
    “Abbs, you’re shaking.” She wastes no time and wraps me in her arms. “I told them a friend was having a crisis and I would tell them more later. They tried to get more, but I said a boy, and my mom understood.” She backs away from me and touches my cheek. I flinch. “Who hit you? 
 
    “It’s noticeable, huh?” 
 
    Tamara nods, and I frown. I guess I’m not going to be able to hide it from Colin. 
 
    “And no offense, but you smell—horrible.” Her nose twists and she takes a step back. Leave it to her to be honest Abe in a moment like this.  
 
    I chuckle uncomfortably. “Yeah sorry, I didn’t have time to shower before I ran out. Victor hit me…it’s a long story, but in the end, I puked on him and he retreated giving me enough time to run out.” 
 
    “Holy fuck!” she yells and her hand flies to her mouth, looking back at the house to make sure she didn’t draw attention. Thankfully, she didn’t. “Are you calling the cops? He always gave me the heebie-jeebies.” Her voice is now just above a whisper.  
 
    “No. No. I’m calling Colin. He’ll get me out of here. If I call the cops I’ll have to face him again, face my mom, and I can’t. There’s too much going on.” 
 
    “Wait? Colin? You’re step-brother? Why? His dad is the one that hit you? No. You can’t call him.” She tries to grab the phone from me, and I put my hand up, my eyes pleading for her to understand. 
 
    “Tamara, there’s something you don’t know. And it’s going to sound twisted as hell, but it really isn’t as it seems.” The words come out in a rush, and I'm not even sure if they make sense. 
 
    “Abbs? What’s going on? You can tell me anything.” 
 
    I bow my head and grip her phone tight in my hand. She's always been there for me, she’ll get it. I mean, Dean sorta got it, so it'll be fine, but I need to hear Colin's voice first before I confess. 
 
    “Abbs?” she rubs my arm, her voice heavy with worry. 
 
    “I promise to explain everything, but I need to call him, or I’ll have nowhere to go.” 
 
    She blows out a deep breath and nods. “But you better explain.” 
 
    “I will, promise.” 
 
    Somehow, some way. Now to get my shaky hands under control to call Colin. I only hope he answers. I need him more than ever now. 
 
    It rings five times before going to voicemail. I leave a quick message and hang up. I text him telling him I’m calling from this number and to call me right away because it’s an emergency. 
 
    “He’s not answering,” I murmur running my finger over the now black screen. Goddammit.  
 
    I go to try again, and Tamara covers her hand over mine. “Give him a minute. You don’t want to keep calling in case he tries to call you back. Now, while we wait, spill.” 
 
    I go into a quick story of how Colin and I got together, fell in love, and then how we got caught with our pants down. Literally. She listens, her face morphing from a smile to gaping shock to snarling anger.  
 
    “Mom never sees the looks he gives me, never noticed how vile he was to me or Colin. When Victor hit him today, she didn’t care because he was a grown boy. She didn’t even care about the one time Victor even admitted to hurting me. In the end, Victor kicked Colin out, my mother is beyond disgusted and told me she will have him arrested if he comes near me. I mean I somewhat understand why, but she didn’t give me a chance to explain. She called me stupid and pretty much grounded me forever.”  
 
    “Is that when Victor hit you? Your mom let him?” 
 
    “No. My mom doesn’t know, and I don’t trust she would believe me if I told her.” 
 
    “You have a bruise on the side of your face. How could she not?” she says with an astonished screech. 
 
    “I told you she didn't even care when he hurt me before. She's lost all my trust. This isn’t even the worst of it either.” I shudder, recalling Victor’s hot breath on my skin, his hands on my breast, his—my stomach roils, and tears burn in the corner of my eyes at the memory. I suddenly smell him on me and now I'm more desperate to scrub my skin till it bleeds. “When Victor came into my room, he touched me, basically said he wanted to fuck me, and that's when I ralphed on him.” 
 
    “I can't believe it. That someone would….” She shivers and puts her arm back around me. “I'm glad you came here. You know if you told my parents they would protect you, Abbs. My dad might even help shoot him.” 
 
    There’s no doubt in my mind he would. Her dad is a lot like mine, uber-protective of their little girls.  
 
    “It’s not something I want to risk right now. There’s one more thing.” I bite my lip, knowing I’m about to reveal the biggest news of all.  
 
    “What else could there be?” Her voice squeaks and she steps back, looking me over. “He didn’t—no—right, you said…” 
 
    “No, no. Not that. It’s just—you see, I’m pregnant.” 
 
    “Holy—” She’s cut off by the cell phone in my hands going off. Colin’s number illuminates the screen and I answer it, leaving my friend's face staring at me with her jaw hanging open.  
 
    “Colin,” I say his name like a prayer. 
 
    “Abbs, where are you?” His worried voice echoes through the phone. 
 
    “Tamara’s. Please tell me you’ll come and get me. I ran out and I have no idea if Victor is looking for me or if my mom knows I'm gone. Please…” I beg, trying to hold myself together, but the dam is already broken.  
 
    “I’m on my way. I planned to get you on Monday from school. I figured they took your phone—” 
 
    “I couldn't wait that long. Colin, I need you,” I cry, cutting him off. 
 
    My mind is in a spin. I would’ve never made it till Monday in that house after what happened tonight. What if I didn’t get out in time? Would Victor have done something or was it an empty threat? Then I remember his fingers on my nipples and I feel faint. 
 
    “I’m here, baby. Calm down and take a deep breath.” I do as he says but it doesn’t do much to help. “Did something happen? Are you alright?” 
 
    “I—” The words freeze in my throat. What happened with Victor is not something I want to tell him over the phone. “I just need you.” 
 
    “I’m already in the car, on my way.” 
 
    “I’m in the backyard. I didn’t want her parents to know I was here. Come to the back gate.”  
 
    “Okay, I’m about an hour away. I was in Dover staying with a friend. Can you hold tight?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think so?” I glance up at Tamara who is staring at me intently. 
 
    “Good. Text me the address and I’ll be there soon. I love you, baby, and it’s okay. It’s going to be okay. I swear.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I whisper back, absorbing his words. He’s right, it’s going to be okay. Once he's with me again and we get the hell out of here.  Tamara makes a little squealing noise and puts her hand over her heart. 
 
    We hang up and I feel some of the weight of the world come off my shoulders. “He’s on his way.” 
 
    “I heard him. He’s so sweet. I just can’t believe it. Why didn’t you tell me?” she rambles a hundred miles a second.  
 
    “Would you tell you, if you were in my shoes?”  
 
    She purses her lips and seems to think about it. “I mean, I don’t know. I guess not. This at least explains so much. Why you’ve been walking around all spaced out and how you would blow us off from time to time.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. It was hard to find a balance. God, I’m a terrible friend.” I bury my face in my hands, ashamed. I only wish I had told her sooner and trusted her more to understand.  
 
    “No, you’re not.” She rubs my back. “You still hung out with us and I would blow me off for sex too. So, no hard feelings. I’m just surprised you kept this to yourself. We used to talk about everything.  I’ve known you all my life and I’ve only met your step-brother a few times, and that’s only since your party, so yes, it’s a little odd, but not?” She waves off her thoughts. “I don’t know. You’re my friend and if you’re happy, then so am I.” 
 
    “Thank you. I knew I always liked you,” I tease her, wanting to lighten this dreadful mood.  
 
    “Aww, thank you.” She blows a kiss at me. Tamara pulls up a lawn chair for me and I plop down in it. 
 
    “At least you know your baby is going to be cute. Because Colin is fine.” She giggles, and I can’t help but laugh with her. She always has a way of making me feel better even if my life is spiraling out of control. 
 
    “You can sit here and wait, but if I don’t go back in soon my parents are going to come out here.” 
 
    I nod. “You sure they won’t see me?” 
 
    You know the creepy person hanging out in the backyard in the dark? 
 
    “They shouldn’t. I’ll say you went home and you’re doing better.” She pulls me into a hug, and I hold her tight for a moment, not knowing what I would have done without her. “Please call me and tell me where you are, wherever you go. I have a feeling there's no way you’re coming back.” 
 
    “Honestly, I hope not. I can’t let them ever know about this baby.” I brush my hand over my stomach. “No matter what happens to Colin and me. I can’t. I’m gonna miss you. I’ll let you know where I am when I can.” 
 
    She gives me one final hug and goes back inside. My heart breaks not knowing when I’ll see my friend again, but I'll always be grateful I had her. 
 
    The light turns off from the deck, making it completely dark. The only light comes from the stars. I’m a little creeped out now as all the noises of the night come alive. The owls hoot louder, the insects buzz by the millions, and every car that drives by makes my heart pump faster, wondering if they’re looking for me.  
 
    But I settle into my chair and wait for my man to come and rescue me. 
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    I’m not sure how much time passed as I wait in the darkness, expecting the boogie man to pop out at any moment when there’s a light tap on the fence. “Abbs,” Colin’s voice rings through the air, the best sound I’ve heard all night.   
 
    He's here, my safe haven is here. I'm saved. 
 
    I rush to my feet and swing open the gate. He comes tumbling in and gathers me in his arms, holding onto me for dear life. 
 
    “Colin,” I breathe, trying to keep the tears out of my voice. “I’ve missed you.” I grab his face and kiss him—hard. I need to feel and absorb the fact that he’s here with me now. That everything might be okay, even for just a minute. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, too,” he says ever so softly against my lips before capturing them again in a searing kiss. I moan loudly which makes him move back from me. 
 
    “Shh…I’m taking you and our baby out of here.” His hand brushes down my non-sore cheek. “We're getting married and then we are leaving the country,” he says firmly. 
 
    How in the hell does he think we are going to manage all that? I had no idea what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that. 
 
    “Colin how? I'm sixteen, we can't get married without permission.” 
 
    “Oh, yes we can. In Maryland, we can get married because you're pregnant. My mom is going to help us out and so is your dad.” 
 
    My dad? He talked to my dad? 
 
    “Did you tell him about the baby?” 
 
    “Yes. I had to tell him everything, Abbs. We need his help. He wasn’t the happiest, but he loves you and he wants to help us. I asked about wanting to marry you and he’s the one that told me about Maryland’s marriage law.” 
 
    “You told my dad you wanted to marry me? Like permission.” 
 
    He chuckles softly, but he’s not completely amused. “Yes, I did. I love you, Abbs, and even if he told me no, I would be working on my next plan. But I have it all figured out now. Did you happen to grab your passport?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s in my journal I think, but Colin we just can't leave the country. What about money? Where would we live?” 
 
    “I have a trust from my grandfather and I cashed out what I could. It'll be enough to start our lives together. I promise we will figure it out and nobody can stop us once we’re married.” 
 
    “Well, maybe I don't want to marry you. That isn't how a lady should be asked, you know.” He grabs my arms and pulls me flush to his chest. Placing his hand around the back of my neck, he kisses me hard, making my head spin and my knees go weak. 
 
    I always loved his take-charge attitude when he wants me to be quiet. I don’t mind being kissed into submission. 
 
    He breaks away from me and rests his forehead on mine. “Abbs, listen to me right now, stop asking questions, and I promise to ask you again. I'll blow you out of the water with a proper proposal, but we need to get a move on.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper, the thoughts of being his wife swirling through my mind. Is it something I want right away? To be a teenage bride? A teenage, pregnant bride?  
 
    Hell, I’m a cliché for MTV. 
 
    I bend down to grab one of my bags and Colin grabs the other. He takes my hand, pulling me out the gate. We rush down the sidewalk to his car and he throws my bags into the trunk as I get in. I touch my face and realize Colin hasn’t noticed my cheek yet. I don’t even know what it looks like. 
 
    Maybe I can play it off when he sees it and act like I didn’t know. It’s not like it hurts that bad, and maybe Tamara was being dramatic. It’s already bad enough he’s going to blow his lid when I do tell him what happened with Victor, but I want to wait till we are out of the city. The last thing I need is for him to go back to the house and confront him. 
 
    Colin hops in the driver seat and turns the car on. He looks over at me and I see his smile from the glowing streetlight above. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    As we make it to the ramp for the highway, I look back at the town where I grew up, where our story started, knowing this might be the last time I see it, as my new life begins.
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    “Colin? What’s going on?” My dad sounds frantic when his voice comes through the speaker of Colin’s cell phone. 
 
    “Daddy.” His name comes out as a sob, and sweet relief rushes through my veins when I hear his voice. Colin had called him on the way over to get me, telling him I ran off, and we would be coming to him. His mom is also due to fly in tomorrow to do whatever she can to help. 
 
    “Abigail, honey. Are you okay?” 
 
    I sniff, rubbing my falling tears away, glancing at my boyfriend. “I am now.”  
 
    Colin reaches over and threads his fingers through mine.  
 
    “Then why are you crying?” he asks, a hint of humor in his voice.  
 
    “Because I’ve been rescued. I’m out of that house. I’m coming to see you. There so many reasons, but most of all relief.” The words spill from my mouth excitedly because it’s over now. No going back. 
 
    “I’m glad your safe, pumpkin. Colin was in a panic when he called. Did something else happen this evening to make you leave so fast?” 
 
    “No, not really.” I look out the window, away from Colin. I’m going to have to tell him what happened with his dad. I’m not even sure why I’m trying to hide it, besides the fact that he’ll get all worked up. But I think it’s because I’m embarrassed too. Victor was able to do this to me, he touched me. He fucking touched me. I choke on a sob and the tears stream faster down my face.  
 
    “Don’t lie to me, Abbs,” my father says firmly, “I can hear it.”  
 
    “I—” I stutter, knowing my strangled cry gave me away.  I glance back towards Colin, just as the street lights from the upcoming exit shine into the car and illuminate my face. They might as well had been a spotlight because Colin’s worried eyes morph to wide, dark, and angry seeing the mark on my cheek. 
 
    “MOTHERFUCKER!” Colin roars so loud, my eardrums ring from the vibrations. I drop the phone to my lap, wanting to reach out to him. But I’m somewhat nervous about how he will react to my touch and don’t. 
 
    “I’m okay. I swear,” I plead, but he doesn’t say anything as he shakes his head. His whole face is puffed up and red. I can practically picture steam coming from his ears. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” My dad’s gruff voice booms through the speaker. I don’t answer. Instead, I watch Colin flick on the turn signal and fly over to lanes to get off at the exit.   
 
    “Please don’t be mad at me,” I whisper and sink into my seat. My tiny voice grabs his attention and I see him deflate. He takes my hand and presses a kiss to my knuckles. 
 
    “I’m not mad at you. I’m mad at him.” He pulls into a parking spot outside a gas station. 
 
    “Will one of you tell me what is going on?” My father bellows again, I’m sure in a panic, not knowing what’s going on.  
 
    Colin unbuckles his seatbelt and takes the phone off my lap, putting it to his ear. “Victor hit her,” he hisses before hopping out of the car. He darts around the front of the car to my door and practically yanks the door off its hinges. “I want to see.” 
 
    He holds out his hand and helps me out of the car to stand in front of him. Colin gently cups my chin, the large lights from the gas station canopy letting him now see every mark. He closes his eyes tightly and his forehead wrinkles in anguish.   
 
    “The right side of her face is red and blue in the shape of a handprint,” Colin says to my dad. His eyes open sorrowfully, and his lips brush lightly over my bruise.  
 
    “You didn’t deserve this. What happened?” The pain in his voice alone is enough to break me because I know he’s blaming himself again. 
 
    “I’m okay.” I move to hug him, needing to hold him, but he stops me. 
 
    “You’re not okay. Stop trying to downplay it, Abbs. I’m the master at that shit, but right now I need you to tell me what happened.” His voice is soft but also firm. 
 
    I step back and wrap my arms around myself as nausea rises in my stomach again. I know I need to tell him, but all I want to do is get to my dad’s house, eat something, shower, and go to bed. 
 
    “John, can I call you back?” Colin asks my dad. My eyes glint over to a couple of people walking into the convenience store, going on with their happy lives. How lucky they are to have no worries, while I’m about to try to tell my boyfriend the things his devil dad said and did to me, without breaking down.  
 
    If only I had a Genie in a bottle, so I could grant a wish for all this pain to go away. 
 
    “Hey,” Colin touches my face pulling my attention back to him. His thumbs run over the bottom of my eyelids wiping away the tears I didn’t even know were falling again. “None of that now. We’ve made it this far.” This time he lets me wrap my arms around his neck and engulfs me in a hug. 
 
    I don’t weep, I don’t scream, I only inhale the scent of the man I love more than life itself. His smell and his presence make me feel safe. “I love you,” I mumble into his neck.  
 
    “I love you, too. You’re safe, but I need to know what happened. It’s the only way me and your dad can keep you protected. I know Victor isn’t going down without a fight.” 
 
    I answer him with a nod, still not ready to let go of him. He gets the message and lifts me in his arms, placing me on the hood of the car. He stands between my legs, brushing my hair back to calm me. “Will you repeat it back to my dad? I don’t think I have the energy to do it twice.” 
 
    “Do you want me to call him back?” I shrug, not caring which way it’s done. I just don’t want to keep reliving it word for word. If I could, I would bleach my brain to forget forever.  
 
    Colin calls my dad back, placing him on speaker. With a deep breath, I tell them my nightmare. 
 
    “He came barging into my room. I had it locked and I told him to go away, but obviously, he didn’t care. He backed me into the wall and slapped me across the face, calling me a whore. Told me how Mom was disappointed with me.” I look down at my knotted fingers. The smell of the liquor that was on his breath suddenly hits my nostrils, bringing me back to the room. My eyes close and I see his demon face, laughing at me, laughing at my pain. 
 
    Will what happened haunt me forever? 
 
    “Baby, look at me.” Colin’s touch to my face raises my head. I take a deep breath, the bad smell fleeing and Colin’s body wash replacing it. “You alright?” 
 
    No. “Yes.” 
 
    “Abigail,” my dad's voice rises through the speaker, “take your time. Deep breaths. You’re safe.” 
 
    “I know,” I say softly. Colin props himself next to me on the hood and puts his arm around my waist. Taking a shaky breath, I continue with my encounter. “He said because of the way I dressed he swore that I was trying to impress him, but realized it was all for you. That’s when he touched me.” I pause, swallowing the large pit in my throat. 
 
    Colin stiffens beside me and I can feel the heat of his anger radiating off him. “He touched you? Like?” He waves his hand around my body, and I nod. His fist slams into the hood of the car, leaving a small dent. “Motherfucker. No. Fucking no,” he rambles, guilt and shame washing all over his handsome face. “God, baby, I’m so sorry”  
 
    I hate that he’s putting this on his shoulders, but I need to finish before I lose my nerve. “Colin,” I run my hand against the short stubble of his face gaining back his attention. “There’s more—” and I watch him gulping harshly. “I just need to get it out now, please.”  
 
    “Yeah, of course,” he whispers and pulls me into his lap. I put my arms around him, knowing he needs me just as close as I need him right now.  
 
    “He had his hand on my breast and I tried to get away, but he was too strong.” I decide to skip over the part where Victor saw the pictures of me in my underwear because I don’t know how my dad would react to Colin taking them. “He said Mom wasn't impressed with me and threatened to spank me. I’m still surprised my mom can’t see what a perv he is. Anyways, he then told me he couldn’t ever stand me, but I was nice to look at. Asked me if I wanted to fuck a Wagner, why not ask him. I started feeling sick, by his smell, and the way he was touching me. His lips were basically over mine and his body was grinding into me.” My body shudders and Colin pulls me closer. “When he pinched my nipple, well, I showed him, when I threw up all over him.” 
 
    Remembering that moment, makes me chuckle. His face was classic disgust with my insides dripping off his face and clothes. It’s about the only thing that has gotten me through what happened: that in a way I got even.  
 
    “You threw up on him?” Colin and my dad ask at the same time, both not able to contain their amusement.   
 
    “Yeah, it wasn’t pretty.” I cringe but still giggle. 
 
    He got what he deserved. 
 
    “So, that’s what I’ve been sniffing.” Colin laughs with me. I'm glad he finds something funny in this situation. Although it's hard not to. Our child helped put a stop to the monster, protecting me. I don’t believe I would've thrown-up if he or she wasn't growing inside me. My hand runs over my stomach, thankful for our little peanut. 
 
