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What I love best about my home is who I share it with...

CASEY

I can’t remember a time when I wasn’t popular. Girls have always wanted me. Guys have always wanted to be me. I have a rep for being with a new girl every night and never settling down. But moving in with Abigail Hopkins has made me rethink everything. While sweet, virginal Abby isn’t my usual type, she’s the one girl I can’t stop thinking about. It’s enough to make me wonder if I should change my ways. Too bad my past is coming back to bite me. 

One of my former flings is pregnant. With my baby. I’m ready to man up and be a father. But doing the right thing means that I risk losing everything—my football scholarship, my place on campus, and the only woman I’ve ever truly cared about.  

Abigail

My life hasn’t been the same since Casey Turner moved in. I’ve gone from being invisible to overnight popularity. Even though the sorority girls at Gulf State University have it out for me, I’m learning that I can take care of myself. And best of all, instead of a non-existent love life I live with a guy who desperately wants me. Casey might not be the kind of guy to get tied down, but we can’t seem to resist each other. Things have never been better. 

Except there’s one thing I never saw coming—Casey is expecting a baby with one of the most popular girls at school. Which means there’s a very real chance that my roommate is going to move out. For good.
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Casey

I feel like I’ve been hit in the fucking chest. Thirty seconds ago my life exploded and now I’m being ripped apart by shrapnel.

Abigail scoffs behind me, skepticism evident in her reaction even though I can’t see her face. Clearly she isn’t taking this as seriously as I am. Which is a role reversal for us since she’s the thoughtful, serious one. Typically I’d be laughing this off. Because coming from anyone else, this would be a joke. 

Congratulations, you’re going to be a father is the most insane, laughable sentence I’ve ever fucking heard.

Coming from Mason Gregory—the angry boyfriend who showed up here to kill me with his bare hands—it sounds true. Definitely more than enough motivation for the guy to want me dead. 

Genuine terror is crushing down on my windpipe. I can’t get enough oxygen into my lungs. There’s no fucking way I’m prepared to deal with what he’s telling me. “You need to run that by me again.” 

“You heard me,” Mason throws out. “It wasn’t enough for you to screw my girlfriend. You had to knock her up as well.”

It feels like the foundation of my life is crumbling. There was supposed to be a trajectory. A certain order. First college, then I’d go into business for myself so I wouldn’t have to answer to anyone. Being good at football was the way to get there. And along the way, I’d have a good time. Make friends with everybody. Sleep with every hot chick who was up for it. I’d be a bachelor having the time of my life. Not tied down. Then I met Abby, and she started to make that bachelor existence seem a hell of a lot less exciting. But even with all those changing plans, kids were never in the picture for the short to medium term. Didn’t give kids much thought, because I hadn’t planned on having them this early in the game. Kids are supposed to come when I’m thirty-something. Not when I’m twenty-one.

Holy fuck. What the hell have I done?

“Lindsay...is pregnant?” I force the words out through a clamped throat. 

“Yeah. I saw the pregnancy test and everything,” Mason snarls. He’s still standing close enough for me to headbutt him if I really wanted to. Even though he’s on the wrestling team and slightly bigger than me, we both know that I have the edge when it comes to speed. I could actually beat him. Problem is, I didn’t think he’d ever be man enough to show his face without his teammates to back him up, so there’s an even chance that I’ve either underestimated the guy or he is genuinely crazy. Rage and jealousy heightened by me knocking up his girlfriend has probably driven him way past the breaking point.

I suspect that if the tables were turned and someone had knocked up Abby I’d want to fucking murder them, too. 

“You still with her?” Asking that question isn’t going to calm the situation, but this is important. I need to know what kind of support Lindsay has right now. Surprising as it was, Mason took her back after she cheated on him with me. Just about everybody on the Gulf Coast University campus thought he was a fool to give her a second chance. But I can’t judge anymore. Not when I find myself at a point in my life where nothing makes sense.

