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          Nikolai

        

      

    

    
      I stepped out onto the front porch; Kitty was on my heels. Her dog tags jingled as she tramped along. I looked down at the little fatty and smiled. She was two months pregnant and getting around was a major feat for the Corgi. I was planning to go for a walk this morning, but it wouldn’t be wise since Kitty hasn’t left me alone for the past hour. Dad says she’s going to deliver soon and wants me there, so she stays within inches of me. Katy, his trophy wife, just rolls her eyes. It’s her dog. Instead of walking around the new neighborhood, I sat on the top step. Kitty plopped down beside me.

      “Hey, Squirt.” I looked over my shoulder to see Dad with only his head popping through the doorway. Kitty’s head rested on my thigh, and I was petting her thick fur. We waited for him to say more. Living with Dad was new for me. I’ve been in town all of three days. Kitty attached herself to me as soon as I showed up with all of my belongings in a whopping two suitcases. I unpacked in my new room, which was nearly as large as the last apartment I lived in, and remained there for two days, coming out only to let Kitty outside and to grab food. Today, I woke up, showered and threw on a pair of worn jeans and a cotton tee, hoping to get out and check out the neighborhood while most people were still home sleeping off last night’s party, but Kitty didn’t allow that. “I was hoping we could go to breakfast. Catch up. Katy’s almost ready.” I was willing to go until he added that last bit.

      “You guys go and have a nice quiet meal. I’ll stay with Kitty.” I smiled to make myself sound more believable.

      “She’s got a few more days. She’ll be fine for an hour or so.” I looked down at her. Mom and I never had pets, not even a goldfish. I asked for one, once, but that didn’t go over well, and I knew not to ask again. I didn’t respond to Dad for a minute, so he said, “I promise you, she’ll be fine. If you don’t believe me, I’ll go next door and ask Art to keep her for us. I’ll introduce you. It’s him and his wife, and their son. She loves them.” He stepped outside and called Kitty as he bounded down the two front steps. “Come on.” He waved for me to follow.

      I reluctantly stood, wiped my backside and brought up the rear.

      Dad knocked on the door and waited patiently for someone to answer. Kitty waddled back to me and stood by my side. I just stared at the door. This house is smaller than Dad’s but still huge compared to the neighborhoods I’m used to seeing. A woman answered the door. She was average height, thin but not extra skinny like Katy, and was dressed in a pair of jeans and a comfortable-looking t-shirt. I’m sure when Dad’s wife emerges, she’ll be in some expensive romper or dress and high heels. She’ll have her hair teased high and loads of makeup on. This lady’s face was glowing but natural.

      “Good morning, Marcus. Happy New Year.” She smiled a genuine smile. Her green eyes lit up. “This must be your boy we’ve been hearing so much about.” She’s heard of me? That’s surprising. She stepped out of her house although her feet were bare and extended a hand to me. I took it; her grip was firm, unlike Katy’s.

      Dad turned to face us. “Yep.” He sounded proud. “This is my son Nikolai. Son, this is Mrs. Franklin.”

      “Nice to meet you, ma’am.” It was the truth. After meeting Dad’s wife, I assumed most women in this neighborhood would look like her. They’d have husbands that work their asses off, so their trophy wives can afford Botox and boob jobs. This woman obviously had neither. I’d noticed the cars in front weren’t as pretentious either. A Jeep, a Challenger and Lexus SUV. I’m not a fan of the SUV, but the other two are probably fun to drive. Dad drives an Aston Martin, and his wife drives some fancy two-seater; I think it’s a Porsche, but I haven’t paid it much attention.

      “You too!” Her smile was wide and genuine. “Your dad has told us so much about you.” I heard Kitty’s dog tags jingle and looked down to see her waddle over to Mrs. Franklin. “Call me Annabelle.” She bent down to give Kitty the attention she was demanding. “So, are you going to Carver?” she asked from her crouched position.

      “Yes, ma’am.” Dad beamed at my response. Did he forget I was raised with manners? Mom may not have been the best person in the world, but she was very polite. Her jobs depended on it.

      “What grade are you in?” she asked me, standing again. Kitty made her way back to me and laid down. It was hard work to carry an extra load on those tiny legs of hers, I’m sure.

      “Senior.” Her smile appeared again.