    “Sorry, I had no time to shower.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” Colin’s hand covers my own on my stomach and he kisses my temple, “I’m sorry.” The laughter has left his voice and is now strained with his torment. I lay my head on his shoulder, wanting to ease his anguish along with my own. “I hate that he touched you, that he hurt you. I should've done something last time instead of listening to your stubborn butt.” There’s no anger in his voice, just sheer regret. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have solved anything then and you know it.” My hand touches his cheek, trying to get him to look at me, but he refuses to. 
 
    “You told me once he touched you, and when your mother didn't believe you, I should’ve acted differently to protect you better.” His voice cracks and his chin quivers as I watch his guilt rip through him. “I could’ve told your dad, I could’ve done countless things. You should hate me because I let you down, so many times.” 
 
    “I could never hate you. You couldn’t control everything, Colin, and I kept shit to myself too. And it’s my mom’s job to protect me, not yours. I know you did what you could. We were limited. We’ll never know, but my mom, she could’ve listened. You can’t blame yourself and if you do it’s on both of us for not speaking out. I know that.” I tell him firmly and kiss his cheek, telling him I’m here and I don’t blame him. But he’s too far down the darkest of rabbit holes to pick up on it.  
 
    “I shouldn’t have thought waiting till Monday to get you would be smart. I should have gotten to you a different way, somehow. This shouldn’t have happened to you.” His hand slams hard on the hood of the car again. 
 
    “Baby stop,” I yell, grabbing his hand to hold it tightly in mine. If he doesn’t stop hitting the car, he’s going to end up with a broken hand or a broken car. Then where will we be?  
 
    Colin finally looks at me and sighs heavily, leaning his forehead to mine. “All I ever wanted to do was protect you,” he mutters.  
 
    “You did.” I gently kiss him. “You did protect me. You’re here now, that’s what is important. Who knows what could have happened if you never moved in? You did what you could, and you’re here now.” 
 
    “Colin,” my father’s voice rings out, breaking up the moment.  
 
    “Yeah?” he asks, keeping his eyes on mine, his thumb brushing over my now dried tears on my cheek.  
 
    “Stop blaming yourself. You too, sweetheart. For right now, it's over. Get here and we can figure out the rest. Your mother should be here in the morning, right?” 
 
    “I think so. She was leaving as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Alright, shelf it and just get here. Abby, I love you, honey, and I'll see you guys soon.” 
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    After we took pictures of my face and grabbed a couple sandwiches from the gas station, which weren't too awful, we were back on the road. We haven’t said much to each other as the place we once lived got further and further away. 
 
    My eyes haven’t left Colin’s face as I watch his internal battle. He’s so lost on the road and in his head, he doesn’t even notice that I’m staring at him. 
 
    No longer able to take the silence, I lean over and rest my head on his shoulder. He startles when my head touches him, but instantly relaxes with a kiss to the top of my head. We’re only about twenty minutes out from my dad’s now. 
 
    “There’s something else you need to know, that I didn’t want to tell my dad,” I say softly, my hand brushing down his leg. I’ve been debating telling him at all because the last thing I want is for his head to explode. 
 
    Colin’s chest expands out, taking a deep breath. He’s preparing himself for whatever news I’m about to toss at him. “What?” 
 
    “He found the pictures on my computer, the ones you took. That’s what led to him talking about my body and…” My voice trails off not wanting or needing to repeat his words. “I found my computer opened with the picture on the screen in the kitchen and took it with me. I’m not sure if he copied them or just perved on them.” 
 
    “I should fucking kill him.” He grits through his teeth and slams his hand on the steering wheel.  
 
    “No, I don’t need you going to jail or having that on your conscience. At least hire a hitman…” I giggle, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    It doesn’t work. 
 
    “I fucking should, although, I think it’s your father we have to worry about now. You thought I was angry about your wrist?” He shakes his head, then blows out a large puff of air. “In a few days we’ll be married and nothing else will matter.” 
 
    “A few days?” I gulp, my head popping off his shoulder.  
 
    Days? Well, he just keeps on surprising me. Does that mean I don’t get a pretty dress, a ring, a ceremony? Do I want to get married in just days?  
 
    “You haven’t even asked me yet, you know.” 
 
    “I told you I was going to. We have to get the process started as soon as possible. Tomorrow you’ll see an OB and she’ll confirm your pregnancy, then we’ll go down to the courthouse to file. There’s a waiting period, but we can make the date right after. We’ll just have to lay low till then. Tomorrow night we’re going to stay at a hotel in case they come to your dad’s house looking for you.” 
 
    “You have it all figured out, don’t you?” I sigh and turn to the window, staring into the dark night. Anxiety blooms in my chest. Is this what he wants? A forever commitment with me, his teenage step-sister? Does he think this is the only way we can be free from Victor? “You know you don’t have to marry me because you think it’s the only way to keep me safe or because I’m pregnant.” 
 
    I feel the heat rays from his eyes boring a hole in the side of my face and I’m not sure how he’s managing to drive straight. “You think that’s the only reason?” He’s trying not to sound defensive, but the crack in his voice betrays him. Turning to face him again, our eyes meet, and the hostile laser beams fade before he looks back at the road. 
 
    “No, I don’t know. It’s just sudden and a lot has happened today. I only found out I was pregnant yesterday. I don’t doubt you love me, but I don’t want you to think you have to because you think it’s the only way.” 
 
    His lips purse together, ignoring me as he turns into my dad’s neighborhood, undoubtedly putting an end to the conversation for now. Colin cuts the engine when he parks outside my dad’s house. I've only been here a handful of times over the years. 
 
    Unclicking my belt, I hurry out of the car, away from the tension, excited to see my dad again. I’m safe now. Leaving my bags behind for later I run up to the porch. 
 
    “Wait,” Colin yells at me and I drop my hand from the doorknob. My mouth opens to ask, ‘what’s wrong?’ but I only get ‘wh’ out when he grabs me by my waist and crashes his lips to mine. My arms snake around his neck as he pulls me closer to him. My body heats and my panties dampen, forgetting the world around me. He’s expressing everything he needs to with this burning kiss: his longing, his desperation, his need, and the love he has for me. All of those feelings sear into my heart, marking it forever and making it his, always.  
 
    When he breaks away from me, both of us are breathless. He grabs my face and rests his forehead on mine. 
 
    “The last thing I ever want you to think is I want to marry you because I have to or because you're pregnant. The only thing happening now is we're moving up the inevitable. Sure, I wanted to wait till you were at least eighteen and we had everything together, but I also want it more than ever now. We can be a real family. Me, you, and our baby against the world.” He gives me that All-American smile that sparks something deep in my belly. “I’ve never had any doubt that my future is with you. I want my life with you, always. I love you, Abbs. I swear, I’ll ask you the right way before we say I do, but will you be mine forever?” 
 
    I nod as the tears trickle from my eyes, knowing he means every single word he said.  
 
    “I need to hear the words, Abbs.” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” He grins and lifts me in his arms. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him smile so big before.  
 
    He spins me around playfully, before planting my feet back on the ground. “I’m sorry I doubted your true intentions…” His finger pushes on my lips shushing me. 
 
    “It’s been a long day, but now you know. Right?” 
 
    “Very much so.” 
 
    “And maybe I got a little cocky thinking you would just jump on board with the idea after seeing your notebook with Mrs. Abigail Wagner written all over it.” He chuckles, and my cheeks burn from my flush. I had forgotten to hide those better. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I tease and look away from him. He tips my chin about to kiss me again when the front door flings open, and both of our heads turn to my father. He’s shaking his head with a small smile on his face. 
 
    “Are you two kids going to stand out there all night?” 
 
    “Daddy.” I step out of Colin’s hold and hug my dad tight. “I’m so happy to see you.” 
 
    “You too, pumpkin. Come inside.” 
 
    We pile in the house and the first thing my dad does is grab my face to look me over. “Fucking bastard. I would be in my right mind to kill him.” 
 
    “Can we not talk any more about killing him, please?” I groan at the thought of all the bloodshed these men want to cause. He might have it coming, but I can only picture them behind bars if they were to act on it.  
 
    Death would be too easy of an out for a man like Victor anyways. 
 
    “Do you want some ice for that?” he asks, and I shake my head. 
 
    “It doesn’t really hurt. More of a sting.” 
 
    “Alright.” He doesn’t believe me, but I wish he would. I might not always act like it, but I’m a lot stronger than most people give me credit for. 
 
    The three of us move to sit on the couch and Colin protectively wraps his arm around my shoulders. My dad tells me we’ll find a doctor for me to see tomorrow, and when Naomi gets in we’ll check into a hotel. We’re going over the next steps in order for us to get married when both Colin's and my dad’s phones ring. 
 
    “Shit, it’s my father,” Colin mutters. 
 
    “Your mother.” Dad groans, both of them looking at their caller ID’s in disgust.  
 
    “What do we do?” I ask, looking from one to the other. 
 
    “I’m not answering. In fact—” Colin denies the call and then turns off his phone. 
 
    “I’m going to answer and see what she wants. Quiet.” My dad misses the call, but seconds later it rings again. He answers and puts it on speaker. 
 
    “Aubrey, never in a million years did I think I’d hear from you. Is everything okay with Abigail?”  
 
    “That’s the thing, it seems our little princess has run off and I was hoping she was coming to you,” my mom says bitterly, and I roll my eyes at her lack of concern. Thanks, Mom. 
 
    “What happened? She wouldn’t run away for no reason.” 
 
    “It’s because we told her she could no longer see her boyfriend.” 
 
    “Boyfriend? I didn’t know she was dating anyone,” my dad says in mock surprise, making me want to laugh.  
 
    “Oh, me either, till I caught Colin in her bed, having sex. She claimed she loves him.” She scoffs, appalled as if it’s the worst thing in the world. “Do you believe this, John? Sickening. Now she’s gone. Victor said he went to check on her for dinner and she wasn’t in her room. He’s trying to call him now, but he’s not answering.” 
 
    I bite down on my tongue wanting to yell at her, but I don’t, and Colin pulls me closer. His jaw is clenched tight, and I know he too wants to give her his own verbal lashing. 
 
    “Well, what did you say to her when you caught her? I don’t think Abigail would just run off because you told her she couldn’t see him anymore,” my dad argues, digging to see what else she knows.  
 
    “I told her she couldn't see him anymore. That she would get over it. It doesn’t matter. I’m her mother, my house, my rules. Now listen, I’m sure Colin got to her somehow. Don’t know how because I took her phone and her computer away. I checked with her friends and no one has seen her. She hasn’t called you? She calls you for everything.” 
 
    My interest spikes when she doesn’t mention the photos. I figured that would be the first thing she would use against Colin to turn my dad against him. Which means Victor was snooping, and the pervert got lucky when he found the pictures. 
 
    “No, she hasn’t. I’m sure she is fine though. Knowing you, you overreacted, and she just needs a couple of days. I’m sure she’s just at a friend’s house.” 
 
    “I already told you she's not.” 
 
    “Who did you talk to? The parents? If I ran away they wouldn’t know because I would be hiding in a closet. She’s known her friends forever, and they would hide her. I’m sure that’s where she is,” he bites back, annoyed with my mother’s lack of common sense. 
 
    I rub my forehead, trying to remember the last time I saw these two get along. 
 
    “Why aren’t you more worried? You did hear it was her step-brother, who by the way is twenty, having sex with her? Right? They could be anywhere right now?” she screeches, making my dad turn the volume down on the phone. 
 
    “I heard you, but did you happen to talk to her about it? Let her tell you how she feels? Or was it done the Aubrey way and you brushed off whatever she said because you didn’t want to listen? You’re the one, if anything, that might have pushed her into his arms by telling her she couldn’t see him anymore. She’s a teenager, that’s what they do. Also, are we sure your husband didn’t do anything to freak her out? It wasn’t that long ago she was telling me how uncomfortable she was around him and how he touched her,” my dad prompts. 
 
    “She was overreacting. He didn’t mean to hold onto her so hard, but she wasn’t listening. She’s been that way about Victor since they met because he’s not you. Listen, I don't have time to rehash any of this. I need to find Abigail. If you hear from her, call me.” Her last words sound—worried, but I don’t know if it’s just an act or what.  
 
    “Will do. I’ll try a couple of people in the morning but give her some space tonight. We know she wasn’t kidnapped and if she’s with her boyfriend, I’m sure she’s safe. You know who he is and what he’s like, so she’s in no danger. Take a couple of deep breaths and we can talk tomorrow if she doesn’t call by then.” 
 
    My mom takes a deep breath that when she exhales it makes the speaker crackle. “You’re right, but you would have overreacted the same way if you saw Colin doing what he was doing to our baby girl. I never thought he would—” 
 
    “Now stop. You have no idea how it happened. I would have been mad for them doing that under my roof, but I would have had them both explain. They might be step-siblings, Aubrey, but they went through the same thing together. From what Abbs has told me they were always good friends because they knew what the other was going through. Have you ever thought about that?” 
 
    “But he’s twenty,” she says. “He shouldn’t be messing with a sixteen-year-old to get his jollies off.” 
 
    “I understand that, I’m not thrilled either by this news.” Dad glances up at us and gives us both a smirk. My dad and I talk three times a week and although I know he’s not ecstatic, he gets it now. I mean, the man did tell Colin he could marry me. 
 
    It’s amazing what happens when someone listens to you. 
 
    “But it is what it is. When she comes home, which I'm sure she will, you’re going to have to talk with her. I can come up too, to help. Now, I'll call you if anything changes on my end.” 
 
    My mother sighs resigned. “Okay, but even after we talk she'll be grounded till she's eighteen for running off like this.” 
 
    Because that stopped me before. 
 
    “I’m sure. Good night, Aubrey.” Dad hangs up after my mom’s goodbye. “We will deal with that tomorrow.” He shoves the phone back into his pocket. 
 
    “Actually, could we deal with everything else tomorrow too. My head is spinning and all I want to do now is take a shower and go to bed.” 
 
    Twenty-four hours ago, my whole life changed. It was turned upside down then went on a rollercoaster ride. I’m dizzy and trying to make the ride stop for a moment.  I haven’t had a chance to process the fact that I’m going to be a mother, someone’s wife, or the fact I might not see my mother again unless she comes around. I’m exhausted, mind, body, and soul. 
 
    “Of course, sweetheart.” I stand from the couch as soon as Colin untangles himself from around me. “Just one thing, before you go.” 
 
    “What?” I look from my father to my boyfriend wondering what the hell it could be now. 
 
    “Colin, would you give us a minute, then me and you can finish talking?” 
 
    “Yep,” Colin stands and kisses my cheek. “I’ll come say goodnight in a bit,” he whispers in my ear then turns to my dad. “I’m going to grab the bags and put them upstairs.” With that, he’s off towards the front door. 
 
    “What’s up?” I ask nervously and sway my arms in front of my body. 
 
    “For one, I want you to make sure you’re okay with everything.” 
 
    “I’m as well as I could be I guess. But shouldn’t I be asking you that too? You just found out I'm pregnant, and now getting married. I’m surprised your heart is still pumping,” I joke, and he gives me a small smile. 
 
    “Trust me. I went into shock when I found out. Colin called me shortly after you two were caught, worried about you, and didn’t feel you were safe any longer. He admitted right away about you being pregnant and there was no way he was leaving your side. I had a few choice words for him, probably made him shit his pants.” He laughs, and I know that’s what he wanted to happen. “After I let him have it, he told me about what Victor did to your wrist and everything else that’s been going on. That’s when we talked options. I was pissed, wanted Victor’s head on a platter, but I know there's no way to convince your mother to let you live with me without everything escalating.” 
 
    “Because she would have to believe the abuse. Though…” I point to the side of my face. 
 
    “Yes, I would hope she would, but there’s no way of knowing for sure. She’d already blown you off before and our talk didn’t make me feel any better. Then you have Colin who isn’t allowed to take you across state lines, which makes more trouble for him,” he says in all seriousness. I didn’t even think of that. “Anyways, he told me he wanted to marry you, gave me this great speech, won me over, and trusty google let me know about how the state allows marriage with just proof of pregnancy. I gave him my blessing, but I wanted to make sure it’s what you want. There’s always other ways around it if you decide you’re not ready for marriage.” 
 
    I collapse back on the couch and cover my face. Taking a steady breath, I look up towards my dad, then around the room for Colin. I’m sure what I’m going to say next might be taken out of context if he heard. “To be honest, I’m not sure if I'm ready. It kind of scares me and maybe not in the way you’re thinking. I pictured it a hundred times, getting married, but I expected to at least be out of high school. Now, I’m pregnant and the guy I love asked me to marry him. I don’t have the first clue on how to be a wife and a mother. What if I fail him? Or we fail each other? Or find out after having our own space we really can't stand each other?” I ask the questions that have been swirling in my head since the second he brought up the idea of getting married. 
 
    “Those are all very normal questions, sweetheart.” My dad sits down next to me and takes my hand, clasping it in his. “You’re allowed to be scared and you're allowed to wait as well. I worry it is too soon, but I know you guys love each other, so no matter what I'm going to support your decision. If you want to wait, we’ll figure out another plan.”  
 
    “I know. I'm just a bundle of nerves and have so many thoughts circling my head, I can’t keep track of them. Like, I’m still immature most days and I’ve never even paid my own bills or had a job yet. I worry he’s also not truly ready for this step. He’s only twenty and hasn't really lived, you know? I haven’t lived, but I know I don’t think I could be happier than when I’m with him.” I smile and feel like a weight has been lifted as I freely admit how I feel. Though it makes me realize what I truly want now. “I want to be scared with him. Take this chance and battle out the challenges we’re going to face, together. He loves me and I love him, and for now, that will have to be enough. We can build the rest as we grow together. I want forever with him and I'll do what I can to make it work. I want this.” 
 
    Dad squeezes my hand and I lean against him. “Alright, then I have your back, sweetie. Plus, he knows as well as you do that if he ever hurts you, I’ll chop him up into little pieces.”  
 
    I roll my eyes and giggle. “Thank you, Daddy.” I hug him, and he kisses my cheek. When he pulls away he pinches his nose together and waves his hand in front of his face. “Hey, I don’t stink that bad.” I cross my arms over my chest and stand from the couch. I tried to clean up as much as I could when we stopped at the gas station. 
 
    He chuckles. “I’m only teasing. I was glad to hear you were able to defend yourself in some way. Maybe we should get you some self-defense classes though. Now go, I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    With one final hug, I run up the stairs eager to wash this day away. I make it to my bedroom. My dad let me decorate the way I wanted to when he moved here. I like this room better than the one at Mom's. Too bad I never got to spend any real time in it. 
 
    Amongst my pale pink walls and floral bed sheets, Colin sits on the edge of my bed, resting his head in his hands. “Hey, are my clothes in here?” 
 
    He points to the bag on my desk and I hop over to grab my sweatpants, underwear, and a t-shirt. Large hands move around my waist and a prickly chin tickles my neck. “I love you.”  
 
    “I love you too.” I relax and rest against his firm body.   
 
    He rests his chin on my shoulder, and whispers in my ear, “I heard what you told your dad.” 
 
    “Colin,” I interrupt, wanting to defend myself, to tell him it’s okay, but he shushes me before I can go past his name. 
 
    “I understand what you’re thinking. I had some of those thoughts too. I think about failing you and worry about keeping you happy. I don’t want a sudden marriage to ruin anything we have. We can live it up together, well as much as we can with a child.” His hands rub my stomach and I giggle. 
 
    “We can party during late night feedings?” 
 
    “Sure, we can make them interesting. Make a game out of it or something,” he chuckles. “But adding to what I said to you outside, I’m going to do whatever I can to keep you happy, care for you, make sure you’re safe, and love you. As for us not being able to stand each other, I have a feeling the both of us will drive each other nuts. It’s who we are, remember? Your smart mouth and my hotheadedness are what makes us, but it’s what makes us compatible because we love each other enough to handle each other’s crazy.” 
 
    He spins me around and pulls me into his chest. “One last thing before I force you into the shower.” His eyes stare into my eyes with all seriousness, and he brushes my hair back. “If at any time you change your mind about getting married, tell me, okay? I still plan on asking you right, but I promise I won’t be mad, and we’ll do it when you’re ready. I’ll wait forever for you, baby.” 
 
    My heart flutters and butterflies try to escape my stomach at his words. 
 
    I grab his face and kiss him forcefully, wanting to taste him, love him. Our tongues twirl and dance the tango. For the first time tonight, I know 100% everything is going to be alright. 
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    The following morning, I awake to light kisses being peppered on my face and neck. I moan and hold out my arms wanting to pull Colin closer, but he backs away. My eyes fly open wondering why he’s not smothering me with deeper kisses and his dick.  
 