“That’s up to her, now isn’t it?” Mason’s face hardens. His jaw clenches, as if he knows what everybody thinks of him. Rage darkens his eyes. He balls his hands into fists. “I’ve been wanting to beat your ass, but as time went on I thought I could just let it go. Let bygones be bygones. Lindsay was the one who betrayed me, so my beef wasn’t with you. But I couldn’t let it go when I found out she was pregnant with your kid.”

This news is burning my life down to nothing. Mason might as well have taken a torch to my future, because it’s just getting smaller and smaller the more it hits home.

“So you thought you’d fix the situation by coming down here to start a fight?” Abigail demands. It’s the first time she’s spoken since Mason dropped the news and, naturally, she’s the voice of reason. “The minute you find out that Casey is going to become a parent you decide to fight him? I can’t imagine why your girlfriend might look for comfort elsewhere.”

Fucking hell, she’s reading this dude the riot act. Her words are making Mason’s face go beet red. 

I maintain my arm’s position in front of her to shield her, in case Mason is stupid or violent enough to do something that hurts her. While I doubt he’d purposely put a hand on a woman, he might accidentally hurt Abby in his desperation to get to me.

“This has nothing to do with you,” Mason says to her in agitation.

“Watch how you talk to her.” I shove his chest. Even though I understand Mason’s anger, I’m not letting him talk to Abby like this. His fight is with me.

“If he thinks it’s acceptable to barge into my house and speak to me like this, then it just makes him look like an ass.” Abby pushes past me to stand by my side. 

The urge to order her to get back behind me is overwhelming. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned from football it’s that we’re gonna need to project a unified front here. We’re a team. Which means that she’s not going to undermine me in front of Mason, and I’m not going to argue with her. We can disagree when Mason fucks off.

“Based on the way you’re acting, you’re not welcome here. Please leave,” she orders, her voice wavering just a little. I can sense every single shift in her. Even the slightest change. Right now she’s nervous about standing up to him, but she isn’t letting that stop her. Abby has spent most of her life hiding in the shadows and clinging to her shyness so that she doesn’t have to live her life. Except that’s changed recently. She isn’t hiding anymore. Seeing her politely tell a guy three times her size to fuck off is oddly satisfying. It means she’s come a long way.

“You heard the lady, Mason. Either we face each other on the beach or you fuck off.” 

Mason glowers at me but starts to turn away. “You know what, man? You’re not worth the effort. Wouldn’t want to beat the shit out of a guy with a kid on the way.” Muttering under his breath, he stalks off.

Abby and I stand in silence for a long moment. Neither of us moves. Guess she’s as shocked as I am. It’s only when she lets out a shuddering sigh that the stillness ends and she moves to shut the front door.

Without speaking she takes my hand and tugs. Pulls me with her as she moves deeper into the house. My feet start moving. I follow her back to the kitchen, where I slump down into one of the chairs at the kitchen table. She starts moving around the kitchen, and next thing I know she’s placing a bottle of ice-cold beer in front of me.

“There’s some wine left over from our date if you want that instead, but I figured you’d want the beer,” she tells me.

She knows me well. What makes that so important is that we haven’t known each other that long. Yet she’s noticed enough to figure out what I need right now.

Grunting out my thanks, I grab the bottle and take a swig of beer. The alcohol doesn’t give much clarity. Though that was probably a tall order. What fucking clarity is there going to be after the insane news I just got? 

Words start to pour out of me. “I don’t know how this happened. We were careful. We were so fucking careful.”

I think back to every time I had sex with Lindsay. We used condoms. Despite all the girls I’ve slept with, I’m not reckless. 

“Okay, so you used protection,” Abby says, sitting down on the opposite side of the table. Her voice is thin. Like it’s far away. I don’t know if the shock is blocking out all the sounds or if there’s a quiet tension in her that she can’t hide. Maybe it’s both. The shock of the news is pushing her further and further away from me. 

“I mean, maybe a condom broke without us realizing, but that seems impossible. I’d know straight away if something like that happened.” 