      “My son, Chris, is a senior too. I’d introduce you but he’s sleep. He and his friends had a long night. I think he came home around two, but that’s to be expected on New Year's, right?” She looked at Dad with a smile that said she once partied as hard as her son and suspected Dad had too.

      “Hey Marcus!” A man joined us. He was probably just a few inches taller than Annabelle, with dark brown hair and horn-rimmed glasses. They were more stylish than nerdy. He shook Dad’s hand. “This must be your boy.” He released Dad’s hand and headed my way. His grip was strong, which was unexpected. He was more wiry looking than muscular but now I’m not so sure what’s hiding under that button-down shirt. “I’m Art,” he introduced himself.

      “Nikolai. Nice to meet you.”

      Dad clapped his hands to bring the attention back to him. “Niko seems to be afraid to leave Kitty alone since she’s due any day and I wanted to see if maybe you can keep her for a few hours.” Few hours? How did we go from an hour to a few in the span of five minutes?

      “Of course!” Annabelle seemed excited by the idea. She bent down into a crouch again. “Kitty, wanna come inside?” she asked. Kitty moved ever so slowly, trying to stand. Her oversized body looked funny as she followed Annabelle into the house.

      “Thanks,” Dad called after her. A little quieter, because Art was still standing near us, he said, “I’ll send Niko over to get her as soon as we return.” They shook hands again and we headed back to Dad’s house. “It’s so good to have you in the house.” Dad wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close to him. “Did you ever get your license?” I nodded. He had paid for my driving lessons, but Mom and I didn’t have a car, so her boyfriend helped me get a motorcycle endorsement and allowed me to use one of his bikes to get around. “You’ll need a car to get to school. Maybe we’ll shop for one.”

      “No thanks. I’m sure I can find public transportation.”

      “Nonsense.” He slapped my chest. “Whatever you want, it’s yours.” I rolled my eyes. I wanted to stay in my tiny apartment in Oregon. At least for five more months. I had even asked Dad to cover the rent, and I would work to cover groceries until graduation, but he refused. Although I’m eighteen, he said I’m too young to live alone. He insisted that I live with him and Katy in California because it’s what he’s wanted for years. He could have fooled me. I never so much as visited him since third grade.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Brunch was served in some way-too-expensive restaurant. Fancy food for a ridiculous price. I wanted something simple like a hash brown and some sausages, maybe a stack of pancakes and toast, but no! Katy had some weird quinoa pancake with avocado and egg on it. Dad had some thin slices of salmon baked into eggs, and I settled for strawberry crepes with a side of more strawberries. Was that supposed to fill me up? As soon as we get home, I’m going to find something to eat.

      The wait time for food was extremely long too. It took at least thirty minutes to order and then another thirty or forty just for the food to arrive! Conversation was dull. Dad asked me questions about my life in Oregon, my friends, girlfriends, etc. I answered but never elaborated. I was the most tight-lipped when he asked about Mom. If he really cared about how Mom was, he would have made an effort to check on her before I was forced to move into this God forsaken town. I just wanted to get back to Dad’s house and go back to my room.

      Unfortunately, Dad had other plans. He decided we should shop for a car. I don’t need a car. I can hop on a city bus or walk. I wasn’t immune to that; I’d done it since I was ten, all alone!

      I looked at Katy’s shoes. Was she really dressed for car shopping? “We can just go home. Katy’s feet are bound to hurt. I’m sure the neighbors have plans and need us to get the dog.” I glanced at the time on his dash. We’d already been gone for two hours.

      “Nonsense. Kitty is fine. Katy is fine. You need a car.” Dad has a lot of money. Unfortunately, I’m not used to his lifestyle. Mom and I had none. She worked, but most of that money went to alcohol or worse- drugs. Dad paid child support so that always covered the rent and electric bill. I never asked for much, just clothing and a cell phone. “Katy may not have time to pick you up from school every day.”

      “I saw this really cute new car,” Katy cooed from the front seat. “You can have mine if you don’t want something new.”

      “Your car is a year old and you’re already planning to get rid of it?” Dad asked her, with a hint of laughter. Can we say spoiled? I rolled my eyes. “We’ll let him just pick out his car. You can drive yours for another year.” If it means she isn’t getting a new car, I may have to pick something out.