    “Good morning.” He grins and runs his hand down my face. 
 
    “It would be better if you were laying on top of me now and you know,” I wiggle my eyebrows and reach for his shirt, yanking him to me. 
 
    I need him, maybe more than ever right now. We didn’t get the chance to make love last night because I passed out, wet hair and all after my shower. He curled around me as I fell asleep, but I don’t know if he stayed with me all night. Now I’m craving his closeness, his reassurances again that everything will be okay. 
 
    He peels my hand off his shirt and laughs. “As nice as it sounds, my mom just arrived. We managed to get you an appointment at a women’s clinic over in Towson. So, you need to get up and get ready.” 
 
    I pout as I wipe my eyes and sit up. The sun is shining through the curtains and I know its way past my normal six o’clock wake up call. 
 
    “What time is it?” 
 
    “A little after eight. I tried waking you up earlier for breakfast, but you were out cold. I figured you needed the sleep and you can eat on the way, but we need to get going. They’re squeezing you in.” His hand lands on my belly and he places a kiss on my forehead. 
 
    “Okay,” I whisper and look down at his hand. I’ve seen this tiny peanut growing in my belly, but it’s his hand when he touches my stomach that makes it all feel real.  “You never mentioned how your mom took the news.” 
 
    “About the same as your dad. Shocked, worried, happy. She gave me a hug, then smacked me on the head for not using a condom.” He shrugs. “But she’ll be happy about being around her grandbaby.” 
 
    I frown and my forehead wrinkles remembering him telling me we were jetting out of the country. “We need to talk about that because I didn’t think you were serious about moving to France. I don’t know if I want to. What about my dad? I don’t get to see him enough already. And once we’re married, won’t it be okay?” 
 
    Colin purses his lips and moves his hand away from my belly. “You’re right, we can talk about it later,” he says and stands from the bed. “Now get ready, we leave in fifteen minutes and grab your bag because we’re going to the hotel after.” 
 
    “Okay,” I mumble and realize there’s no point in getting into it now. I try to put the conversation on hold, even though my mind won’t shut up, thinking about every scenario.  
 
    Moving out of the bed, I throw on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. My cheek is still red, with a hint of blue where his fingers hit me. Thankfully, I grabbed my makeup bag in my mad rush and it contains my concealer. I cover up what I can and leave my hair down, so it hangs over my cheeks, for extra cover.  
 
    Once I’m ready, I make my way downstairs and three pairs of eyes turn to me from the couch, their voices going quiet. 
 
    “I guess I know how to silence a room. Is my zipper undone?” I joke and look down at my pants. “Nope, that’s not it.” I look back at them. “I know I don’t stink anymore… so you must have been talking about me.” They all glance at each other and I have my answer for sure. 
 
    They aren’t subtle in the least.   
 
    “Hope it wasn’t bad.” 
 
    “Of course not, sweetie.” Naomi is the first to talk and stands up, walking over to hug me. “It’s good to see you, hun. How are you doing?” 
 
    “As good as can be expected,” I tell her as I embrace her hug. This woman is about to be my mother-in-law. My only mother now, maybe. 
 
    The thought is like a fork twisting in my heart as if it were spaghetti noodles. I even dreamt that she walked away from me when I told her about the baby. 
 
    “Do you want something to eat before we go?” 
 
    “Maybe just an apple for now. The nerves are still dancing in my stomach.” 
 
    “You should eat more than an apple, Abbs,” Colin interjects rising to his feet with my father. 
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll eat at lunch, I promise.” I walk to the kitchen, leaving the three of them alone to talk more about me as I get an apple. Don’t know what they could be talking about without me. Though I guess it seems I’m the last to know of any plans. 
 
    We make our way to the car and I settle in the backseat with Colin. He grabs my hand and presses it to his lips. “When we’re done with the appointment we can head over to the courthouse to get our license if you want?” 
 
    “Sure,” I say nonchalantly, knowing there are bigger issues at hand that my brain hasn’t stopped taunting me about. “But do you think we could talk of these plans about moving to a foreign country and how you plan to get me in there?” I seethe, realizing too late how harsh my tone sounds. It wouldn’t be the worst thing, but I would just like to be part of the discussion. Instead, it was just an additional weight dropped on my shoulders adding to all the major life changes about to take place for me.  
 
    My dad clears his throat from the front seat and looks back at me nervously. He knows something. Naomi gives me a small smile when she looks back at us and nods to Colin. 
 
    “Not everything has been planned out and it wouldn't be for a bit. We do still have to work out the requirements to get you there, but since I have dual citizenship, it makes things a little bit easier. We have to look into it more.”  
 
    “I forgot about you having dual citizenship,” I mumble. I can’t believe how easy it is for me to forget that France is his home too, even if he only spent the first year of his life there. 
 
    “We don't have to move there if you don't want. When I said it, all I could think about was getting you far away to a place we could start over. My mom mentioned living with her until we could go out on our own. One step at a time.” He takes my hand again. 
 
    I choke back the tears that have piled up in my throat. All these different emotions are getting to me and I'm not sure if they're baby related or not. It’s just such a huge step that I’m not sure if I’m ever going to be prepared for it.  
 
    “Dad, what do you think of that?” My voice cracks from my raising anxiety to pack up my entire life and ship out. 
 
    “Colin and Naomi mentioned it to me. If you wanted to go, I would more than encourage you to go. I'll know your safe with Nom.” My dad smiles brightly at Colin’s mother. She returns the same knowing smile, with a twinkle in her eyes. 
 
    I don't fucking lie, there was a damn twinkle. And did he call her Nom? 
 
    My jaw drops, and I look to Colin who doesn't look nearly as shocked by the baby making eye fucks in the front seat. Forget about Paris. What the fuck is going on here? 
 
    “And I would visit or think about my own life changes,” he finishes and I'm once again trying to figure out what the hell is going on. Maybe I'm in some twilight zone. 
 
    “Am I missing something?” I squeak and point at the couple in the front seat. 
 
    “It seems our parents have hit it off over Skype,” Colin murmurs while shaking his head making his wavy hair dance. 
 
    “I’m still confused. When were you guys talking over Skype?” I turn to Colin and smack him in the stomach, “and why didn’t you tell me.” 
 
    “I only found out myself. Chill.” He rubs his stomach in mock pain. He should be glad all I did was smack him. 
 
    “Stop keeping stuff from me. Now, someone explain. Please. Because the pregnant girl’s brain in the back is about to explode from the overload.” 
 
    Colin and my dad chuckle. I’m glad they find me amusing right now. 
 
    “Abby, Naomi and I started talking after you told me about your relationship with Colin. I asked Colin for the information and the two of us started Skyping. We ended up bonding over not just you two, but found we had a lot in common.” 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick. So, are you dating now?” 
 
    “No, but we’re getting to know each other. Now, stop having a heart attack and stop worrying. The only wedding bells you hear chiming in that head of yours, are yours,” my dad says, giving me a pointed look through the rearview. I see a hint of a smirk when he glances over to Naomi, and her cheeks flush as she releases flirty giggles. 
 
    I cross my arms and slouch in my seat. I don’t need Colin becoming a double step-brother. As if it’s not odd enough to be one-time over. 
 
    Colin leans over, his cool breath on the side of my neck tickles my skin. “Have I ever told you how cute you are when you pout?” 
 
    “Shut up,” I growl and shove his head away. 
 
    Thankfully, it’s not much longer before we pull up to the women’s clinic. I sign in at the front desk and take a seat in the vast waiting room. There are four other women around, all at different stages of pregnancy. One is still tiny, but you can make out her bump under her blouse. Another's belly looks ready to pop; even her belly button is poking through her gray shirt like a turkey timer. The other two appear to be between those stages as if this is a timeline for my future.  
 
    My hand falls to my flat belly, and I wonder what I’m going to look like in a few months. Will I get fat and swollen, as if I got stung by a bee, like the woman on the left? Or look as if I swallowed a basketball, like the woman in front of me?  
 
    “Will you still find me attractive if I get as big as a house?” I whisper into Colin’s ear. He lowers the magazine he was pretending to read and puts his arm around my shoulder. 
 
    “You’re not going to be as big as a house. You’re pregnant and you’re going to be beautiful round with my child. I can’t wait till you start to show.” His hand runs over my stomach, and he kisses my cheek. “I’m getting a chubby just thinking about it.” I glance down at his lap, and sure enough, the big guy is twitching in his shorts. Well, if that wasn’t the easiest way to reassure me. 
 
    “But I read somewhere you can’t always lose the baby weight, like it sticks with you, forever,” I utter dramatically and picture what I would look like with Kim K’s ass. Guys go ga-ga about it, but I don’t think I could pull off all the extra junk in my trunk like her.  
 
    “Any extra weight you gain I’m sure will go to your ass or boobs, and I’m definitely okay with it going to those places.”  
 
    Point made. 
 
    I nudge him with my elbow and he chuckles. “Abbs, you’re tiny, you’re young, you’ll be fine. I’m going to love you no matter what size you are, I promise.”  
 
    I roll my eyes inwardly. He might love me if I weigh five hundred pounds, but he won’t find me attractive enough to keep fucking me. 
 
    A sharp pain goes through my arm and I glare over at the culprit. “Oww,” I growl, rubbing the spot he just pinched, “what'd you do that for?” 
 
    “Because you're over thinking. Now cut it out and stop worrying about nothing.” 
 
    “Ok-ay, but you’ll change your tune if I ever get cankles.” 
 
    Colin moves to pinch me again, but he’s stopped mid-grab when a nurse calls my name. I rise to my feet and look at my dad. “Are you coming in?” 
 
    “No, I’ll wait here, pumpkin. You share this moment with Colin and it will also give me and Naomi some more time to talk.” He winks at her and she blushes and smiles like a school girl.  
 
    Sick! 
 
    I might dry heave right here. 
 
    Colin slips his hand in mine and leads me to the back room. “Don't worry about them,” he murmurs. “Plus, would it be the worst thing? At least this time we like both of them.” 
 
    I’m not even going to dignify that with a response. 
 
    The nurse tells me to pee in a cup after I’m weighed. I guess this is something I’ll have to get used to, someone taking my pee and watching the numbers on the scale go up every time I come to an appointment. Joy.  
 
    Thankfully this time it’s only a couple of minutes before the doctor comes into the room. She's an older lady, with short curly white hair, kind hazel eyes with laugh wrinkles in the corner, and a genuine smile. 
 
    “You must be Abigail. I'm Doctor Patterson. I hear congratulations are in order,” she looks at me and then Colin, her smile permanently in place. 
 
    “Yeah, this is my boy—” 
 
    “Fiancé,” Colin interjects, and I nod. I won’t even have enough time to get used to that title before he becomes my husband.  
 
    “My Fiancé, Colin.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you both.” She shakes our hands and then opens a file, glancing over it. “Now, I'm aware I'm to confirm your pregnancy so you can get married. Dr. Montgomery faxed over your information and says everything looked good at this stage and that you were a little over eight weeks.” 
 
    “Yes, she said I was due October eighth.”  
 
    “How about we take a look and give you both a chance to see your baby? We will need a sonogram to put with the papers anyway.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Colin answers eagerly. The smile on his face is infectious and I think I'm still amazed at how excited he is about this pregnancy. 
 
    I lie back while the doctor gets everything set up and Colin takes my hand, kissing my forehead.  
 
    Dr. Patterson squirts the lube on my stomach and places the wand on my belly. I watch Colin’s reaction when the screen comes alive and he gets to see our baby ‘live’ for the first time. His eyes widen just a fraction and he’s mesmerized staring at the screen.  
 
    “There’s your baby,” The doctor says and Colin’s face lights up, his lips making a little ‘o’ shape. I turn back to the screen as she zooms in and points to the flickering on the screen. “There’s the heartbeat.” Sound waves appear on the screen, spiking quickly, which she measures. “Nice and strong too.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Colin mutters, “that's fucking amazing.” 
 
    “God, language, Colin.” I giggle with a squeeze of his hand and point to my stomach. “Little ears.”  
 
    Dr. Patterson laughs carefree, “Luckily, he or she can’t hear yet, so you have about ten more weeks to tame his potty mouth.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but that is fucking amazing.” He points to the screen where our baby is happy, just floating around. “we made that!” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you're right.” It is pretty fucking awesome. 
 
    “Now, let me print out some pictures and afterward I’ll go write up that certificate.” She prints out a couple of pictures and wipes my belly clean, helping me sit back up. “Congratulations, you two.” 
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    With the certificate and sonograms clenched in my hand, we make our way back to the waiting room. Colin has his hand on my belly and kissing the side of my neck as we walk, making it hard to walk straight. “It’s mind-boggling, seeing it, knowing our baby is in there swimming around in your stomach, growing. God, I love you.” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I tell him and reach for the door to the waiting room, but before I can open it, he grabs my waist, pushing me gently into it. He kisses me intently, not giving a shit about anybody around us. It’s only when one of the nurses clears her throat as she walks by do we pull apart. I catch her out of the corner of my eye, and she’s shaking her head and smiling.  
 
    “Now, there’s only one thing left to do to make this perfect.” He pushes a loose tendril of my hair behind my ear.   
 
    “What would that be for me to call you husband, my dear fiancé?” I tease as he opens the door and places his hand on my lower back. 
 
    “It might be.” He kisses my temple and leads me out into the room where Naomi and Dad are still making those damn googly eyes at each other.  
 
    “What are we going to do with them?” 
 
    “I told you not to worry about them. They’re old, let them have their fun. You’re going to be my wife soon, remember? It won’t matter what they do at this point.” I guess he’s right, but I won’t admit to it. 
 
    “Grandma, Grandpa,” I announce, loudly, as I stand in front of them now. When they finally draw themselves away from each other, I hold up the sonogram for them to see. “Would you like to see your grandchild?” I never had a chance to show them the one I got on Wednesday. Naomi takes it from my hand and gasps, covering her mouth, and a tear rolls down her cheek.  
 
    “Oh my goodness, I had almost forgotten how tiny they start.” Naomi giggles softly. “Beautiful.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe my baby girl is having a baby,” my dad whispers as he looks over Naomi’s shoulder at the picture. “Everything is alright?” He glances up at me and I nod.  
 
    “He or she is perfect,” Colin answers for me.  
 
    My dad stands and pulls me into a tight hug. “I want you to know, I’m always going to be here for you, pumpkin. You have me, no matter what.” I lay my head on his chest. Piece by piece I’m getting stocked back up on the love I’ve been missing for so long.  
 
    “Thank you, Daddy.”  
 
    I pull away from his hold to see Colin giving his mom a hug, the picture still in her hand. She then comes over to me and engulfs me in her arms. “You have me too, Abigail. We’re family now, always.”  
 
    The cookie-cutter, nineteen-fifties television image I once had when I was little might have disintegrated, but now standing before me in Technicolor is my new improved, a little bit quirky— modern day—family. I don’t think I could ask for anything better.               
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    I’m combing through the racks of jeans at Nordstrom, picking out new clothes that I deem too expensive even for my taste. Naomi insisted on buying me a new wardrobe since I didn’t bring much with me when I ran. I tried to tell her I was fine, but she grabbed my hand and looked me straight in the eye, like she does when Colin needs to obey her, and said, “You’re going to be my daughter in two days, and you’re carrying my grandbaby, so I’ve earned the right to spoil you.” I couldn’t argue with her after that, but now I am hoping I can convince her to let me shop at Forever 21 instead.   
 
    It was Colin’s idea to come here in the first place because he had to pick something up, but he had disappeared with my dad the second we stepped into the mall. My curiosity has been peaked since, though I have an idea what he’s doing. 
 
    Like there will be something shiny and sparkly in my future. 
 
    After we had left the doctor’s office, we went down to the county clerk's office to apply for our marriage license. Between waiting to be called and then waiting for the clerk to verify the doctor’s certificate of pregnancy, it took two hours to finish drawing up all the paperwork so Colin and I can get married. I thought there would’ve been more of a fight because of my age, but I think having my dad with us made it easier. 
 
    All that matters now is by Monday at three o’clock I’m going to be a married woman. It’s as if I’ll become a whole different person come Monday. I’ll no longer be the teenager I once knew. Instead, I'll be someone’s bride and have a list of new responsibilities. Be forever committed to one person and carry their name. I should be afraid. Maybe even choking on the thinning air from the walls closing in around me due to the anxiety of being a wife, but I’m not.  
 
    I feel free and insanely happy because now I have the family I always wanted. The only unfortunate thing is, I will have to share the name of the man I hate more than anything in this world.  
 
    I wonder if Colin would change his name to Miller?  
 
    Though I know just because Colin happens to be the spawn of Satan, the name belongs to him and he’s the love of my life. I want to be a part of him., including his name. We just have to make the name our own, leaving Victor behind for good once we say ‘I do.’ 
 
    “Abigail, look at this…” Naomi coos, pulling me from deciding how I’m going to sign my future name and holds up a beautiful lace cream maxi dress. “This would look perfect on you.” 
 
    “It’s gorgeous, but what do I need that for?” It’s not like I have any place to go and dress up for right now.  
 
    “I happen to think it would make a wonderful dress to maybe get married in. Just because you’re going to the courthouse, doesn’t mean you can’t dress like a bride. If not this one, there are many more to choose from.” She holds it up to me and makes me face one of the long mirrors on the wall.  
 
    I instantly fall in love with it and it’s hard not to trust the person who works with high fashion clients every day. “You’re right, it's perfect.” Closing my eyes, I can envision myself wearing it, holding a bouquet of flowers, standing face to face with Colin who has tears in his eyes in awe of how beautiful his bride is.  
 
    I doubt the man will cry, but a girl can dream for her man to be that moved by her. 
 
    “Then it’s settled. We just have to keep it out of Colin’s sight till Monday.” She grins and slings the garment over her arm.  
 
    “Naomi, thank you. For all this.” I tell her softly. I don’t have the words to say I’m glad she’s being the mother I truly need right now. 
 
    She smiles and touches my cheek, lovingly. “You’re welcome, sweet girl. As I told you before, I’m here for you for whatever you need.” 
 
    “I know, I just…” I trail off and instead pull a pair of jeans off the rack that are way too small for me.  
 
    “You wish it was your mother here?” She fills in the long pause.  
 
    “Yeah. I’m not sure she would be this encouraging or positive even if Victor wasn’t around.” I shrug and stick the size two jeans back on the rack and look for an eight.  
 
    “I’m sure she would be.” She leads me over to a bench to sit and lays the clothes we collected next to her. “I don’t know your mother or half of the things that have been going on with you two, but I know she loves you. The signs are there, but her mind has been a little warped by Victor. And trust me I know all about the mind games he plays.” 
 
    My hands run down my face, trying to wipe away all the emotions going through me. I can believe my mother is some brainwashed mutant, especially remembering the things Naomi told me a while back. Sometimes I would see flashes of my old mom, like when we baked just the other day. We smiled and laughed and ate balls of cookie dough, which I regretted later. Maybe she was always hiding in there, but I didn’t want to see the little things between all the hurt.  
 
    “I guess, but at least when you saw what he was doing, you left.”  
 
    “I did, but I had to see.” She emphasizes the word, tapping the corner of her eye. “Not even Colin’s behavior at first opened my eyes. It took seeing the marks on him to realize what I missed all along. Now, it’s not an excuse, and yes, as a mother she should trust you, but there’s things we don’t know. Now that you left, maybe this will be her wake up call to see what’s really wrong.” 
 
    “I doubt it. She probably just thinks Colin kidnapped me.” I twist my lips and try to contain my giggle. “Well, I guess he did. But I don’t think she would figure out it’s because of what Victor did.”  
 
    “I’ve heard the messages she’s been leaving your dad today, she sounds genuinely worried about you. Panicked even. Have you thought any more about talking to her after Monday?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Dad said he’d talk to her today to tell her I was with him so she wouldn’t file a missing person’s report. I only hope she doesn’t try to come and get me or try to get Dad and Colin in trouble. Colin hasn’t even turned on his phone, so I’m not sure if that’s making things worse,” I ramble and wrap my arms around myself from a sudden chill that dances down my spine.   
 
    “It’s not. And if for some reason after your dad talks to her and she comes up, well, you’ll be at the hotel. You’re safe, Abby. None of us are going to allow anything to happen to you.” She scoots closer and puts a comforting arm around me. “Come on, let's try to shove this away for right now, and get you what you need.”  
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    Exhausted, with at least eight bags of clothes between me and Naomi, we make our way to the food court to meet Colin and Dad. My feet are killing me, but now I have enough clothes to wear something new every day for two weeks. We even picked out some stuff for Colin that I knew he'd like.  
 