“Was there ever a time when you didn’t use protection?” she asks softly.

“No, we always used protection,” I say.

“Okay, so you always used condoms—”

“No. Not always,” I interrupt. I scrub my eyes, desperately trying to think. Desperately trying to figure out how the fuck I ended up here. “Lindsay was on birth control in the beginning. The patch, I think?”

“Could that have failed for some reason?” Abigail asks. “You said you were both careful—” 

“She wasn’t careless. Lindsay has her flaws, don’t get me wrong. She’s fucking disloyal and probably cruel as hell to Mason, but she’s not stupid.”

“I really wasn’t trying to pin the blame on her or anything,” Abby says. “I just want to help you figure this out.”

Fuck. She wants to help me after all this. Even though I’ve humiliated her. I can’t imagine what this must be doing to her. First I flat out told Abby that I couldn’t have sex with her. Now, she has to learn that the last girl I actually had sex with is pregnant.

“You don’t have to help me, Abby.”

“What?” She looks stricken. Pain flashes in her eyes. “You need someone to shoulder this with you.”

“I can’t burden you with my problems.”

“Casey—”

“It’s my screw-up,” I cut her off with a vigorous shake of my head. “I can’t ask you to get involved.”

“If it were me in your shoes, I’d want someone to be there for me. I’d want a friend,” she says softly. “You shouldn’t have to go through this alone.”

“I’m the guy in this equation. Bad as it is for me, it’s probably ten times worse for Lindsay. She’s the one who’s pregnant.” I take a gulp of beer. “Fuck.”

Abigail chews her lip. “Are we sure that Mason was telling the truth?”

“Yeah, I’m sure. Even though he’s a cowardly piece of shit, he’s not going to make this up. Especially since it makes him look like a fool. Imagine taking your girlfriend back after she cheated, only for her to be pregnant. He probably wants to kill himself.”

“Never thought of it like that,” she murmurs.

“You were right. Fucking hell, Abby, you were right.” I groan, raking a hand through my hair in frustration.

“Right about what?”

“I shouldn’t have slept with her,” I mutter. “Lindsay had a boyfriend, and I shouldn’t have gone there.”

“This isn’t some kind of punishment, Casey.” She reaches out to me, her fingers lacing with mine. “While I don’t personally approve of every one of your choices, you were both adults. Neither of you should be punished for having sex. Though if Mason has any sense he’ll finally dump her.”

The touch of her hand eases the weight on my shoulders. I can feel the warmth of her skin on mine. Feel the way it keeps me from sinking into an abyss. I don’t deserve this girl.

“He’s not the brightest bulb, so you might be expecting too much from him,” I say, in an attempt at a joke.

“I suspect that he’s in love with her,” she says.

“Yeah, love can make people do stupid things.”

“Like what?” She squeezes my hand.

“Like sticking by Lindsay for the next eighteen years.” I feel her grasp on my hand loosen the moment I get those words out. It’s clear that she’s tense about this even though she’s trying to be supportive. There’s very little that Abby can hide from me. “Don’t worry. I’m not in love with her. It’s the kid I’m going to love.”

Relief seems to make her relax somewhat. “Does this mean you’re already making a decision?” 

“Yeah, I guess I’ve made up my mind about some things,” I acknowledge with a nod. Though I haven’t had much time to think, I know that I have to man-up here. “This kid didn’t ask to be here, so I have a responsibility. I’m not gonna be the guy that abandons his kid because it’s too hard. If Lindsay wants to go through with this, then I have to be all in.”

“Every kid deserves to have a good father,” she says.

Heaving out a breath, I pull my hand from hers to rub the back of my neck. There’s a tension at the base of my skull with a damn good chance of turning into a full-blown headache. My football coach would probably call it a stress response, and he’d be right. The weight of this news is crushing down on me as I think of all the ways my future will change. “Here’s the thing: I don’t know if I’m going to be a good father. I’m not prepared for this. Got no fatherly instincts whatsoever. It’s scaring me shitless, thinking of all the ways I could potentially fuck this up.”