      Dad pulled to a stop at the intersection. No one was around. Just before the light turned green, a gang of about ten guys on motorcycles pulled up next to us. They reminded me of Al and his friends from back home. Most of them wore leather jackets or vests and sported long beards. I was pretty sure they were hiding tattoos under all that black clothing. Dad glanced around quickly, nervously. “I want one of those,” I told him. I watched him for a reaction. He didn’t have one. These guys were the quintessential biker gang; all riding what the average person considers a ‘hog’. This is not the bike I want. I want something with a little more speed and less weight.

      “Motorcycles are dangerous,” the bleached blonde in the front seat squawked.

      Plastic surgery is dangerous, I wanted to say but opted against it.

      “I’ve been riding one for two years,” I informed them. That managed to illicit a reaction from Dad. The look of shock on his face was nearly comical. He had never asked, and I had never mentioned it.

      “Let me look up the law to make sure we go about this the right way.”

      “Does this mean we aren’t going car shopping?” I asked, hopeful. “I’m sure your neighbors will be happy.”

      “How did you and Kitty survive all these years apart?” His smile blossomed and laughter escaped. “I’ll get you home to the damn dog.”

      “Yeah, I’m kind of hungry for some real food too. Something that might fill me up.” I noticed Katy fluffing her hair in the mirror attached to the sun visor; her eyes rolled at my comment. “I’ll whip up something filling when we get home.” Dad’s kitchen is stocked with food. Food, I realized, requires a lot of thought and care to prepare. He has a wife that doesn’t work, but she also doesn’t clean or cook. I saw a housekeeper cleaning yesterday and they’ve had a chef cook each night. I’m intimidated by the chef and afraid to mess up his kitchen, but a man must eat.

      By the time we arrived home, my hunger had subsided. I decided to hold off on cooking for a bit and instead headed next door to get Kitty. Ringing the doorbell one time, I waited patiently for an answer. The door flew open just as I reached out to push the button again. Before me stood two of the hottest chicks I have ever seen! Both blonde, but not the bottled blonde like Dad’s wife. Both with long lean legs, hugged by jeans that looked sewn on.

      “It’s about time, sleepyheads,” one of them said. It only took her a second to realize she didn’t know me. Her pink lips turned down into a frown. “Sorry, we thought you were someone else.” I tried not to stare. I needed to remember how to speak. They both looked about my age, which means the kid that lives here is one lucky son of a bitch!

      “Uh, hi,” I stammered. “I’m Nikolai, from next door.” I tossed my thumb over my shoulder in the direction of Dad’s house.

      “Hi! I’m Phoebe.” The taller of the two gave a wave. “Did Chris invite you over? Are you a pro at video games too?” I couldn’t care less about video games but an invitation to hang out with these two…sign me up!

      “Uh, no.” I all of a sudden couldn’t remember how to form coherent sentences. I took a deep breath. Focus. “I’m here to pick up Kitty. My dog.”

      “Ooh, she’s so cute,” the other girl gushed. Her pink top matched her friend’s lips, and I was doing all I could not to look down at it. “I wanna see the puppies when they’re born!” Oh, you’re invited over anytime! I smiled at her, unable to speak. “I’m Lizzie.” She reached out to shake my hand. “We thought you were some of our friends. I’ll go get Chris.” I watched as she turned and walked away. I could watch that all day long. My eyes wanted to stay focused on her butt, but my brain demanded to see everything. Holy Hell!

      “Want to come in?” the one that remained at the door asked me. I blinked, allowing my brain to catch up to her words. Her blue eyes shined eerily bright.

      “No, thank you,” I replied.

      “How long have you lived here? Chris never told us he had new neighbors. The last family had a wife that will probably never give up her body to have kids.” She rolled her eyes. “She was pretty though,” she added with a shrug.

      “I moved in about three days ago. And I hope she never has kids because I’d feel bad for my siblings.” Her face turned bright red! I smiled. “It’s fine. I’m not a big fan of her. And you’re right. She’d probably pay someone to have her kids and then someone else to raise them.”

      “Why is your dog named Kitty?” She switched to a safer topic.

      “No clue. I met her when I moved in. She belongs to the bimbo.” Her smile was sweet and understanding.