    I collapse into the chair at the table the men are occupying and notice they’re both empty-handed. “Where’s your stuff?” I ask Colin as I let my bags fall to my feet.  
 
    “At the hotel,” Colin answers in the midst of inhaling a slice of pizza. Pig. We only just ate lunch right before we came to the mall. I have no idea how he can still eat. I glance up at my dad and notice he’s doing the same thing and Naomi shakes her head at him.  
 
    “The hotel?”  
 
    “Yeah, we went to go grab my car to drop it off at the hotel. I got our room for the next couple of days.” He tears through the crust and drops half of it on the table.  
 
    “Are we going there now? Because I’m burnt out.” I would love to just take a bath, with extra bubbles and Colin.  
 
    “You think you could last through one more thing this evening?” His chair scrapes across the floor as he moves closer to me and drapes his arm around behind me.  
 
    “Can that one thing be in bed?” I whisper so my dad can’t hear me and bat my eyes at him.  
 
    He chuckles and places a kiss behind my ear. “That’s the second thing, but I promise you’ll like this.”  
 
    I groan loudly and roll my head on his shoulder. “Fine, if I must.”  
 
    There’s a loud buzzing noise, and the table trembles. My dad’s phone spins around as it vibrates, the caller ID lighting up with my mother’s name.  My dad reaches over and hits the power button, silencing it. “This is about the tenth time she’s called today. Are you still on board with what we talked about earlier?”  
 
    “If it’s what you think has to be done, then yes.”  
 
    “Why don’t we move this outside?” my dad asks.  
 
    I glance around the crowded food court. Yeah, nobody needs to hear my business or capture it on YouTube. I can imagine all the hits it would get me when that phone conversation announces me to the whole food court about doing the nasty with my step-brother, and that I have a perverted step-father to boot.   
 
    Colin helps me up and takes my bags as we leave the mall for the day. Naomi and my dad walk ahead of us whispering back and forth. I wonder if she’s telling him about our little talk. “You okay, baby?” Colin asks once we get to the car and he puts my bags in the trunk.  
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll be even better after Monday and, hopefully, this will all be over.” I swing my arms around to hug him. I’m leaning in for a kiss when he lifts me in his arms and places me on the trunk.  
 
    “Monday is only the beginning, you know?” He grabs my chin and kisses me lightly on the lips. When he goes in to do it again, my dad grabs his collar and pulls him back. My arms slide from his shoulder and hit the car.  
 
    “Dad?” 
 
    “I don’t have all day, and I’m sure not going to watch you two do that, engaged or not. And especially not on my car,” my dad barks, and Colin puts his hands up defensively, laughing.  
 
    “Sorry, pops.” He winks, and Naomi gives him a playful whack in the head. Colin rubs his head, with a mock pout. “Geez Mom, have you been working out again with Tyson or something?”  
 
    “Are you done now?” My dad shakes his head at Colin’s antics, though I can see he’s amused by it all.  
 
    “Yes, sir.” Colin salutes, but my dad doesn’t see it as he looks at me, taking out his phone.  
 
    “I’m going to put it on speaker again. If it gets too much you tell me.” 
 
    “I’ll be fine.” I wave him off. I’m not sure if I will be though. It just depends on the way the conversation goes. 
 
    “Alright.” My dad finds my mom’s contact and hits send. Colin is back at my side with his arm wrapped around my waist. The jokester is nowhere to be found now.  
 
    The phone rings three times on my mom’s end when she finally picks up. “John. There you are. Have you heard from Abigail?” she stutters, sounding frantic.  
 
    “I have. She’s here with me now,” he answers.  
 
    “Oh, thank god!” Mom releases a heavy sigh and I’m shocked she’s not yelling at him for having me all this time. “Is she alright? Can I talk to her?” 
 
    “Not right now. We need to talk. Abby told me some very concerning things about your husband. I think it would be better if she stays here with me for a bit. She’s afraid to go back.” 
 
    “Afraid,” she whispers. There’s some movement and shuffling before she answers again, “What did she—” Her voice shakes with a quiet sob. “What did she say?”  
 
    “Aubrey, I don’t think it’s something we should talk about over the phone. But I'm worried about her safety, especially when it comes to Victor and her living under the same roof. We will need to get together and talk in person if that works for you.” 
 
    Mom is quiet for a while and I hear her choking back her sobs.  
 
    “Aubrey?” my dad asks this time concerned.  
 
    “I understand. Can I please talk to her?”  
 
    I’m not ready yet. I shake my head vigorously, and my dad nods his understanding. “She’s not ready. Maybe in a couple of days.”  
 
    “Just tell her—” 
 
    “What the fuck are you doing?” Victor’s vengeful voice penetrates loudly through the phone. My mom says my name, but then there’s a deafening bang that vibrates through the speaker, making me jump. There are some muffled angered voices, but I can’t make out what’s being said.  My dad calls out to her, but it’s followed by an ear-piercing whack.  
 
    My dad yells her name again, but then it’s answered by the devil himself, chuckling. “John?”  
 
    “Victor,” my dad says curtly. “Where’s Aubrey?” 
 
    “She’s right here. Now, how’s my sweet little Abigail? She’s been causing us—worry. You should let her know her other daddy misses her. Or is my son there keeping her pussy filled for me.”  
 
    My stomach twists and I place my shaky hand over my mouth to keep the queasiness down. I touch my cheek and the sting of his hit suddenly hurts again when I had forgotten all about it. My skin feels like it’s crawling, and I can feel his slimy hands on me. Closing my eyes, I sing a song loudly in my head, trying to tune it out, but it’s no use. The vile sound of his voice sticks to my brain like glue.  
 
    Colin scoops me up and moves me off the trunk. My arms wrap around his neck, and I curl into him, making myself small in his arms. 
 
    “Now you listen here—” my father roars, but the rest of his words are hard to hear as his voice becomes quieter. I’m not sure where Colin is carrying me too, but soon he sits and I stay wrapped around him.  
 
    I should’ve known I couldn’t handle this. It’s all too fresh and knowing my mom is in trouble, no matter what happened between us, I can’t deal with her being hurt at his hand now too. Refusing to open my eyes and face the world yet, I let myself be comforted by Colin’s scent. I’m safe. I’m here. I’m safe. 
 
    “Abbs. Baby…” Colin whispers as he rocks me back and forth. “Your dad walked off to handle it. Can you open your eyes, baby? Look at me?”  
 
    There’s another hand on my back and from the flowery smell, I know it’s Naomi. My eyes flutter open and meet Colin’s. “He—what if?” 
 
    “Abbs, don’t worry, your dad will take care of it. You’re safe and there’s no way he’s going to come bother us. You just need to breathe.”  
 
    “What about my mom? It sounded…” I grip around Colin harder and find calming breaths are impossible right now. “Should we do something?”  
 
    “Let’s just wait till your dad is done, sweetie,” Naomi says softly, still rubbing my back. “But right now, you need to take some deep breaths and relax. I understand you’re worried and scared, but this isn’t good for you or the baby. Nothing, I promise, nothing is going to happen to you.”  
 
    Her words are hard to trust at the moment, but I manage to listen and take those damn deep breaths. My heart starts to beat at its normal rate and my skin has finally stopped crawling, at least for the moment.  
 
    “Mom, could you give us just a second?” Colin asks, and Naomi stands up from the bench. 
 
    “Sure, I’ll be by the car.” She brushes a consoling hand down my hair and then walks away. That’s when I realize Colin had carried me away from the car to some benches by the mall.  
 
    Colin takes my hand and presses it to his lips, “My mom is right, Abbs. Nothing will happen to you.” 
 
    I lay my head back on his shoulder and play with the lettering on his shirt. “I’m scared. I hate this. I hate he made me this way.”  
 
    “I know. But you’ve been incredibly brave, baby. And I will stop at nothing to make sure you are safe, with everything I have.” I nod, and I have no question that he will.  “I love you, you know that, right?” 
 
    “I do. I love you too. But if you’re busy keeping me safe, who is keeping you safe? He’s just as likely to hurt you too, Colin. He’s got a record of that.” 
 
    “I have my mommy here. She'll protect me,” he jokes, nudging me, and it causes me to release little giggles from my belly. 
 
    “You are so full of yourself, do you know that?”  
 
    “I know, but it made you laugh. But seriously, I wish I could tell you more to make you feel better, but I lived all my life keeping my mouth shut about his abuse, and I promise now I won't do that anymore. I'll do whatever it takes to make sure he's out of our lives.” 
 
    “But what about my mom? Yeah, I was about to just to write her off, but now…even if I still do, she can't, she shouldn't…” I ramble, my heart starting to hammer out of my chest again. 
 
    “Hey,” Colin coaxes and runs his hand down my face, “breathe. You just have to breathe. And honestly, right now, you need to just worry about yourself and our baby. Not even me or your mom. Let your dad handle it. It might not be his job to take care of her anymore, but you know he still cares, just like you do. Hell, even part of me feels something for my shithead father and there's not enough therapy to explain that one. But right now, all you need to focus on is that you’re safe and trying to breathe.”  
 
    “Has anyone ever told you, you can be so wise beyond your years?” I tease, resting my forehead to the side of his.  
 
    “Can't say they have.” He leans in to kiss me. His lips are electrifying and send a spark through my body, making my heart beat erratically, but at the same time put it at ease, making me better. 
 
    “Your dad is coming back,” Colin whispers, backing away from my lips. My head turns to see my dad walking back with Naomi from down the parking lot.  
 
    He still has the phone to his ear and I can practically see the gray sprouting from his hair from the stress. I clutch Colin’s hand, worried Victor could still be on the other line.  
 
    “Okay, just give me a second,” my dad says into the phone as he makes it in front of us. He lowers the phone and covers the speaker with his hand. “Do you want to talk to her?” 
 
    “What happened with Victor?” I need to know what happened before I can even contemplate talking to my mom. 
 
    My dad closes his eyes and his forehead wrinkles as he lets out a deep breath. “We had some words, but he got pissed off after I threatened to call the cops to come for him. He left the house after that.” Knowing my dad, it was more than just the cops he threatened. “But your mom is claiming she’s okay. I just…I don’t believe her, but it’s up to you if you want to talk to her.” 
 
    “Can you just put her back on speaker?” I ask meekly, not sure If I can handle talking to her alone, just in case Victor makes a reappearance.   
 
    “Sure can.” Dad lifts the phone and hits the button for the speaker.  
 
    “Mom? Are you okay?” I call out loudly, making sure she can hear me. 
 
    “Abigail,” she breathes in relief. “It’s good to hear your voice. I’m okay. It’ll be okay, my eyes are wide open now, sweetie. I’m so sorry. I just want you to know that. I should’ve—I let you down,” she cries through her babbling. “Just know I’m sorry, baby girl. Just tell me if you’re okay, please?” 
 
    “I’m good, Mom. I am,” I tell her, and Colin squeezes me tighter. 
 
    “That’s all I want. Sweetie, I’ll make this right somehow. For now, I agree with your dad. You should stay there with him. And please don't worry about Victor. I won't let him near you again.” 
 
    “You can’t promise that,” I argue. That isn't a promise that can be made no matter how much she wants too. 
 
    “Baby girl, I can…try. I now see the things he’s done, and the things I let him get away with. For that, I can never forgive myself. I love you and I'm so sorry, sweetie. There aren’t enough apologies I can say that would make this right, but I want to try. Anyways, make sure Colin is good to you. I know he's there even if your dad said he's not. I have to go, baby girl, but know I love you, so much, please.” There's a click and I'm pretty sure she hung up on me.  
 
    What was the hurry? 
 
    “Mom?” I call out into the silent air hoping she might answer. I slump back in Colin's arm and push my hands through my hair, not sure what the fuck just happened. 
 
    Her eyes are wide open?  
 
    She can never forgive herself? 
 
    She’s sorry. 
 
    Her words run on repeat and I wonder what the hell went on in the last twelve hours or so. What exactly did she see to open her eyes? Was it Victor's vile words or Victor's iron fist? 
 
    “Dad? What happened?” I choke on the words, my mind desperate to understand, even just an iota of what made her change. 
 
    “After Victor left, she called me back. She mentioned calling the cops to have him arrested and kept saying she was sorry for how she treated you and wanted to talk to you. I couldn't get much out of her through her crying.” 
 
    “You think she is…sorry? Like really sorry?” It all seems believable, but my trust in my mother has waned.  
 
    “I think so.” My dad sits next to me on the bench. “Right now, all we can do is wait. I can get in touch with William who patrols down there to keep a look out for him and your mom.” 
 
    “I'm so confused,” I groan and yank on my hair, feeling the need to pull it out.   
 
    “I am too, pumpkin, but you don't need to worry about anything right now. Let dear old dad handle it. Okay?” he pats my leg. “And didn't you two have something planned for this evening?”  
 
    “Oh, yeah.” I look at Colin, who gives me a weak smile. 
 
    “We can just go back to the room if you want, Abbs?” he offers, but it's not what I want. 
 
    “No,” I yelp, much louder than intended. “I mean, Dad is right. I can't worry too much and if Mom says she's fine, then I can't do anything but hope and believe she’ll keep Victor away. And I won’t let Victor ruin any more of the day. I’m sick of him always coming between us somehow,” I say with determination, or at least that's what it sounds like to my ears.  
 
    “Alright, if you’re sure.” He sounds hesitant, but I can also tell he doesn't want to change the plans he made. 
 
    And knowing that there might be something shiny coming to me tonight definitely makes me want to see what he's got up his sleeve. 
 
    “No, I want to go. It’ll be good for me to try to push this out of my mind for a while. Do something to remember what I have now and nothing else matters.”  
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    The sun has set for the early evening and the crisp, early March air blows off the harbor sending a chill through my bones. Colin wraps his jacket around me and rubs his hands up and down my arms in an attempt to warm me up.  
 
    “But you'll freeze now,” I tell him, closing his oversized jacket around me.  
 
    “I'll be alright. It's not even that bad out.” He shrugs, keeping his arms around me.  
 
    My dad dropped us off at the Inner Harbor, so we can do what Colin had planned for us, and then we’ll end our night at the hotel. Wherever that might be. We had dinner at the Capital Grille and now have been walking around aimlessly, enjoying the sights. It’s so pretty out here at night with the lights from all the buildings and the boats twinkling out on the water along with the stars in the sky. There’s a small makeshift band playing music to earn some cash and tons of people walking around enjoying their Friday night. The events of this afternoon vanish to the corner of my mind as I soak up the freedom and normalcy with my favorite person. 
 
    I only hope there’s not too much more walking though because this baby still sucks all the energy out of me.  
 
    “Where are we going anyways?” 
 
    “You’ll see.” He smiles as bright as the incoming ship lights, and there’s no doubt I’m going to like whatever this is. “We’re almost there, I promise.”  
 
    We end up walking a couple more blocks and end up in front of the Marriott Waterfront hotel. He takes my hand and leads me into the tall building. “Is this where we’re staying?” I gawk as we enter the lavish lobby with the dazzling gold chandeliers and expensive artwork lining the walls.  This is something you don’t see in New Castle. It's got to cost an arm and a leg to stay here. “We can't afford this.” 
 
    “Don't worry about it, now come with me.” He drags me to the elevator and hits the button for the fourth floor. We get off and enter what seems like another lobby. There’s music coming from somewhere, but I can’t tell as I get pulled down the hall.  
 
    We stop outside a glass door that goes out to a patio overlooking the harbor. “We’re here.” He opens the door, and we step out onto a terrace. There’s music playing faintly and large heat lamps to keep us warm. In the center is a table with a small centerpiece of flowers. 
 
    “Colin? What is all this?”  
 
    He grins shyly but doesn’t get to answer when someone opens the door. For a minute, I think maybe we’re trespassing, but then I see a gentleman pushing in a silver cart and putting it next to the table.  
 
    “Sit, baby.” Colin pulls out my chair and tucks me in before taking his. 
 
    “Babe, I might be pregnant, but I don’t think I could eat again.” I hold my stomach, still full from the crab cakes and fries I ate.  
 
    “We’re not. It’s just dessert.” The waiter greets us both and pulls off the silver lid to reveal two bowls of crème brûlée.  
 
    It’s placed in front of us and my mouth waters at the perfect bronzed topping and the heavenly smell. “Enjoy,” the waiter says and makes his exit, leaving Colin and me all alone. 
 
    “How did you do all this?” I ask as my spoon breaks open the top layer of the brûlée.  
 
    “When I mentioned I wanted to do something special for you, your dad wanted to help. It's what you walked in on us talking about this morning. He has functions in this hotel all the time and since they weren’t using this balcony tonight, they let him have it. That’s partly why I left you to go shopping with my mom, so we could set this all up. He also was able to get a good deal on a room for us. I guess he spends a lot of money here.” He shrugs and digs into his dessert.  
 
    “Well, the company he works for.” My dad works as a Senior Project Manager at SOLU Engineering. The whole reason he moved out here was because the pay is double, and he is able to lead and not be led. His words.  
 
    “You should talk to my dad about getting into engineering. I bet he would mentor you, show you what you need to do. I mean, that’s if you’re still interested in doing that.” I trail off and take another scoop of the yummy goodness into my mouth.  
 
    “Believe it or not, I have. He asked me today about how I was going to support you because my trust won’t last forever. I told him what I could do and what I wanted to do and he offered to help as much as he could. It seems where he works offers scholarships and I could apply to pay for college. So, we will see. I guess it depends on if we end up in Paris or not.”  
 
    “Paris—right.” I choke back on my last bite and twist the napkin on my lap. 
 
    As wonderful as Paris sounds, I still don't know if it's what I want. I'm sure it would be an adventure, but it's also terrifying going to a country I don't know or speak the language. Plus, now I'm worried about my mom and I'd miss my dad and my friends. 
 
    But it's Paris, a singsong voice chirps in my head. I roll my eyes at my perky subconscious and tell it to shut up. But, hell, do I want to argue about moving to Paris? The city of love and lights. I thought Colin was nuts for passing on France to stay in Delaware. 
 
    He stayed for you. 
 
    Colin put his life on hold for me, maybe I can do the same for him? It just doesn’t mean I’m not going to send myself into overdrive and have an anxiety attack about it. 
 
    “Come back to me, Abbs.” Colin's voice coos and I blush knowing he’s caught me again getting lost in my own head. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble, and Colin stands from his chair, putting his hand out for me.  
 
    I take it and he collects me in his arms, pressing a kiss to my lips. “I never meant for Paris to come out as our only option, but if I'm honest, I'm worried about my dad when he finds out we got married and you won’t be returning back to the house. You heard how he was today and especially after what you told me, so yeah, I want to get us as far away as we can. For us, for our child. We don’t have to go to Paris, but I’m not sure it’s wise to stay around here. We could wait to see what happens after we are married and go from there. But I just don’t trust him not to do something, even if your mom left him at this point. Who knows if it’ll set him off more. I’m not even sure Paris will keep him away, but it’s oceans away, and I don’t think we're worth the flight or money. “He brushes back my blowing hair from the small gusts of wind whipping onto the terrace.  
 
    “I get it. I do. It's just a lot at once.” I lay my head on his chest and curl around him tight. “I love this by the way,” I murmur wanting to change the subject back to us. “It’s very romantic. Thank you.” 
 
    “I figured I owe you a couple hundred dates or so.” He chuckles and presses his lips to the top of my head. 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything.” I glance up at him and step out of his arms. “Because you already gave me—everything.” Oh, hell, I think I just made myself swoon.  
 
    “Not quite yet—” A boat horn sounds off loudly on the water cutting off what else he was going to say and also taking my attention. I grab his hand and move to the edge to look out into the harbor, to see a large yacht coming into port. It honks again, and I’m not sure why it needs to make all that noise for coming in. Colin wraps his arms around my waist and my body melts into his as he lays little kisses on my neck.  
 
    We just stand and stare into the night for I’m not sure how long. As the fog in my mind starts to lift, I’m able to process the events of the last two days, and I realize, despite everything, I’m very lucky to have what I have.  
 
    “You know, in spite of the phone call today with my mom and him, today was actually very uplifting,” I tell him.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Yesterday, everything came crashing down. I thought we might have no place to go. No one to turn to and we would maybe have to live on the street...I don't know. I’m still scared—” I take a deep shaky breath and push down the rising thoughts of Victor. I don't want him ruining this night any more than he has. Colin pulls me tighter in his arms and I relax into him once again, remembering I’m indeed safe now. “But today, I discovered no matter what, we were going to be okay and we’re not alone. Your mom and my dad wouldn't let us fail. We have each other, and I don’t think we would let each other fail. Yesterday when I thought I lost everything, today I got it all back.” 
 
    Colin takes my hand and spins me around to look at him. “I love you, and you’re right, no matter what I’m going to protect you and do whatever I can to provide for you and the baby. But most of all, I’ll love the fucking shit out of you.” He grins, and I giggle uncontrollably at his comment because it’s just so him and so us.  
 
    “I’m going to love the fucking shit out of you too.”  
 
    “Good. Because there’s one more thing I need to do to make good on that promise.” With my hand still in his, Colin drops to one knee.   
 
    “Colin,” I rasp out, and tears prick in the corner of my eye, seeing him go all out to propose to me—again. I knew this was coming all night, but all this—this romance and love and effort behind it—makes me see again how damn lucky I am.  
 
    “Abbs, I want to spend my life with you. Since I met you, I knew there was something special about you. You captured my heart and took it hostage, and in return you gave me yours. I’m going to spend every day trying to make you happy, make you smile, cherish you, and give you the world. I’m also going to do everything in my power to be the best father for our child.” His hand rubs my belly and my legs go weak. “I only started living because you came into my life…And the only way to keep living is with you forever.” He reaches into his back pocket and reveals the most beautiful white gold, halo engagement ring. “So, Abigail, will you marry me?” 
 
    “I already told you I would, but yes, yes,” I shout, flinging myself into his arms to hug him and knock him back on his ass. The ring also goes flying out of his hand and onto the ground. 
 
    “Sorry,” I mumble, the ring the last of my worries and crawl into his lap, kissing him till I can’t breathe. “I love you, so much. This was so much better than you telling me we're getting married. It’s even more than what I could have ever hoped for” 
 
    He pushes his hand through my hair and kisses my nose. “I wanted you to know how serious I am. That we are staying together no matter what.”  
 
    I bite my lip, and he sits us up before he picks the ring off the ground and slides it safely onto my finger. 
 
    “I know, and it always turns me on when you take charge, so I definitely didn’t hate it, but this wins by a landslide.” 
 
    A sly smirk appears on his face. “Why don't we go to our room?” he says, helping me stand. Once he gets up he pushes me into the balcony wall. “Then once we’re in there, I want you to get naked and spread out on the bed,” he demands, his darkened eyes dancing lustfully with mine. “I want to look at you only wearing my ring.”
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    I’m awakened in a manner that I’ve grown accustomed to in the last five months: Colin’s wet tongue between my thighs. 
 
    Moving the blanket down, I'm greeted by his mass of untamed brown waves and his mischievous eyes glinting up into mine. I watch as his tongue circles around my clit and a finger trace along my soaked core. 
 
    “I think the pregnancy is making you taste sweeter.” He moans and continues to devour me till I explode. Hell, this will never get old to wake up to. 
 
    His mouth moves up my body, slowly, as I continue to convulse from the high he just sent me on.  
 
    His fingers slip inside me and his mouth smashes over mine.  
 
    When his tongue flicks with mine, I taste myself, and he's right, I do taste sweeter.  I'm not sure exactly what the flavor is, but I dig it, humming my approval of my arousal. 
 
    “You like it, huh? Now you know why I'm going to be enjoying my favorite snack more often.” He grins wickedly, but I know he's not lying in the least.  
 
    His fingers pull out of me and for extra measure—who am I kidding—like always, sucks them clean. With his dick at my entrance, I wrap my legs around his back and pull him into me. 
 
    “Fuck…” he hisses, filling me completely. “I never want to go a day without being inside of you…” I can't control the little giggles that escape my throat, knowing that when we have the baby, that promise won't be kept. Especially for weeks after the birth. But I’m not going to burst that bubble yet. It’s still seven months away. 
 
    He pulls out of me abruptly, making me wince. “What are you laughing at, brat?” He lifts my legs so they go around his neck. 
 
    “Nothing…” I shake my head and bat my eyes at him innocently.  
 
    “Nothing, huh?” He growls as he slams himself into me without warning. 
 
    “Shit,” I scream, getting pushed violently back and my head hits the bed frame. It doesn't hurt, but the frame hits the wall loudly, echoing through the room, and I can only hope these hotel walls are thick. He roughly thrusts into me again, and again. I'm gripping the pillow behind my head so hard I'm afraid I'm going to pull the feathers out. “Fuck, Colin.” 
 
    “You’re not laughing now…are you?” He smirks, his pace not relenting, and I'm sure my pussy is going to be deliciously sore for the rest of the day. 
 
    “Ha.Ha.Ha.Ha…” I jest, but they come out more like throaty moans. My stomach muscles tighten as my orgasm builds and I know if he keeps this speed up, it's going to be powerful as fuck.  
 
    Colin reaches down and pinches my nipple, letting the hard peek roll between his fingers. “You’re such a smartass, Abbs. I. Should. Spank. You,” he says between each aggressive plow.  
 
    “God, damn,” I yell, my body tensing as if I'm about to have a seizure. The pillows don't stand a chance now as I detonate around him. I'm quivering so crazily my body is doing the thrusting for him now. 
 
    “You look so damn sexy, baby.” He tries to run his hand down my stomach, but my whole body is overly sensitive, I can't handle any touch and knock his hand away.  
 
    “Get away,” I try to say, but it comes out as a jumbled mess. Colin laughs and drops my legs to his sides. “I hate you.”  
 
    “I'm sorry to hear that because you're about to be married to me in six hours.”  
 
    “Ugh, don't remind me,” I whine dramatically, finally coming down from my high. “And you need to stop using spanking as a threat, because you know it isn’t.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” He cocks his eyebrow, testing me. 
 
    “Yeah…”  
 
    He pulls out of me, grabs my legs and spins me around before pushing me up on my knees. 
 
    Colin slaps my ass, hard enough to make me yelp. He slaps the other cheek, making me cry out again in pleasure and from the sting as well. Smack, smack, he continues till I'm sure my ass is bright red and I love the way it burns.  
 
    With a hand on my hip, he rubs his dick along my folds and I can practically feel my arousal drip coating his dick. He pushes the tip in and grabs my other hip before forcefully ramming himself into me again, making my arms fall from under me. 
 
    I love it when he’s rough and takes control like this. It turns me on like nothing else and I will do anything, like always being my bratty self, to make sure he fucks me hard like this all the time. 
 
    He makes a makeshift ponytail with my hair and wraps it around his wrist, using it to pull me back up in position. “You’re so fucking hot, baby. This pussy is mine…to have and to hold for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Just my pussy?” I tease him. His rhythm slows, and I know he’s trying to prolong his own orgasm. But I’m not having that today and push back on him, to match his previous speed. “Maybe I should just cut my mid-section off for you then.” 
 
    “I want all of you...fuck…Stop, Abbs. I want to last.” He strains, but I don’t stop. I’m at my peak again and I want to blow with him. 
 
    He slaps my ass hard, thinking that’s going to stop me, but it doesn’t. Instead, it sets me off and my pussy grips around him tightly. He's grunting like crazy and yanks on my hair, pulling me up to his body. Clumsily his fingers circle around my clit to try and keep me going, but I can tell he's too far gone for him to try and do it right. I can feel his abs tense on my back and he's breathing heavily through his teeth. I nip at his chin, trying to get his lips, but it's no use because his fingers dig into me and he comes with a thunderous roar. 
 
    I fall to the bed and roll to my side as Colin plops down next to me. Grabbing my face, he kisses me, and I can feel his love for me radiating out. My fingers run through his hair, as I try to express back to him everything I feel for him. I have no doubts that this man loves me the way I love him. Soon he'll be my husband. It's still all fucking surreal, but I'll be happy to stay in this bizarro, dreamlike state forever. 
 
    “That was fun, but now I want to cherish you, till it’s time to leave and make you my wife.”  
 
    “Yes, please.”  
 
    Seconds later we are lost in each other again.  
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    Naomi is putting the finishing touches on my hair when there’s a knock on the door. “You should get it, sweetie.” Naomi nudges my shoulder and I spy her curiously through the mirror. “Just go.”  
 
    With my updo weighing about a hundred pounds from all the hairpins and hairspray, I make my way to the door. I look through the peephole first and shriek in surprise at the sight of my two best friends. I swing the door open, and Tamara and Sandy come rushing in, engulfing me in a hug, the three of us squealing loudly.  
 
    “Alright, alright, girls. I would like to keep my hearing a bit longer,” my dad says, plugging his ears and closing the door behind him. 
 
    “How did you guys—” 
 
    “Your dad brought us,” Tamara chirps answering my question before I finish it. 
 
    “Daddy,” I break away from my friends and hug my father, “thank you.”  
 
    “You're welcome, sweetie, but thank your future husband too, it was his idea. I just drove,” he says modestly, and I kiss his cheek. 
 
    “And convinced our parents to let us out of school early,” Sandy adds, “which by the way they send their congrats and an envelope full of green.” She giggles. 
 
    “I'm going to leave you guys here to hang out and we will meet in the lobby in a half hour.”  
 
    “I'll go with you, John. I could use some coffee and check on my son.” Naomi grabs her cosmetics bag and walks to my dad. 
 
    “Where is your son by the way?” I question because I haven't even gotten a text from him and I expected him to harass me the whole time he was gone. 
 
    “Where he's supposed to be.” she teases giving me a wink. “See you soon, sweetie. Girls.” My father outstretches his hand and she takes it as they make their exit.  
 
    Once the door clicks shut, Sandy pulls me into another hug. “I can’t believe you're getting married,” she gushes.  
 
    “I can't believe it either sometimes.” I laugh, giddily. “I can't wait for you guys to really meet him.”  
 
    “I wish you told us what was happening with everything, but I'm so glad you're safe. Tam told me some of what happened,” Sandy says, biting at her lip, looking anxiously over at Tamara. 
 
    Does she think I would be mad that they talked? 
 
    “I didn't think you would mind me telling her. She was uber worried when your mom came looking for you,” Tamara tells me, and I wave her off.  
 
    “Of course, I don't mind. I'm glad not to have to explain it again. And if I could go back I'd tell you guys. I was just scared.” I sigh and flop down on the bed.  
 
    “It’s all so wild and I can’t blame you for not saying anything,” Sandy tells me and comes to sit down next to me. “When your mom came looking for you, she was hysterical; asking our parents to look for you under our beds and closets. She was also sporting a nice huge shiner.” 
 
    “What? When was this?” I’m unable to keep the astonishment out of my voice and my heart breaks at the same time. He really did hurt her.  
 
    “Like butt ass early Friday morning. She looked rough as shit and freaked the fuck out. My mom tried to ask what happened, but she wouldn’t tell her. That’s when I called Tam and she told me what happened to you.”  
 
    “It all makes sense now,” I whisper, rubbing my forehead. Was her getting punched the event to make her finally see everything what was going on right in front of her?  
 
    But she could have prevented it if she believed you, the nagging voice in my head chirps. Though it's true, I still hate it all so much that this monster, this devil, has caused this much pain to the ones I love and me. Victor left a couple of nasty voicemails to Colin, which he never replied to. He then proceeded to change his number Saturday morning to avoid any more of Victor’s crap. I still find myself looking over my shoulder, ready for him to pop out of the woodwork and do something to me or Colin.  
 
    I wish he would just disappear back to the hell he came from. 
 
    “What makes sense?” Tamara asks curiously and puts her hand on my back. 
 
    “My mom’s sudden change of heart. We talked on Friday afternoon. She said she was sorry but then hung up on me like she was in a hurry. I don’t even know if she’s okay after we talked. Dad said he called her on Saturday, and she said she was fine and taking care of everything.” My hands tingle with the guilt taking over me. “I should've checked on her myself. I've just had so much going on; preparing for today, figuring out what I'm going to do about school, and buying stuff to move in with my dad till we figure out where we are going. I tried to do what everyone told me and focus on me, but now I feel worse for doing so,” I confess, and it hurts more to say it out loud.  
 
    “Abbs,” Tamara slings her arm around me. “You shouldn't feel bad. Your mom made her bed when she didn't listen to you. It sucks that it happened, but if she told your dad she’s taking care of it, you have to believe it. Now, it's your wedding day, push it aside for one more day.” 
 
    “I know, but…” 
 
    “No buts,” she says. “Today is your day. You're getting married, you're having a baby—" 
 
    “You're having a baby?” Sandy screeches beside me cutting Tam off, and I have to plug my ears.  
 
    “You didn't tell her?” I look at Tamara and she sucks her lips in and her brown eyes go big.  
 
    “No. I figured you might want to.” 
 
    “O-M-G. For real?” Sandy screeches again and bounces on the bed. 
 
    “Yeah.”  
 
    “Abigail Miller, you little freak,” she hoots and shoves my arm. “Congrats girl.” She moves to hug me, then stops mid-way. “You are happy, right?” 
 
    “Yes, very.” I giggle, causing her to squeal and wrap me in her arms.  
 
    “I love babies. You do know I’m going to be like the crazy aunt and get them in trouble and spoil the crap out of them, right?” She claps her hands, and it’s hard not to match her enthusiasm, forgetting for now about my mom. 
 
    “I’m on the crazy aunt train too—but I don’t change diapers. Sorry,” Tamara adds, shaking her head and twisting her nose at the thought of diapers. Hell, I’m not even looking forward to it myself and hope to pass off the job to Colin as much as possible.  
 
    “You should finish getting ready. We want you to get to your wedding on time.”  
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    I stand in front of the long length mirror and admire myself in the lace maxi dress I bought with Naomi. I feel like a celebrity about to go down the red carpet. My hair is perfect and so is my makeup. I was so happy when I looked in the mirror this morning and the bruise on my face had fully faded. I’m in awe of my own damn self, yet I have no idea why I’m shaking like crazy.  
 
    “Abbs…” Tamara gasps as she and Sandy appear behind me in the mirror. “You look amazing. If Colin doesn't faint or cry like a little bitch, I might have to hurt him till he does.” I spin around to face my best friends, who have both changed into what they said were their ‘bridesmaid’ dresses, which are beautiful floral sundresses. 
 
    “Yeah, and I will too. But damn, Abbs, you're making me want to run off and get married. You're like a princess,” Sandy coos with an extra bright smile on her face. I love these girls and I’m still not sure what I would do without them. 
 
    “I'm so nervous,” I admit and hold up my shaking hands. “I'm excited like my heart is pounding out of my chest.” I didn’t feel like this till I put the dress on and I'm less than an hour away from getting married. Why do I have to freak out now?  
 
    I just need to see him. That’s all this is. 
 
    “I think that's normal. I mean you're about to say I do and commit to one man for the rest of your life.” Tamara shrugs. “It’s got to be nerve-wracking for any woman. I mean only one dick for the rest of your life. Looking at the same face every day. What if he has this terrible habit like scratching his ass and then sniffing his fingers?” 
 
    Gross, Tam. I would kick Colin’s ass if he ever picks up that habit.  
 
    “Tam! Cut it out!” Sandy whacks her in the arm, laughing. “Besides the ass sniffing it’s all good. You’ll be fine and, like you said, it’s probably more because you're excited.” 
 
    “You guys really think I can do this? Be a wife?” I question because technically we don’t even have to get married now because my mom is letting me stay with my dad, so I have an out. But the thought of not getting married today only makes my heart dance faster and makes me woozy.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, I remember why I want this. I love him. We’re having a baby and we should be our own family and wipe away the step-sibling thing. He’s truly the one dick and the one face I want to look at forever.  
 
    Yes, I want this.  
 
    I bite my lip and suddenly feel a rush of glee and excitement run through me. “I’m getting married,” I chirp and bounce on my feet.  
 
    “And speaking of that, we should go or we’ll be late,” Tamara says, which is followed by a knock on the door.  
 
    Someone’s ears were burning. 
 
    I open the door and come face to face with my dad who is dressed in a blue Armani suit, looking dapper. He steps into the room and smiles at me, pulling me into his arms. “You look beautiful, Abigail. I can’t believe how grown up you look. It still feels like yesterday I brought you home and now—” He drifts off from his reminiscing, pulling away to hold me out at arm's length.  
 
    “I think we need to give you two a moment.” Tamara grabs Sandy’s hand and pulls her to the door. “And just remember, Abbs, I doubt your mascara is waterproof, so leave the crying to Big Poppa.”  
 
    My dad shakes his head and chuckles. “Tam Tam, go,” he points to the door and Tamara's mouth makes a little ‘o’ shape.  
 
    “You haven’t called me that since I was seven.” She wipes a fake tear away. “I’m going to cry now.” She blows us a kiss and my two crazy friends are out the door.  
 
    “I do miss those days, you three playing on the floor with your dolls. You used to pretend to get married and have one of the boys play husband.” I giggle at his trip down memory lane. Those were some good old days, days where I thought boys had cooties. “I was always so proud when you refused to kiss them in your 'I do’s.' Now I have to watch you do it for real. Are you ready?” 
 
    “I think so. Are you?” I tease, knowing he looks cool as a cucumber right now, but I bet he’s experiencing inner turmoil about giving up his only daughter at sixteen to a guy he barely knows.  
 
    “No. But I don’t think I have any choice.”  
 
    “No, I don’t think you do.” I hug him again, tightly. I owe him so much right now and I’ll always be so grateful for being here for me when I needed it the most. “Thank you, Daddy.” 
 
    He lifts my face and kisses my forehand. “I would move the world for you, Abbs. I know I haven’t been there for you a lot, probably when you needed me the most, but I’m here for you now. I promise.”  
 
    “I know. I love you,”  
 
    “I love you too, pumpkin. Now, let’s get you married.”  
 
    “Daddy?” I call him back, stopping him from making his exit. I twist my hands anxiously in front of me, knowing if I don’t ask him what’s weighing on my mind now, I won’t ever relax today.  
 
    “Yeah?” His eyes squint, concerned as he looks me over. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Have you talked to Mom lately?”  
 
    “I have. I went by the house to see her before I picked up the girls.” 
 
    “How is she?” 
 
    His lips twist and I can tell he's unsure of how to tell me what he knows.  
 
    “Please. It's bugging me like crazy. Sandy said she had a black eye and I know you've been holding information for my sanity, but I need to know.” I beg for him to put me out of my misery. I need to know if she's truly okay. 
 
    “She has a couple of noticeable bruises. But the good thing is after we talked to her on Friday she did call the cops.” 
 
    Maybe that explains why she hung up on me so fast. 
 
    “He was arrested for domestic abuse, but unfortunately he’s already out. Your mom has a restraining order on him and she was also able to file one for you. My friend, William, has kept an eye on him. He was at work this morning, so hopefully, it means he’ll stay away. She also mentioned trying to get him for child abuse, but unless you admit to it, there’s not much they can do till they investigate.” 
 
    I cringe at the thought of having to admit to what Victor did and having to wonder if they would even believe me. 
 
    “That’s good. I guess that’s what she meant when she said she would keep him away. But I feel restraining orders only go so far?” A piece of paper keeping away a crazed lunatic? I don't think so. “And it doesn't do anything for Colin. He's not protected.” 
 
    “Colin will need to file his own if he wants, but when are the two of you not together?” My dad raises an eyebrow, and I raise mine back. 
 
    “Umm. Right now?” 
 
    “Well, you have my word that he's okay. Right now, you can relax a bit because if Victor comes within five hundred feet of you or your mom he’ll get his ass sent to jail. He’d be smart to stay away.” My dad grunts, and clenches his fist. A flash of something dark crosses his eyes, a look I've seen in Colin's eyes before; he's thinking about how to take care of Victor is own way. 
 
    “But he’s not smart.”  
 
    “No, he’s not.” My dad chuckles, and puts his arm around me, moving me to the door. “Come on, we can talk and walk.”  
 
    We get to the bank of elevators and he pushes the down button. “I know as much as anyone that it doesn’t always seem like the law is on your side or does anything to help, especially in these situations. But right now, all we can do is try to believe it will work.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I murmur, as the large metal doors open and we step inside.  
 
    “Do you think I should tell her I'm getting married today?” I chew on my nails, conflicted if I should do it before or after.  She can't stop me now anyway, but I feel like she would have wanted to be here in light of everything. I had always pictured her being there on my wedding day, maybe dealing with my bridezilla ass, or helping me pick out a wedding dress, and holding my hand through it all. 
 