      “Kitty!” I heard a masculine voice call out. I looked up to see a guy with ridiculous white-blonde curls atop his head. He was tall with broad shoulders. His chest muscles looked like they were trying to burst through his shirt. Clearly, he works out. Changing spark plugs or brake pads on motorcycles was all the exercise I got in Oregon. “Time to go home, girl.” He let out a high-pitched whistle and called Kitty’s name again. I heard her tags way before I saw her. “You must be Marcus’s son.” He reached his hand out to shake mine. Who shakes hands? These kids are nothing like the kids back home. “I’m Chris.” He wrapped his arms around the girl in front of me. Territory marked!

      “Nikolai,” I offered. “Sorry to interrupt your party. But thanks for keeping the dog.”

      “No problem at all. We love Kitty.” He watched as she waddled her way to me. I took a step back, ready to head back next door. “Mom tells me you’re going to Carver.” I nodded. “Well, smart of you to move during break. You have time to get settled in. Start the new semester fresh.” I shrugged. I’d rather not have moved at all. Only California would have sunny days to bring in the new year. I missed the gray skies of Oregon already.

      “Nice meeting you, Niko,” Lizzie called out. She poked her head around Chris and smiled a very sexy smile. I hadn’t expected her to come back to the front of the house. I really hate the name Niko, but on her lips, I’d allow it.

      “See you all next week.” I ran my fingers through my hair and stuffed my hands in my pockets. Anything not to reach out and grab this girl. I wondered if all the chicks at Carver were gonna be that hot.

      I was locked in my bedroom again when I received a text message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thomas

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        How’s Cali treatin ya? Party hard last night?

      

      

      

      

      

      My best friend. He hated that I had to move just as much as I did. My house had become sort of an escape zone for him. If his parents were fighting with each other- or him- he’d pack a bag and come crash, no questions asked.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rang in the new year with my eyes closed but I seem to have adopted a pregnant dog and the kid next door has some hot girlfriends. You gotta come visit ASAP!

      

      

      

      

      

      I didn’t have to ask how his night was; I’d already perused all his photos on social media. He spent most of the night with Mindy and her gorgeous cousins. There were photos of my friends, near a cliff we all hung out at often. It rained on them, but they all still had huge smiles on their faces. I was very homesick after that and had avoided social media since we left this morning.

      
        
          
            
              
        We’ll hang at the beach until you go off to your nerdy college on the east coast.

      

      

      

      

      

      I knew that Dad had attended Brown University and Mom always told me I would be like him and go to a fancy school too. She pushed me hard in school, no matter our struggles, and kept me on the path to attend any university I wanted to attend.

      
        
          
            
              
        I might like this place too much to leave. We’ll see. How are Em and Em?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        No money for alcohol so no fighting so far this week.

      

      

      

      

      

      Emric and Emma are his parents. We nicknamed them Em and Em simply because of their names.

      
        
          
            
              
        Speak of the devils… Mom’s calling.

      

      

      

      

      

      And just like that, I was bored and alone again.

      There was a knock on my bedroom door. I set the phone down and climbed off the ridiculously large bed. In my last room, I could lean over from my bed to grab the door handle. Now I had to walk at least fifteen steps to get to the door. The house is too damn big and everything in it is excessive, including the size of my room. When I pulled the door open, I was surprised to see Katy instead of Dad standing there.

      “I want my dog.” She pouted. Her arms were crossed, pushing up her boobs. That look probably worked on men like my dad, but I was immune. “Kitty, come.” I turned toward the dog. She didn’t budge. I opened the door wider so Katy could see her too. “Kitty, come,” she demanded a little more forcefully. Still the dog didn’t budge. Katy stomped her foot and growled. I found it comical.

      “Kitty. Wanna go outside?” I asked the dog. She moved as fast as she could to get up and bounded our way. I shot a look at Katy before walking away, hiding my smirk as I went. Kitty remained at my side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2

          Lizzie

        

      

    

    
      Phoebe and Vanessa loved running first thing in the morning; Harper wanted to sleep. My favorite thing was volunteering at the animal shelter. After checking in with my supervisor, I made my way to the dog runs in the back of the shelter.

      Scanning the new dog’s paperwork while ignoring the loud barking around me, I resisted the urge to let out a squeal of excitement. Milo had been surrendered almost a week ago and was finally cleared to be adopted. It was an exciting day.