    At least I had Naomi. 
 
    “That's up to you, pumpkin. You can tell her now or later or not at all. I'll support you either way.” 
 
    “I’ll do it after,” I resign, or maybe I'll just leave it to Dad to do when he drops Tam and Sandy off. I hate for her to tell me again that I've disappointed her or she isn't happy with me and ruin today by bringing me down. 
 
    “Alright. You don’t have to do anything till your ready Abbs.” 
 
    “Where's Colin?” I ask, changing the subject abruptly. I'm now even more desperate to see him.  
 
    “At the courthouse, waiting for you.” 
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    “Damn, your man can wear a suit.” Tamara whistles through her teeth as we approach the glass doors of the clerk's office. Colin is standing next to Naomi, holding a bouquet of colorful flowers and hasn't spotted us yet. 
 
    “Yeah, he can.” I can't even remember the last time I've seen him wear one. Maybe our parents' wedding? But god damn, the way his black slacks hug his crotch, defining the goods he's packing inside… If he would only turn around, so I could see his ass. I have a feeling I'm going to want to take a bite out of it. Not to mention the jacket is tight around his arms, accentuating his biceps. I'm melting along with my panties from how hot he’s making me. 
 
    Clean up on aisle 4. 
 
    I'm waiting for the moment we get back to the hotel and he fucks me over the desk, still wearing his suit. I could be like his naughty secretary. 
 
    “Oh, we lost her. Someone call the medics,” Sandy teases yanking me out of the daydream I was having.  
 
    “I'm here. Hush.” I wave her away. “Let's just get inside.” So, I can jump into my man’s arms and suck his face off. Though, I think I might have some complications doing that in this dress.  
 
    “What are you ladies doing standing around?” My dad says from behind us. He passes us, eyeing us curiously as he moves to the door. 
 
    Just admiring the view of my future husband. Don’t mind me. 
 
    “Just waiting on you,” I tell him with all the sweetness I can muster up. I’m hoping he won't comprehend I was just lusting over my future husband, and my friends were being the perfect bridesmaids by cleaning up the drool. I wrap my arm around his and tug him to the door. “You need to give me away, remember?” 
 
    “I remember.”  
 
    The opening of the door causes Colin's head to turn in our direction. Our eyes meet, and it's like I'm in a movie and the slow-motion feature has turned on as I watch his reaction to seeing me.  
 
    He hands the flowers to his mother, and his eyes trace over my body as walks over to me. His mouth pops open momentarily, before the biggest smile I've ever seen splits across his face. The blue in his eyes brightens with every inch he gets closer, our bodies drawing together like magnets.  
 
    When he gets to me, I release myself from my father, who mutters something to Colin, but I can’t make out what. My head is still in the clouds as I take him all in, knowing he’s going to be mine forever.  
 
    They shake hands and then I'm gathered in Colin's inviting warm arms. “You look—wow…" He shakes his head, his eyes taking in the whole picture of me again. “You look amazing, baby. How did I get so lucky?”  
 
    “I was asking myself the same thing.”  
 
    His lips connect with mine instantly taking the rest of my breath away. This kiss reminds me of the first time; brand new, making my legs turn to jello, and feeling like I'm flying from the absolute joy shooting out of me. We haven't said our ‘I do’s’ yet, though, in this moment, we’re solidifying our lasting commitment together. Our own personal vow to each other that we will love and cherish one another till the day we part from this earth.  
 
    We will spend our days dancing in heaven because hell is officially long gone. 
 
    As I float back down to reality, I can hear my two best friends hooting and whooping and sense my dad is possibly having an aneurysm. We break apart, turning to the people who support us and laugh. 
 
    In my ear, Colin's honey voice rings, “We should probably leave that for the honeymoon.” 
 
    “Yeah, maybe,” I say, not keeping the giggle out of my voice.  
 
    “Colin.” Naomi hands him back the bouquet of flowers, and he hands them to me. I put the assortment of purple lilies, pink roses and yellow daisies to my nose and inhale. 
 
    “Every bride needs a bouquet.” Colin kisses my cheek. “I love you, Abigail. Forever,” he whispers, reinforcing in words what our kiss just confirmed. 
 
    “I love you, too. Always.”  
 
    “Awww. My teeth are hurting, Abbs,” Tamara says, bumping my shoulder.  
 
    I nudge her shoulder back. “Do you mind? We are having a moment?” Though, I find it hard not to laugh at my obnoxious, moment-ruining best friend. 
 
    She chuckles and shakes her head. “Nope. I don’t mind at all. I could tell you were about to suck face again, so it was for your big poppa’s sanity and for the other parties here.” 
 
    I glance up and see my dad rub his temple. Naomi smiles, keeping a laugh away and whispers in my dad's ear. He shakes his head, and puts his arm around her, whispering back to her. I must just be high in the getting married moment because they’re growing on me with how damn cute they are right now. 
 
    Sandy groans, moving into our little pow-wow circle. “You'll have to excuse our friend. She has no filter, but we love her still.” 
 
    “Oh, I know all about Tamara,” Colin smirks, giving me a wink, as his arm slides around my waist. “I'm glad you both could make it.”  
 
    “Know about me, huh?” Tam narrows her eyes at me. “We’ll be talking later, ma’am.” Her glare relaxes as she looks at Colin and smiles. “Thank you for telling us. Me and Sand would never miss this day for anything. Our girl is getting married.”  
 
    “Miller-Wagner,” a rough voice calls from the side door.  
 
    “That's us,” Colin calls back and glances down at me. “You ready?”  
 
    “As I'll ever be.” I beam up at him as we move to the door. My family and friends follow close behind. 
 
    A middle-aged man with graying roots and wearing a black robe with a small stack of papers in his hands looks at us. His smile wrinkles the corner of his lips and he puts out his hand for us to shake. 
 
    “I'm Judge Franklin Reed, and you two must be Abigail and Colin. Shall we?” He waves us into the room after I drop my hand from his.  
 
    We step into the ceremony room and move in front of the podium. Beside us in the front row, everyone stands. The girls are already crying before we've even started. Great, they are going to make me cry. I turn away from them and look to Colin, but seeing him smile at me like I’m the only person in the room doesn’t help keep the tears at bay.  
 
    “No crying, baby,” Colin whispers and rubs the tears that have pooled in the corner of my eyes.  
 
    “It’s hard not to.” I bite my lip trying to hold in my tears and my laughter. “We’re really doing this.” 
 
    Colin leans in to kiss me and Judge Reed clears his throat. “Not yet you two.” We glance over at him and he chuckles softly. “I find myself saying that a lot these days. Now, are you two ready? I promise it will only take about five minutes.”  
 
    “Ready,” I say, bouncing on my feet with excitement, while my heart races and Colin takes both of my hands in his.  
 
    “We are gathered today to join these two people in the loving bonds of marriage. To make your marriage work it will take love.” Judge Reed reads from the ceremony vows we had picked. “Love should be the fundamental part of your marriage. Love is the reason you both are here. But it also will take trust, dedication, and faith to stay open to one another; to learn and to grow together even when this is not always so easy to do.” 
 
    Colin and I snort a laugh, both on the same wavelength. We both still have a lot of growing to do together, but it will be an adventure for us, filled with stubbornness and annoying the shit out of each other. And I wouldn’t want it any other way. 
 
    “You never know what tomorrow will bring.” Judge Reed says, counting his speech of words that hold so much truth between us. “And finally, it will take commitment, to hold true to the journey, you both now pledge to share together.” He pauses and flips the page of his book. “Do you Colin take Abigail to be your lawfully wedded wife? Do you swear in the presence of those gathered here you will love, honor, cherish and comfort her, in good times and bad, forevermore?” 
 
    “I do. Pour toujours et toujours, bébé.” Forever and ever baby. He blows me a kiss and winks. The words I do were enough to make me tear up, and now sweet nothings in French. Yep, I’m a goner! 
 
    Way to make me a puddle right now, Colin! 
 
    “Do you Abigail take Colin to be your lawfully wedded husband? Do you swear in the presence of those gathered here you will love, honor, cherish and comfort him, in good times and bad, forevermore?” 
 
    “I do. Orevermorefay.” I utter in pig Latin, the only language I know which was taught to me by my father. I glance his way for a half second and see him get a good chuckle out of it. I turn back to the guy who is seconds away from being my husband, who is shaking his head at me. “What? If you can try and woo me, I can do the same.”  
 
    Judge Reed has us exchange rings. Colin slips a gorgeous white gold band, encrusted in diamonds on my finger then places a kiss over it. I pick up Colin’s black titanium ring, I managed to pick out the other day, and slip it on his left finger, place a kiss over his too.  
 
    “May you always share with each other the gifts your love brings,” Judge Reed recites and Colin rubs his hand over my stomach; the biggest gift of all that we share. Crap, the tears which were stored in the corners of my eyes, now fall. 
 
    “Awww…” Tamara and Sandy swoon, but I ignore them and continue to stare at the man whose eyes are watering.  
 
    Holy shit, is he going to cry now?  
 
    “May you always create a home together to share your love, generosity, and kindness. I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss your bride.” 
 
    Colin grabs me by the waist and dips me. I laugh freely at his antics, while everyone claps for us. His lips finally meet mine—now officially under the law, joined together as one. We’re no longer step-brother and sister, no longer needing to hide, and now free to let everyone know we love each other. This is the start of our journey. When he lifts me back up, we break apart, but Colin keeps me in his arms.   
 
    “I love you, wife.” The water I saw in his eyes, finally falls down his right cheek.  
 
    And there it is ladies and gentlemen, a tear. A good to honest tear—yes, single—slipping from Colin Wagner’s eye. It might not be waterworks, but this girl will take it.  
 
    I lean in and kiss away the fallen salty tear. “I love you too, husband.” 
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    The cool breeze hits my face as I step outside to the patio of the bustling restaurant where my dad is treating us to an uber fancy reception dinner.  This place has five-star meals and a dance floor with a three-piece orchestra and pianist. I have never known my dad to be so sophisticated. This was the man I grew up with that would eat what he hunted with Tamara's dad, but when he wants to he can pull out all the stops.  
 
    It’s like he’s over spoiling me to make up for lost time or something. I hope he knows I’ll be more than happy eating at a Johnny Rocket’s or stuffing my face with ribs. My stomach grumbles and I take it as a sign my baby agrees too.  
 
    Sitting down on one of the metal benches, I stare down at my dad's phone where my mom's contact information shines, and my shaky thumb hovers over the send button.  
 
    The chatter from inside spills outside momentarily and then quiets. A familiar arm drapes around me and kisses my temple. “I go to the bathroom for one minute and my wife goes missing. You're supposed to run before you get to the altar, not after,” he teases. 
 
    “No running. I figured if I was going to do this, I wanted to before I lost my nerve.” I shrug and stare at the screen that just went dark. 
 
    “But you don't have to do it alone.”  
 
    My head falls to his shoulder, blowing out the breath I didn't know I was holding. “I knew you would find me.”  
 
    “Always. Now?” He points to the phone and I bite my lip nervously, turning the screen back on. “You ready? No matter what she says, it doesn’t matter, and if it gets too much, you tell me and—” 
 
    I put my finger to his lips. “I get it, Mr. Protector. Let’s do this.” I hit the green send button and place the phone to my ear, still resting my head on Colin’s shoulder. It goes straight to voicemail and I hang up. I call again, and the same thing happens. I don't leave a message just in case Victor gets a hold of her phone somehow. 
 
    “She's not answering,” I murmur and wrap my arms around his waist. I was hoping to get this over with now. To put it out of the way, so I had time to absorb her reply. To know if I either need to cut her from my life or find a way once Victor is completely gone to let her back in. 
 
    This would be so much easier if I could just hate her.  
 
    “Well, we can try later.” My eyes close, and I know he’s right. I can try after I eat that expensive meal that I ordered, that I'm sure is somehow sprinkled in gold flakes to add to the cost.  
 
    “I guess you're right.” 
 
    “Oh, that's nice to hear. Bet it's something I won't get to hear too often anymore.” He kisses the top of my head and I giggle at his cliché.  
 
    “Yeah, I hope you recorded that 'cause it is probably the last.” He gives my arm a little pinch telling me we’ll see about that.   
 
    He stands and then puts his hands out to help me up while my laughter dies down. “Let's get back inside. I want to steal a dance with my absolutely stunning wife.”  
 
    Yes, right now I need to forget about the drama and enjoy everything I have with my new family. I’m sure my sisters—soon to be crazy aunts—think Colin and I snuck away to do the dirty. I give Tamara five seconds to confront me about it.  
 
    “You know you don't have to butter me up? You're already getting laid.” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t have a doubt about that, brat.” A sly grin spreads across his face before he bends down and scoops me in his arms bridal style.  I squeal and swing my arms around his neck. “What are you doing?”  
 
    “What does it look like I’m doing Mrs. Wagner? I’m sweeping you off your feet.” 
 
    “Oh my god, you’re so fucking corny.” I’m back to laughing. How does this man make me shut off, even for a little while?  
 
    “Well, I have to match up to your lame lines.” He nuzzles the side of my neck and moves to carry me back inside.  
 
    “Shut up, my lines are awesome. They hooked you.”  
 
    I hear the snare make a Ba-dum-tsh in my head at my stupid joke    
 
    “I rest my case.”  
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Quietly, I slip out of bed, leaving my husband who is softly snoring fast asleep. I gather my robe and wrap it around myself and make my way to the couch. Between the delicious, aching throb between my legs, due to Colin fucking me within an inch of my life, and wondering why my mom went suddenly mute, I've been unable to sleep.  
 
    I had put it aside and let myself enjoy the time with my family and friends. We danced. Laughed. Ate till our stomachs burst and then stuffed them more with cake.  
 
    Other than having to say goodbye to my best friends for I don't know how long, the night was magical.  
 
    The only thing that had put a small damper on the night was that my mother never did call me back. I hate how much it’s bugging me for wanting to tell her about my wedding day. I’m not even sure if it’s more to rub in her face or hoping she’ll be happy for me.  
 
    I tried calling again before my dad left to drop off Sandy and Tamara, but instead of a voicemail, I got a message that had said her phone had been disconnected. Rational me, thought maybe it was because Victor wouldn't be able to bother her, but then why not call and tell us about the change? 
 
    I shouldn’t be worried like this. She didn’t have this concern for me when I needed it. Yet, I find myself not being able to stop. There’s something in my gut telling me something is wrong. Seriously wrong.  
 
    Victor is just walking around free. I’m sure he’s pissed more now about being arrested and getting handed a restraining order. I personally don’t think any of us are safe from the devil and I’m left with only questions, wondering what is going to happen next.  
 
    My dad had promised he would stop by her place to check, but I never heard back because I let Colin sweep me off my feet again and forgot everything around me, including my name at one point, as we consummated our marriage. 
 
    It’s a bit before seven and I know my dad is already at work, hammering away. Picking up the hotel phone, I dial my dad’s number and realize I need to buy a new cell phone. I didn’t notice how naked I felt without it the last couple days till yesterday and I had to use everyone else’s phone.  
 
    His line rings once before he answers with a rough, “John Miller.” 
 
    “Morning, Daddy.” 
 
    “Abigail? What are you doing awake? It’s not even seven.” 
 
    “I couldn't sleep and wanted to know if you saw Mom last night?” 
 
    He sighs. “I didn't. When I got there, her car was gone and there was no answer. I asked your neighbor and they said she left sometime in the afternoon, so maybe she just went to get away for awhile.” 
 
    “But she has to have seen we called. You'd think she would call to make sure everything is fine? What if something is wrong with her?” My voice rises, in a panic, not sure how he’s keeping so calm. There’s something wrong.  
 
    “Abbs, stop. You need to stop getting worked up about the ‘what ifs.’ I'll have William check on her, but right now you can't get yourself worked up.” 
 
    “I'm tired of hearing that,” I snap, which ends up startling Colin who stirs. His eyes blink open slowly as they adjust to the room and he spots me on the couch.  “There's too many things that could be happening. I'm worried about her.” 
 
    “And it's okay to be worried, pumpkin, but you can't get yourself all excited. I will text you if your mom calls or if William checks on the house. Now, go enjoy your day and I will see you tonight. I love you, Abby.” 
 
    “I love you too,” I mumble, knowing I'm still without any answers or feeling better.  We say our goodbyes and I run my hands down my face, feeling at a loss. Part of me wants to go check, but an even bigger part of me knows I can never step foot anywhere near New Castle again. Especially that house.  
 
    This blows.  
 
    Colin plops down next to me. He's put on his boxers and his hair is a chaotic mess on top of his head. I move and curl into his lap, wanting to hear his heartbeat and be in the security of his arms.  
 
    “What are you doing awake?” He brushes back my hair and presses his warm lips to my temple.  
 
    “Mom.” 
 
    “Oh? Still nothing?” 
 
    “No. She wasn’t home last night. Why am I so worried? Like I’m so twisted up inside thinking the worst is going on and I know I shouldn’t be. I should hate her. I should fucking hate her.” I pound my fist into his chest and cry. “She left me with him. If I didn’t barf on him—” The words lodge in my throat and I can’t push them out.  
 
    “Shh, baby, stop.” Colin rocks me, doing his best to soothe me, but the tears come down like rain. I keep pushing what happened aside, wanting to forget about it, but now, with what's going on with my mom, it's all pushed forward again.  
 
    “I’m so mad,” I growl and cry harder. “She didn’t protect me. You did. But I don’t know if I can blame her either because it’s all Victor’s fault. He took her from me and I just want her back now. I want her to be safe like I am. I also hate that I want to forgive her, but I don’t want to hate her either.” 
 
    Colin lifts my head and wipes away the still falling tears from my face. “I understand. I felt the same with my mom for the longest time. Sure, it’s a bit different, but I went back and forth a lot. I think it’s too soon for you to have to decide what to do.”  
 
    “I just need to know she's okay to get rid of this odd feeling of dread something big is going to happen,” I mutter and burying myself deeper into him, trying to calm myself.  
 
    “I know. I do too, baby.”  
 
    We both sit in silence as my tears cease. Would it be wrong to pray for a man’s death? Everyone seems to be out for his blood anyways, and it’s not like the law is on our side keeping him locked up where he should be.  
 
    “I want to go to Paris,” I blurt out, without much thinking about it. The idea has been freaking me out since Thursday, but now I see it’s the only way to get peace. By running away.  
 
    “You do?” he says, uncertain, with an eyebrow cocked, and his hand falls from my face. 
 
    “It’s the only way to break free from wondering if Victor is always going to do something. You said it yourself you don’t trust him and with my mom having him arrested, I guess it freaks me out that he could be angrier. Maybe it’s just in both of our minds that we think he would even care that much to do something. But I don't think we will have that peace till we are far away and one hundred percent safe from him. I'll miss my dad, my friends, Mom, but Skype was invented for a reason and I'm tired of living thinking some kind of doom is coming.”  
 
    “Abbs.” Colin sighs and runs his hands through his messy hair. 
 
    “It was your idea,” I utter in disbelief, wondering how now we switched teams on the issue.  
 
    “I know, but I also said we didn’t have to go there. After seeing you with your friends, you’re going to want them nearby. At least if you stay in the states, it would be easier for them to come to you.” 
 
    “But then I will wonder if Victor is always coming to get us. I need to worry about our baby too and keeping them safe. We couldn’t save ourselves, but we can save him or her from knowing his evil.” My hand drops to my belly. “I can get my GED before we go and I think it’s what I want.” 
 
    “See, you think. We still have time, Abbs. We have a lot to do before we could go. I’ve been looking into it more and since you’re only sixteen that makes things a bit more complicated, even with being married. And to get your citizenship we will have to be married for at least four years and one of those years you won’t be able to leave the country.” 
 
    “Oh,” I gulp, I didn’t think of any of that.  
 
    “I told you, Abbs, it was all on the whim. It’s easy for me, but not as easy for you. I want to get away as much as you do, but I want you to be certain. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” I say resigned, and Colin cups my chin to kiss me.  
 
    “Maybe in a couple of weeks, we can go somewhere. A small honeymoon because, even if we don’t move to Paris, I want to take you there.” 
 
    “I would like that. Maybe it will help with my decision.” I giggle, knowing I need to stop changing my mind.  
 
    “Good. Now that that is settled you think you can clear your mind for a bit and come back to bed?” he says seductively, playing with the sash on my robe.  
 
    “I think so? I am kind of tired.” I stretch my arms over my head and yawn dramatically. Colin opens my robe and brushes his thumbs along my nipples. 
 
    “There will be no sleeping, baby. I’m going to numb your mind and kiss away your troubles, just like I did last night. At least I know I can do that right.”  
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    A hand shakes my shoulder, and I vaguely hear my name being called as I drift out of dream world. My eyes peel open to the bright room at my dad's. Colin and I moved in here two nights ago. I groan, wanting to go back to sleep.  
 
    “Abigail, wake up, pumpkin,” my dad's voice coos, the smell of his aftershave fills my nose and for the first time lately, it doesn't make me sick.  
 
    “Dad? What's wrong?” My voice croaks, and I rub my eyes trying to wake myself. 
 
    I glance to the other side of the bed and notice my husband missing. Colin rarely ever leaves the bed before I get up, so I'm crazy confused about where he ran off to and why my dad is here. 
 
    Thankfully, I put my pj’s on last night. 
 
    “You need to get up and come downstairs, so we can talk, honey.”  
 
    “Talk?” The worry and urgency in his voice make me shoot up in bed. I’m wide awake now and my hands are clammy as panic surges through me, especially since Colin is not here. “Did something happen? Colin? Is he okay?” 
 
    “Something did happen, but he’s okay. He just went out for a run to clear his head. But he'll be back.” 
 
    “What, what, what?” My head shakes, and I swear maybe I'm still dreaming because he's lost me. “Clear his head? Dad, you're not making any sense? What's going on?” 
 
    I'm trying to get a read on his face and except for the magical appearance of some worried lines on his forehead, he’s giving me nothing. 
 
    “I'll explain everything when you come down.” He turns on his heel and leaves my room, shutting the door. 
 
    I rush out of my bed like it’s on fire and go to the bathroom, realizing my bladder is full. Once my hands are clean I run downstairs, needing to know what the fuck happened.  
 
    I make it to the living room where Dad and Naomi are whispering to each other. “I'm here,” I announce, drawing their attention. Colin is still nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Naomi walks over and grabs my hand. She has deep worry wrinkles on her face that match my fathers and she looks forlorn. “You should sit down, Abbs.”  
 
    Feeling in a daze of alarm and absolute 'what the fuck' confusion, I let her lead me over to the couch. “What's going on?” I settle into the couch. Naomi sits next to me and my dad sits on the coffee table. 
 
    “Early this morning, Colin was in the kitchen with me when I got a call from William. Which was followed by one from the hospital.” He sighs and rubs his hands on his pants. “There was an incident yesterday afternoon. Victor attacked your mother in a drunken rage. I'm not sure of all the details right now, but he hurt her pretty bad.” 
 
    My elbows fall to my knees and my hands cover my mouth in shock. “Oh my god.”  
 
    I haven't heard anything from her since Friday. She never called after the wedding and William couldn't locate her, but they knew Victor's whereabouts and they weren't together. So, I just had to believe she was safe, but I could still feel something was off. 
 
    I should've listened to my gut. 
 
    “She's in the hospital. She's conscious, and said she was doing okay.” 
 
    “Okay? So, has Victor been caught? Please tell me he’s been caught.” My voice shakes, and my legs bounce up and down, worried if he hasn’t been locked in a cell he could be coming for me and Colin. And even if he is, will he get out just to do it again? 
 
    “See, that’s where things get a little more complicated.” My heart rate spikes, as my dad brushes his hands through his hair. His eyes glance to Naomi and she scoots closer to me as if she’s ready to grab me from passing out or freaking the fuck out. 
 
    “Complicated?” I choke and if he doesn’t spill now I’m going to go insane. “Tell me.” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, he moves himself and the coffee table closer to me. “In the midst of your mother’s attack, she fought back and was able to get the upper hand. She ended up killing him, Abby.” 
 
    “She wha? No…she—Oh my god,” I rattle on, not even sure what to think. Everything in my mind is spinning around like a gravitron, but one thing that yells clearly is Victor is dead.  
 
    I won’t let him near you again. My mom’s words echo through my head, knowing she kept her promise, but I didn’t expect it to come to this. 
 
    As I absorb Victor’s death, my thoughts race to my husband who is still missing. “Colin? This—this is why he needed to clear his head. How did he take it?” 
 
    Naomi squeezes my hand, her eyes trying to reassure me. “When he left I think he was still in a state of shock. Even if he hated his dad—”  
 
    “No, I get it,” I say, cutting her off. “It's his dad. If he didn't care about him in some way, he wouldn't be as affected by his words or actions. I know…we've sorta talked about it.” 
 
    And if I know him as well as I do, he's more than likely mad he wasn't the one to do it. But I won't share that.  
 
    “Yes. I'm sure when he gets back he'll be ready to talk. But I’m worried about you, pumpkin.” 
 
    My mind is still reeling, making me dizzy, that I'm not even sure how to take this information in or what to do with it. I feel—blank. “I don't know how to react, to be honest. He's gone, and I feel relieved in a way, but then there's Mom…I mean, what’s happening to her? Is she in trouble?” I don’t want them taking her away, especially when she did the world and mankind a huge favor.  
 
    “They're not holding her. It seems the incident happened outside the house and the neighbors saw. So, the cops and the DA had enough evidence to rule it as self-defense.” 
 
    “God,” I whisper and push my hands through my hair. My mom is safe while I’m still in a mind fuck because I'm not sure what to do. 
 
    “I know this is a lot to digest, Abby.” My dad pats my knee and I pop my head up to look at him. “You don't have to say or do anything right now. “ 
 
    “It’s a damn heavy truckload I’m trying to digest.” My head shakes as I try not to picture how it went down between my mother and Victor. She protected herself, but if it came down to it, would she have done the same for me before I ran off? Hell, I’m not sure if I should be crying happy or sad tears. Or if I should even feel guilty for wishing him dead only days ago.  
 
    But I feel free now. 
 
    “Is there even a right way to take this?” 
 
    “No, honey,” Naomi says, “there isn't.” 
 
    “She wants to see you, if you’re willing. I also was able to ask her about why she hadn’t called these last few days, knowing you would want to know. She said Victor had broken her phone before he was arrested then canceled the plan on Monday since he paid for it. After I saw her that morning she went to stay with a friend. Then when she came back—well...” His hand waves around, knowing it doesn’t need to be repeated. 
 
    “I wouldn’t mind seeing her, but I need to talk to Colin when he gets back. See if he's alright, what he's thinking, and maybe what to do next because I have no idea which way is up right now.” 
 
    I'm sure Colin's head is as super conflicted with emotions ready to blow like mine is. I need his thoughts, his feelings, to work through this news together.  
 
    “That sounds good, and I think you need to let it sink in too.” My dad moves to sit next to me. 
 
    “How are you guys taking it? I mean once upon a time you loved these people.” 
 
    My dad glances at Naomi and gives her a small smile. “I think we're worried about both of you more. For me, your mom protected herself. In the end, protected you and Colin. I can't fault her for that. As for Victor, well…”  
 
    “He got what he got,” Naomi finishes for him and my head spins to her. “Don't look at me like that. I understand Colin's reasons for how he took the news, but for all the stuff he did, nope. I doubt I’d care if it was on purpose. I would be the first one getting your mom bail and the best lawyer money can buy to get her off.”  
 
    Damn. 
 
    Laughter erupts from my lips. I can't control it and it makes my stomach hurt. It might be the most truthful statement I'm sure I'll hear all day that I can't say myself. I don’t know why I’m laughing. I mean my mom killed someone, and not just anyone; her husband. Who happens to me my husband’s father. But at the same time, she killed the devil, the monster that's been haunting my dreams. She freed me and Colin from having to look over our shoulders, possibly for as long as we live. Either way, I shouldn't be laughing and soon it fades. I find myself wrapping my arms around my dad burying my head in his chest before I start to cry. They're not sad tears. They're tears of sweet relief.  
 
    I can now move on and be happy.  
 
    “I'm sorry,” I babble as I wipe away the tears staining my cheeks. “I feel kind of crazy right now.”  
 
    Naomi chuckles and rubs my back. “Sweetie, it's okay. You're just expelling many emotions.” 
 
    “But I shouldn't be laughing like a hyena.” I sniffle, feeling like I'm back on that crazy rollercoaster of unexpected emotions I can't control. Feeling like a loon. 
 
    “There's no right way to do it. You just need to release them,” Naomi tells me.  
 
    “I'm already tired of expelling.” My hand drops to my belly. “I've been like that enough thanks to this little one. But the only person I feel for now is Mom, other than that, I have no words.” 
 
    But freedom.  
 
    “And that’s okay, pumpkin. I’m just so glad you’re truly safe now.” My dad pulls me back into his strong embrace and I tighten my arms around him. The truckload of discovery that had been weighing me down starts to fall away.  
 
    If it wasn’t for him and Naomi helping us and protecting us too, who knows what would have happened? And I don’t think the outcome would have been good.  
 
    The sound of the door closing breaks up the moment between me and my dad. The three of us turn to Colin, who just walked in covered in sweat. He cleans his face with the shirt he removed as he walks past the living room. His chest and face are flushed, and they glisten from what appears to be an intense workout. He looks exhausted, yet there's something different about him.  
 
    Rising to my feet, I cautiously move towards him, “Colin?” 
 
    “Hey, baby.” He touches my arm and then greets me with a kiss. I taste the saltiness of his sweat on my lips. “I would hug you, but I’m all sweaty. I’m going to take a quick shower.”  
 
    “But Colin?” There’s a hint of uncertainty in my voice, unsure of this attitude. It’s like he didn’t get the news. I reach up and touch his face, wanting a good look at him. Then that’s when I see it. Colin always had this haunted look in his eyes, years of pain and torment that lingered around those beautiful blue orbs, but now his eyes have this glow in its place. A happy glow no longer blocked by his suffering.  
 
    He’s been freed too. 
 
    “What is it, Abbs?” 
 
    “You’re okay.” It’s a statement because I have no doubt he is. Maybe this is just a temporary cover, but it's much better than anything I was expecting to see.  
 
    “I am. We can talk, but I smell like a wet dog. Give me five minutes.” He grabs my face and kisses me a bit harder and longer than the last. “You’re okay too. We’re okay.” Once he releases my face, he jogs up the stairs leaving me bewildered.  
 
    I turn back to my dad and Naomi. “Did that just happen?”  
 
    “It did. Maybe you should go talk to him.” My dad points towards the stairs.  
 
    Without another word, I race up the steps two at a time, I head for the bathroom and hear the shower running. Without hesitation, I open the door and lock it behind me. Colin turns to look at me through the clear greenish shower curtain but doesn’t say anything. I slip off my clothes and get in behind him. Wrapping my arms around his waist, I rest my head against his back as the cool stream runs over us both.  
 
    Colin takes my hands and spins himself around, pulling me back in his arms, so I’m pressed tight to his chest. Nothing is said as we hold each other, but at the same time, everything is being said. We have each other and nothing else in this world matters. With everything that had gone wrong around us, it is now shaping to turn out right.  
 
    He turns us around and pushes my head back, letting the water soak my hair. Bending down he grabs the shampoo and squirts some on his hand then massages it into my hair, lathering it up. My hands rub in the fallen soap on his chest, wanting to cherish him like he cherishes me. I love this man more than I ever thought possible. Who knows where I would be if he didn’t keep coming back for me or if he didn’t stay after his mom moved.  
 
    The rest of the shower stays quiet, with only a few light kisses of comfort. Once we’re dried off we escape into our room and cuddle together in bed. 
 
    “Are you really okay?” I ask, breaking the silence and resting my chin on his chest to look at him. 
 
    He brushes my wet hair back and gives me a tiny smile. “I am. When I first heard, I couldn't believe it. It seemed unreal that he was gone. I felt almost numb? I don't know what it was. I just needed to get out, run, try to figure it out before I could face you. I thought I was upset he died. My dad was gone and never coming back, but as soon as I thought that, every hit, every word, everything he did to me, what he did to you, came flooding back. It played over and over again.” 
 
    He pauses, blowing out a deep breath and lets his fingers tangle in my hair. I stare at him, trying to determine if that glow from earlier is still there, and I'm relieved when it is. 
 
    “I was as scared as you after we left. I kept waiting for him to just come and fucking destroy what was good in my life. Now he can't do that ever again. I thought about our baby and how he or she will never have to worry about him because we won't. Knowing we're going to be okay. I knew then I wasn't upset he was dead. I'm grateful because the nightmare he created is over and I still have the people I love with me. So, yes, I'm okay. What about you?” 
 
    “I still feel weird about it all,” I admit honestly. “My mom, you know…” I sit myself up, and pull the blanket around me, starting to shiver from my wet hair. Colin sits up with me and puts his arm around me. “But like you, knowing we're liberated from all this.” 
 
    Victor is in the far depths of hell where he belongs. 
 
    “And honestly, I didn't really want to go to Paris. So yeah, I'm good.” I giggle at my lack of indecision and Colin laughs beside me.  
 
    “I didn’t think you did. Honestly, I didn’t want to either. We have a life here and I would like to keep building it here. Plus, I think the way my mom keeps making eyes at your dad and having sleepovers, she might stay too.”  
 
    I cover my ears, still not wanting to hear it, singing la la la loudly, till he pulls my hands down.  
 
    “You’ll have to accept it, Abbs. You might be my step-sister again,” he whispers in my ear, and I shove him away.  
 
    “I hate you.”  
 
    “Stop lying, brat. You love me.” He dives back at me, knocking me down to the bed, and nibbles at the side of my neck. 
 
    “I do. So much.” I squeal as his fingers make contact with my ribs and he tickles me. 
 
    It feels all kinds of wrong to be this happy at this moment, but it feels amazing to know we can start enjoying life, with no worries.  
 
    There’s only one last thing I need to do and that is to go see my mom. Maybe I will finally get the mother I used to love back. The one who at the end of the day, no matter how many mistakes she made, ended up protecting me like she was supposed to. Even if it was initially only for herself. But maybe I can’t fault her for all her mistakes. I mean her marrying an utter asshole brought me the love my life and my child. Her mistake also taught me to grow up and learn the mistakes to never make with my child. So, in the end, she is still my mom; just her lessons came by a bit differently, and maybe forgiving her won’t be so hard. 
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    Hand in hand, I stand outside of a hospital room at the New Castle Medical Center with my husband. When I left this town a week ago, I didn't think I would ever step foot back in it. Though the nightmare has ended, when I saw the welcome sign, l got an uncomfortable feeling in my stomach from the lingering memories of what has happened here. 
 
    “You okay?” Colin asks.  
 
    I take a steady breath and nod.  
 
    “Yep.” Rising to my tippy toes I kiss his cheek. “Thank you for coming with me.” 
 
    “Of course. Where else would I be? Now, let's go in before you lose your nerve.” He nudges me towards the door. If only he knew how right he was because however this goes shapes the rest of everything. Especially when I tell her I'm married and with a child.  
 
    Pushing open the door to the white room, it reeks of sanitizer and clean, and my mother lies in bed in the middle of the room. A machine beeps showing her heart rate and oxygen levels. Other than that, she doesn’t appear to be hooked up to anything else. 
 
    Her head turns to me as the door closes behind us, and I gasp seeing her swollen black and blue face. It halts me in my steps and I look to Colin who seems as surprised. I want to ask if he ever got a beating like that before, but judging by his face, I would say no. 
 
    “Abby,” she says, and I make out the glimmer of a smile on her face. “Don’t be scared, baby girl, come here.”  
 
    I step towards her, letting go of Colin’s hand. “What did…” I can’t keep the tears from shedding down my face as I examine her and see the act of violence that had been taken out on her. There’s now no longer a single second I will feel guilty for being happy Victor is dead. I look her over more and see her right arm bandaged up, but the rest of her is covered by a thick white blanket. “I can’t believe it.” 
 
    “Me either.” She gives a light throaty chuckle and pats the bed for me to sit. I occupy the small space and look back at Colin. He’s moved in closer but stands away with his hands in front of him, not sure what to do. My mom finally sees Colin and smiles. “You can pull up a chair, Colin. Don't just stand there.”  
 
    Colin pulls the lavender colored chair close to me, and his hand moves automatically to my knee where he rubs with his thumb, showing his moral support.  
 
    “I’m glad you came, Abbs. Your dad said you tried calling. I’m sorry I didn’t get those.” 
 
    “It's fine. But um…how are you doing?” 
 
    “Sore. I got some broken ribs, my face aches, and a bruised spleen, but I’m going to be okay. Don’t you worry about me.” She waves off her pain casually, and I’m left shaking my head wondering if she has to be kidding me. Not worry? She looks more like she got hit by a bus and not attacked by Victor.  
 
    “Kind of hard not to worry, Mom,” I croak, brushing away the wetness from my cheeks. “Why would he do this? Go this far?” 
 
    She sighs and reaches out to hold my hand. “I wish I knew, but he was drunk. Extremely drunk, and I think he might have been high on something. I’m not sure. When I returned from my friend’s house, he was there inside. The house had been ransacked and he was mad he couldn’t find his keys. I told him the cops took them, which was a lie. I threw them away. He cussed and barked and figured he could go hotwire the car. But there was just one problem.” She clenches her teeth and sucks in a breath. “I cut the brake lines and took out the battery on Saturday. I didn’t want to risk him coming to you. It might have not stopped him, but it would stall him.”  
 
    Damn, she did protect me at all corners.  
 
    “Anyways, it got bad. The switch that had already flipped in him, seemed to have broken off and he just went in for the attack. He beat me up as you can see, while he was saying some disgusting things about you and about Colin. I won’t repeat them. But while I was on the ground, I spotted the tire iron. I had left it by the truck because I was going take off his tires too but decided against it. I'll let you imagine the rest. I won’t put it in your mind.”  
 
    “I can't believe you killed him.” I stare at the woman who raised me, wondering how she had the strength, after what was done to her, to take down the person I had always considered the devil. 
 
    “He needed to go. I made a promise to you that he would never hurt you again." My mouth drops, and my mom squeezes my hand. “Well, I didn't promise that, but I was hoping to get him locked up. Then when he came after me, the things he was saying about you and Colin, what he was going to do, there was nothing left to do but to protect me and you. My biggest regret is not listening to you when you came to me. I knew when Colin moved in, his drinking became heavier, but I didn’t see the full picture of his shift beside being more irritable. He talked a big game, convinced me that he loved you like his own, that he loved Colin, but he needed to show tough love.” She glances over at him and frowns. “I’m sorry to you too, Colin. Abby mentioned to me about Victor hitting you, but in my mind, if it was so bad, then why were you there? You know?”  
 
    “I understand. I came and stayed for her.” Colin looks at me and grins. “I knew who my dad was. I figured if I was around I would take the blows. But even I dropped the ball when it came to Abbs, he was good at hiding and putting fear in people, or making the story fit in his favor. And no matter how much I wanted to fight back, I knew I couldn't take him.” 
 
    “But it’s over now,” I add, wanting to drop the talk of Victor and what wasn’t done. 
 
    “It is. I’m glad you left when you did. I needed to finally see it. I hope one day you can forgive me for not being the mother you needed.” Her eyes glisten with fresh tears. I can see the events of late have re-shaped her past views. 
 
    “After what you did. Yeah, I think I can forgive you, Mom. I can breathe again.”  
 
    “That’s all I can ask for.” Her eyes gleam beneath the bruises, and I feel her finger run over my wedding bands. “Guess there’s no way you will be coming home though?” 
 
    I look down at our conjoined hands and didn’t even register she was holding my left hand. “No. I don’t think I could anyway. I need a new start. Colin and I are married now, and I don’t think either of us wants to go back to where the past haunts us.” 
 
    “Married. It’s hard to believe! I bet you were a beautiful bride.”  
 
    “She was. Absolutely stunning,”’ Colin answers, and I blush.  
 
    “How did you manage it? You’re only sixteen. Last I knew was that you had to be eighteen.” Mom questions and well, here goes nothing. I move off the bed, releasing my mother’s hand. Colin stands with me and I wrap my arms around his waist.  
 
    “That day you found us, together…” I cringe remembering how the whole thing played out. I notice my mother does the same, though we might have different reasons. “I had just found out I was pregnant. So, with proof in Maryland, we were allowed to get married. We just wanted to be together with no chance of me having to come back to where Victor was,” I ramble.   
 
    “Pregnant,” she says letting the word hang in the air. “I—I—” she stutters looking from me to Colin and back to me.  
 