      “Hi, sweet boy.” Closing the door behind me, Milo charged with fresh energy. I knelt quickly to avoid being knocked down by the seventy-pound tank who thought he was lap dog. Checking the time, I realized that there was only about an hour for me to work at the shelter. Working and volunteering on the same day was exhausting but very worth it.

      I walked Milo slowly out of the shelter, trying to make him go at my pace. It would be weird not coming to the shelter every day when school started back up, but there was no way around it. During a normal school schedule, I needed to balance school, pets, family, friends, cheerleading and volunteering.

      It seemed like a lot, but I liked to stay busy. My phone kept chiming. Someone was messaging me over and over. I knew who it was without looking at it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Brian

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        What are your plans for today?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I miss you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We need to talk about us.

      

      

      

      

      

      I groaned. I’ve told him numerous times that under no uncertain terms were we ever getting back together. He just refused to take the hint.

      
        
          
            
              
        There’s no us to talk about. Stop messaging me.

      

      

      

      

      

      Brian was easily the biggest mistake of my life. At the time, he seemed sweet and loving. Really, he was the king of tools who thought he could treat girls any way he wanted. I was just a little too naïve to see it before.

      
        
          
            
              
        Why do you keep saying that?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I said I was sorry about how everything went last time.

      

      

      

      

      

      I rolled my eyes and ignored his messages. They didn’t deserve a response. I wanted to find a way to get him to leave me alone. I thought I’d been standoffish enough. You would think he’d have gotten the hint by now.

      I jogged with Milo around the building a few times before bringing him back to his kennel. His giant eyes made me want to keep him, but that was nothing new. If I’d had it my way, I’d bring them all home. I knelt down in the kennel to pet him.

      “Your parents will kill me if I let you bring another animal into your house.” I heard an amused voice behind me.

      I grinned and glanced at Kelly, the shelter supervisor. “He’d be worth it.” Milo harrumphed as he nudged my leg, indicating a need for more attention. I stood up and brushed my pants off as best I could, which was useless since I was perpetually covered in animal hair anyway, and secured the cage behind me.

      Kelly rolled her eyes. “You say that about every animal you take care of in here. What’s your pet count up to now?”

      I looked up at the ceiling as I rattled off my list. “Two rabbits, three turtles, two cats and the pig.” I shrugged. I made no apologies for my pets. My parents weren’t always thrilled when I brought something new home, most of all Elvis, but once I proved I was willing to go the extra mile for them, they were mostly okay with it.

      “Random farm animals in your home aside,” Kelly walked with me down the corridor, “I don’t think they’d be too thrilled to find a massive dog in their living room.”

      My phone beeped again.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m being a nice guy here, Liz.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m getting pretty sick of you giving me the damn cold shoulder.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I just want to talk to you.

      

      

      

      

      

      I groaned and showed Kelly. She shook her head. “Lover boy is still trying, huh? That kid is like a dog with a bone, I swear it!”

      “That’s insulting to dogs,” I sighed. “Maybe I should get a giant dog. Maybe that’ll scare him off.”

      “Maybe you need to actually date someone and see if that helps,” she suggested but I shook my head.

      “Nope. Tried it. He just got more persistent.” And a little scary with how aggressive he tried getting. To the point where Lincoln knocked him down and broke his arm.

      I shuddered. The look of agony on his face haunts me. I would have thought he was exaggerating if I hadn’t heard the bone break.

      Kelly fiddled with the pen on her clipboard. “Lizzie, I don’t like how much he’s harassing you.” I opened my mouth to brush it off, but she stopped me. “I know what you’re going to say, but I’m serious. He’s only gotten worse, and he’s started randomly showing up at your house even though you’ve told him to move on. It’s not normal behavior.” She took a deep breath. “You should seriously consider reporting him if he doesn’t stop.”

      I almost laughed but she looked so serious I couldn’t. I helped her unload some dog food in silence while I collected my thoughts. “He’s not like this all the time…” I started once the last pallet was empty. “He’s had a rough year, completely his fault, but I think he thinks I should still comfort him or something.”

      Kelly shook her head. “He’s escalating, Lizzie. Didn’t you say he was harassing one of your friends before this? That she ended up punching him?”

      It was true. Vanessa told me that Brian was pursuing our other friend, Aayla, around the time she started
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TERMINATION
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