    “Yeah. It wasn’t expected, but we’re happy. I hope you can be too.”  
 
    “How did your dad not have a heart attack?” my mom finally manages and shakes her head against the pillow.  
 
    “When he found out he did have a few choice words,” Colin says with a laugh and pulls me closer. “He was shocked, for sure.” 
 
    “And you’re really happy, Abbs?” 
 
    “I am.” I reiterate and hold my breath.  
 
    “Then that’s all that matters. Congratulations, baby girl.” 
 
    “Really?” I beam, a smile now dancing on my face.   
 
    “Abigail, look at me,” she says firmly, and I give her my full eye contact. “I’ve learned many lessons this last week. One is to believe what you say. The second is to always support you. Actually, that was a vow I made when you were born, and I strayed away from that. I want to be in your life and your life includes being a wife and mother. And me as a grandmother. No way I’m going to miss out. I’ve missed too much already.”   
 
    I move in to hug her, carefully, and kiss the side of her puffy bruised cheek. “I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to hear you say that. I missed you, Mom.”  
 
    “Oh, sweet girl, I missed you too.” I stand back up and watch as she looks at us again. “Now that you will have your own child to look after, I know you won’t make the same mistakes I did.” I shake my head, having already made that parenting vow to myself. 
 
    “We’re just going to make a lot of others,” Colin jokes and pulls me back into his arms, kissing my head.  
 
    My mom chuckles. “I had to be blind not to see the love you have for each other that shines now before my eyes. I can look back now and it’s as clear as day. I took it as more as being siblings—” 
 
    “Stepsiblings,” I cut her off, reinforcing the statement.  
 
    “Of course, step-siblings, that were close and goofed around. Victor mentioned Colin seeming to take an interest in you, but I let that one go. I grew up close with my brothers, well not that close,” she adds, and I laugh. “So, I brushed it off till I saw it. It’s not something you easily wrap your mind around. You were still my daughter, and it felt wrong, but anyways, I should’ve listened to you.” 
 
    “All that matters now is that you know the truth, and this is real.” I pat Colin’s chest, and my new jewelry shines in the bright overhead lights.  
 
    “Yes, I do.” She grins, and maneuvers herself to sit up a bit more. “Colin? Do you think you can give us just a minute?”  
 
    Colin looks at me and puts his hand under my chin. “Will you be okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I answer honestly, as his dazzling, concerned, blues search my hazels.   
 
    “Alright.” His apprehension washes away, and he places a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll be right outside.” He moves to my mother and leans down to hug her. He whispers something in her ear, but I can’t make it out. My mom mouths something back and she touches his cheek as he moves away.  
 
    Colin gives my shoulder a reassuring squeeze and leaves the room. I sit back on the bed and look at her with a raised eyebrow. “What was that about?” 
 
    “Nothing you need to worry about; just me now knowing fully he loves you.” She pats my leg, and I figure I’ll let it go, for now, storing it to ask my husband about later. “I have something for you. At least I hope that I can get it to you with no problems because it was meant to be given to you when you turned eighteen.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “When Victor and I got married, I had sold the house you and I lived in before. It ended up being a good investment. Anyways, since Victor paid for his house, I decided to put that money I made for you in a trust. He never knew I did that, but I wanted to make sure you were taken care of.” 
 
    “You did? I didn’t—” I shake my head astonished. I think I’m going to cry.  
 
    Who am I kidding? I’m crying. Always freakin’ crying.  
 
    She grabs my hand. “I was horrible to put your needs last to Victor’s. I thought what we had was perfect. I made so many mistakes and I’m sorry, sweetie. This money won’t make up for anything, but I do hope it helps you get on your feet because the last thing I ever want for you, is to struggle. But please when you can, go to college. I used to always feel you had something special up your sleeve.” 
 
    “Thank you. It will help—so much.” Along with Colin’s trust, we're going to be set. Maybe get through college without having to worry where the money is coming from.  
 
    “I’ve always and will always love you, honey. I’m so glad you came even though I don’t deserve it.” 
 
    “You know you taught me something when I was young, that everyone deserves a second chance. You’re my mom, and I would probably give you a million. I’d hope the baby would for me too.” I run my hand lovingly over my stomach. “I think a part of me always knew the real you was hiding in there somewhere. Victor was vile, and I didn’t ever think he would be violent until I saw him hit Colin. But I did think he was always the devil among assholes.”  
 
    “I can agree to that now more than ever. Come here.” She waves her hand at me to come hug her and I do. “You’re going to be such a good mom, sweetie. I’m so proud of how strong you are.”  
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    We talk for a little bit more, as the ghost of Victor around us fades and is no longer mentioned. She starts to get sleepy and when I tell her goodbye she promises to visit soon.  
 
    I walk out of the room, feeling brand new and ready to start again. I find Colin playing on his phone, slumped in one of the black folding chairs in the hallway. Bouncing my way over there, I plop down next to him, and kiss his cheek, startling him.  
 
    He tucks his phone into his pocket and smiles. “I’m guessing everything went okay in there?” 
 
    “You could say that. I got my mom back, and she actually left me some money.” 
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “Yep, and you know since we aren’t going to Paris, maybe we should talk about where we want to settle. I mean in seven months I think we need a place with another bedroom.” I smile, knowing we can even just rent an apartment and spend days walking around naked and fucking wherever we want. 
 
    “Sounds like a good plan to me.” A mischievous grin spreads on his face and I know he's thinking the same thing. “Now, why don’t we stop and see your friends, and then bust out of this town?”  
 
    “That sounds like an even better plan.” We both stand, and he grabs my hand to move down the hall. 
 
    “Wait!” I tug on his hand stopping him, remembering I need some information. He looks at me with his forehead wrinkled, confused. “What did you say to my mom? She wouldn’t fess up.” 
 
    “You’re so nosy.” He chuckles and swings his arm around me, pulling me back down the halls to the elevator.  
 
    “Duh? Tell me.” I bat my eyes and wrap my arms around his stomach.  
 
    “I just told her thank you, and also thanked her for having you. That I do love you, and I promise from now on I’ll always keep you and the baby happy and safe.” 
 
    Oh, be still my heart.  
 
    “You said all that?”  
 
    “I did. Something wrong with that?” He glances down at me, as he reaches out to push the down button.  
 
    “Nope. Not at all.”  
 
    Because I know now more than ever it’s a promise he can keep, and one I also plan to return. We’ve been knocked down, beaten, but we got back up, making our union stronger. Colin is truly my light, and as we continue together driving on this crazy road called life, I know he’ll help keep the path bright. It may never be perfect, but I can’t complain about spending the rest of my days with my husband, my best friend, my ex-step-brother, and with the family we create together. I’m finally free from the darkness.  
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    4 YEARS LATER…. 
 
      
 
    I'm walking down the hall, admiring the beautiful crown molding with gold accents like I always do when I come here. There's a large crystal chandelier and family photos lined on the walls that go through every generation. I love it here.  
 
    Paris has become my home away from home. This house belongs to Naomi and, though Colin and I never moved here, we come and visit whenever we can get away, especially in the summer.  
 
    Our main home is back in Maryland. We lived with my dad for a bit before the baby was born, then we rented an apartment close to his place for a couple years. When we get back home from this trip, we're going to settle on our first home together. I was able to get my GED a couple months before I gave birth and proceeded to spend the first six months of settling into the role of being a mom before I started college, studying social work at Towson University. The same place Colin ended up getting a scholarship from my dad’s company.  
 
    I make it to the bedroom and spot my still sexy as sin husband standing in the mirror messing with his tie. I bite my finger and let my eyes linger on how good his ass looks in those grey slacks. I didn’t think after our wedding I would see him wear a suit, except for special occasions like today, but now, I’m blessed he has to wear them to the office, where he works with my dad as a mechanical design engineer.  
 
    “Yummy. You always do clean up good.” I purr, and Colin turns to me and lets his eyes roam over me, licking his lips.  
 
    “Well, if it isn't my favorite sister.” He smirks, putting the final loop in his tie. “I have to say she's looking mighty fine.” 
 
    “Shut up.” I glare at him, but I'm not able to keep my lips from twitching. He inches closer to me and grabs me around the waist, pulling me to his chest. 
 
    “Why? It's only the truth. You look fucking amazing.” His eyes gleam, and he kisses the side of my neck. I do feel amazing in this strapless gray dress which flows down the length of my body and accentuates my breasts. Hence what my husband’s eyes are zoning in on. Yeah, he still has this way to overtake my whole body and make me feel desirable.  
 
    “I meant the sister part. What have I told you about that?”   
 
    “It’s true though, especially after today. But you said never in front of Gabe. And…” he looks around the room then back at me, “I don't see him anywhere, so fair game, sis.” I shove his chest, and he teeters backward laughing it up.  
 
    “He'll be making his grand entrance soon. He just had to potty.” 
 
    “So, are you telling me the maid of honor and the best man don’t have time to mess around?” He places his hand over his heart, feigning hurt. 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “That’s too bad. Maybe at the reception we can sneak away? What do you say, sis?” 
 
    “I say if you call me that again, your balls will remain blue for eternity.”  
 
    Colin puts his hand over his groin. “Damn. Alright, brat. I’ll settle, for now.” He blows me a kiss and walks over to the edge of the bed and grabs his coat.  
 
    I’m seconds away from lunging for him when the hurricane we call Gabriel Liam Wagner comes storming into our room, “Mama,” he yells and dives right onto the bed. He’s three years old, a ball of insane energy, and our entire world. “I’m all ready. I look like Daddy.” Gabe jumps on the bed and then dives into Colin’s arms, and my stomach lodges in my throat till I see him safe in his dad’s arms.  
 
    Gabe is the ring bearer for the wedding and is wearing a matching grey suit and tie, just like his dad. Gabe is a daddy’s boy through and through. Since he was a baby, he’s had Colin wrapped around his little finger. I swore that I was going to be the one melting at his pout and the one always carrying him. Nope. Don’t get me wrong, he loves me just as much, especially when Daddy is at work, but their bond is special. I’m hoping the next one we have will be more of a mommy’s girl.  
 
    “Daddy, swing me.” Gabe cheers and Colin proceeds to grab him around his knees and hang him upside down, making our little boy’s hair hang and sway into a mess I’ll have to brush again.   
 
    “I swear, he’s the Energizer Bunny.” My mother appears at the door, wearing a mahogany sleeveless swing maxi dress. “I tried to keep him busy, so you could finish getting ready. I look away for one second and poof.”  
 
    Yeah, that’s a pretty fair analysis.  
 
    “It’s okay, we should be getting ready to leave. Don’t want to be late. Is Naomi ready?” 
 
    “Ready as she’ll ever be she said.” My mom grins, and it’s amazing to see how far we all have come in the last years. Mom and Dad are actually friends, and she gets along famously with Naomi when she moved back to the states.  
 
    Even though they’re all close it’s a little odd for the ex to be at the wedding. But whatever, my mom is thrilled by the events.  
 
    Sometimes I find myself wondering if this is all real? If I told my sixteen-year-old self this was my future, I would have wondered what the fuck I was smoking to ever dream this up. 
 
    It’s been a whirlwind for sure. 
 
    “Alright, let's get these two lovebirds married.”  
 
    We arrive at the Musée Rodin rose garden where my dad and Naomi are getting hitched. There are beautiful sculptures that line the garden, tables, and chairs lined around the grounds for the reception later, and white tents set up in front of the large Victorian museum. I’m in awe at how stunning this is all set up.  
 
    “Holy crap girl, this place is amazing. How far out do I have to reserve to get married here?” Tamara gasps in amazement. She's wearing a dress that matches mine and holding her bouquet. My best friend ended up going to the same college as me, and I’m so thankful to get to have the person I consider my sister around. She truly has filled the role of a crazy aunt. I think it might be her fault Gabe is so hyper. “I’m so thankful Naomi let me a part of this.” 
 
    “Me too. Wish Sandy could’ve made it.” 
 
    Sandy, I don’t get to see as much. She jetted off to California for school with her boyfriend turned fiancé, Ryan. She’s studying to be a lawyer and needed to take summer courses, so she couldn’t get away. 
 
    “Yeah, but we’ll see her in three months when she gets married. It might be good she didn’t see all this. She’d be changing locations again. Have you seen your dad?” 
 
    “Yeah. He’s all sweaty palms and anxious. I had to send Colin in with a whiskey to calm him down.” I giggle, remembering finding him pacing in the groom’s room, muttering to himself.  
 
    “Cold feet?” 
 
    “Nah, I think it’s just normal nerves and being antsy to get the ball going.” I shrug, remembering my up and down and back and forth emotions the moments before I got married.  
 
    “Girls? You ready?” Naomi's soft voice makes us turn around. She’s standing in a striking, sleeveless, embroidered, Schiffli lace, sequin, and tulle, A-line gown. Tendrils of her hair fall around her face, and the veil flows behind her head.  
 
    “We’re ready, Mom.” Whenever I call her mom she never fails to break out into a bright smile. I’ve been calling her that for about four years, but I still get the reaction. Now, it so happens, she’ll legally be my step-mom.  
 
    She engulfs me in a hug and kisses my cheek telling me she loves me.  
 
    My son is first to walk down, and by walk, I mean run and fly into his grandpa’s arms. The over one-hundred guests laugh, and he soaks up the attention before he’s put on his feet in front of Colin who is now whispering in his ear to be quiet and still.  
 
    Tamara walks down, and I go behind her, followed by the bride. My father, this big six-foot-three, burly man, breaks down in tears when he sees Naomi. I notice Colin covering his mouth with his hand laughing, and if I was close enough I would kick him, reminding him of his own tear at our wedding. Or when he broke down like a big old baby when Gabriel was born. 
 
    When she gets down the aisle, my dad and Naomi connect hands. The priest goes on to talk about commitment and eternal love. The words are quite beautiful, it goes on for a little too long for my taste, but to see them both happy is worth it.   
 
    I make eye contact with Colin who gives me a seductive wink, full of promises. If only he knew what surprise I had in store for him later. I blow him a kiss, and then glance at my mother who wipes a tear from her eye, and behind me, my best friend swoons. All while my little boy stands in front of his dad zooming his pillow around like an airplane, finally having enough of the ceremony. I’m surprised he stayed still for as long as he did.  
 
    “I now pronounce you man and wife, you may kiss your bride,” the priest finally announces, joining the couple in holy matrimony and blending Colin and me as a family once again.   
 
    We’re now one big, crazy, happy family.  
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    It's a starry clear night, a fresh breeze is blowing, and the dance floor has just lit up with a hundred little lights, making everyone glow into the night. The music blares the words of John Legend as I dance with my husband and my son who is cradled in my arms. Gabe is half asleep, resting his head on me and his arm halfway on his dad's shoulder. He’s been the little life of the party on the dance floor, making moves with both his grandmas and all the other ladies.  
 
    “Maybe we should get him a dance floor in the basement, so he’ll pass out like this every night,” Colin jokes and pushes Gabe’s dark curls back. 
 
    “You know for a fact that will only work once,” I chuckle. A hand touches my back, as someone joins our tiny dance circle. 
 
    “Why don’t you let me take him?” my mom offers, holding out her hands. “I can take him back to the house to get some sleep.” 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Oh yes, I’m exhausted myself and you two need some time alone.” She nudges her head at Colin. The woman has no chill. She knows my surprise for Colin because she stumbled upon it this morning. 
 
    “Yes, I guess you're right.” I hand over Gabe to my mom’s waiting arms and like a little spider monkey he wraps around her, still in his dozing state.” 
 
    “I'll see you two tomorrow for brunch. Have a good night and have fun.” 
 
    My mom walks off with our son and Colin scoops me back into his arms. I lay my head on his chest as we sway to the music, and spot Naomi and my dad dancing a little way away lost in their own world. Happy and content, much like myself. 
 
    I had learned the hard way, there’s no such thing as the perfect family. The evil that once consumed our lives is now just a distant memory. The name Victor is no longer muttered. Once in a while, it crawls into the forefront of my mind, but it gets easily pushed away when I see these people who surround me now. No matter how dysfunctional it all seems, like becoming your husband’s step-sister two times over, or to know your mother killed the ex-husband of the woman who has just become your step-mother. Who have also managed to become the best of friends. Maybe it’s the way that life comes full circle in the oddest way, but hey, I wouldn’t change this for anything. 
 
    We’re safe, protected, and free. 
 
    “Would you both like a drink?” A waiter carrying a tray of champagne offers Colin and me one, and though the sparkling drink looks delicious, I pass. 
 
    “Since when do you pass on champagne?” Colin raises his eyebrow and I sling my arms around his neck, as the next song comes on. 
 
    “Since I'm not allowed to have it anymore,” I say, with a slight shrug, trying to contain the wide smile forcing its way across my face. 
 
    “What? Why?” His whole face scrunches up in confusion and his eyes search mine for any tell of something being wrong. I wanted to wait until later, but this moment feels more than right with lyrics singing about how bright the future is with the one you love. 
 
    “Remember how we talked about having another baby when the time was right?” 
 
    “Yeah?” he questions, but his face stretches out and a smile crosses his face as it dawns on him instantly. “You’re pregnant?” 
 
    “Yeah. Very new. I only took the test this morning.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Really.” 
 
    “Yes!” He shouts and lifts me off the ground and spins me around till I'm dizzy. I'm laughing at his antics and notice we've attracted an audience. 
 
    When he finally sets me back down to the ground, I wrap myself around him as much as I can. His lips mold to mine while our family and friends stare at us. I don’t think life can get any better than this. Our relationship started out so wrong…but in the end, it’s everything that is so right. 
 
    
  
 
    THE END 
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 BEFORE YOU GO…. 
 
    If you enjoyed this story, please leave a review and share with your friends. It would mean so much to the author. Thank you. 
 
    Also, if you would like to find out more about what’s coming next, bonus content, and deals… 
 
    Sign up for my non-spam 
 
    Newsletter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Check out my other titles on Amazon: 
 
      
 
    WATCHING YOU 
 
    PLAYING WITH FIRE 
 
    PLAYING WITH FIRE: THE CONCULSION  
 
    I FOUND YOU 
 
    DIRTY LITTLE SECERTS 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 YOU CAN STALK ME IN ALL THESE PLACES: 
 
      
 
    Newsletter: 
 
      
 
    Facebook: 
 
      
 
    My Author Group on Facebook: 
 
      
 
    Instagram: 
 
      
 
    Goodreads: 
 
      
 
    Pinterest Board. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ACKNOWLEDGMENTS:  
 
      
 
    To my husband: Thank you for being the most supportive person in the world as I take on this publishing journey. For taking care of the rugrats so I can write and also reading every chapter against your will. (HA! I’m just kidding.) At least till the point where you get annoyed with me because I ask you every hour if you read the last chapter. Love you 
 
      
 
    To the best group of women I know: Denise, Leslie, Melissa, Aakriti, Christelle, Lexi, Paula, Suzan, Helen, Colleen, Q.B, Carmel, Erin, Danielle, Hala, Kelly H, Kelly R, and Jeanette. I would be lost without you guys! Thank you guys for always having my back, listening to me, reassuring me, motivating me, and helping my stories grow. I owe you guys more then you’ll ever know!!! Love ya all.  
 
      
 
    To my readers: You guys are pretty flippin’ awesome too. I love you guys. Thank you for coming along with me on this ride and enjoying the words I write. (then asking for more?? )  
 
      
 
    .   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 
      
 
    Erica is a wife, a mother of four, and a tequila drinking smart mouth. When she’s not wrangling her children and trying to keep them alive, she’s writing. She’ll write anything from steamy erotica, to HEA romance novels because not all love stories are created equal. As long as she can dream it, she'll write it.:)  
 
      
 
      
 
    Erica Marselas 
 
    Living The Dream Through Words 
 
    “Dreams come to us when we sleep—but when you write them down, they come alive.” 
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
SOJHRONG,





images/00020.jpeg





images/00022.jpeg





images/00021.jpeg





images/00024.jpeg





images/00023.jpeg





images/00025.jpeg





images/00017.jpeg





images/00016.jpeg





images/00019.jpeg





images/00018.jpeg





images/00011.jpeg





images/00010.jpeg





images/00013.jpeg





images/00012.jpeg





images/00015.jpeg





images/00014.jpeg





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg
ga'%&; ERICA
MARSELAS





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.gif





images/00006.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





images/00008.jpeg





images/00007.jpeg





images/00009.jpeg