“The fact that you’re ready to step up means that you’re going to be a good dad,” she says.

I want to believe that, but this situation feels impossible. Raising a kid is no joke. For one thing, a baby is totally helpless. Dependent on its parents, who have to do the right thing. For the next eighteen years I’ll need to feed and clothe this kid. Be a constant presence and a good influence. And I’m off to a shit start, because there’s no fucking way I’m a good influence. Getting Lindsay pregnant was fucking irresponsible. That’s the reality I have to accept. This is a monumental fuck-up on my part, which means that this kid is going to have a shit start in life. They’ll have to live with my screw-ups.

“That sounds good, but I have to face facts here,” I say. “I don’t have the financial stability this kid is going to need.”

“What does that mean?” she asks gently. “Are you thinking about getting a job?”

“Yeah, I’ll have to get a job.” There’s no running from this. I need to accept my new normal if I have any hope of raising this kid right. Life as I know it is over. “And the only way for me to get a halfway decent job is to drop out of school.”
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Abigail

I can’t tell Casey what to do. I know I can’t, yet my knee-jerk reaction is to talk him out of this crazy idea to drop out of college. He’s at Gulf State University on an athletic scholarship. I’m on an academic scholarship, and I can imagine the sacrifices he’s made to make it this far. If he dropped out he’d be giving it all away.

Except it’s not my place to tell him what to do at a time like this. I don’t have any right to dole out advice he hasn’t asked for. Especially since this situation has nothing to do with me.

“Well, whatever you decide to do, you don’t want to make any quick decisions,” I say, choosing my words with painstaking care. Even though my stomach is currently in knots and I’m slowly dying on the inside. If I blurted out what I was really thinking, Casey would be done with me in a heartbeat. “You’ll have to talk to Lindsay, of course.”

He takes a drink of his beer. “Yeah, for sure. But if I don’t face up to reality now, I’ll be delaying the inevitable. In order to be a good dad I’d have to make sacrifices, you know?”

There’s an ache in my chest. Everything he’s saying is true, but I don’t want to believe it. Because believing it means that I’ll have to accept Casey slipping away from me. If he really does have a kid on the way, my role in his life is only going to get smaller and smaller. 

I’m not the mother of his child. And after everything we’ve been through together, I’m not even his girlfriend. Not really. At best, I’m a friend. With some benefits. On paper, we’re simply roommates. There won’t be any space in his life for me when his child arrives. Recognizing that hurts to much that I can’t breathe. 

I feel like I’m losing him, and that feeling wracks me with guilt. It’s selfish to put my fears ahead of Casey’s needs. Wrong to encourage him to remain skeptical about what Mason told him. The truth is, it would be wise to be skeptical until he gets more information. But my motivation for saying that to him wouldn’t be one hundred percent genuine. There would be an agenda behind it. My desperation to hold on to him is going to taint everything if I let it. 

As I look across the table at him and see the burden he’s carrying, remorse settles over me. Here I am, thinking of myself when he needs my help. I’m all he’s got right now, and I can’t fail him.

“Yes. Sacrifices. Every good parent makes them,” I say, pain twisting my stomach. “But you do have some time to think about it. A few months.”

“Right.” Casey sighs. “This is just crazy. Twenty minutes ago we were talking about you standing up to the sorority. We should get back to you kicking ass. Today was supposed to be about you—”

“Are you kidding? Casey, we’re way past that. From now on, the focus is on you,” I say, meaning every word. No matter how scared I am, this situation isn’t about me. “We should be talking about how you feel about this.”

“Like I said, I’m scared shitless.”

“About being a dad so young,” I say softly.

“Yeah. Plus, if I quit school my life is going to change. I’ll have wasted my scholarship, and I won’t have a degree for all my hard work,” he explains.

“Isn’t that reason enough to stay in school?” While I can’t tell him what to do or lead him where I’d want him to go, it’s fair to get him to ask questions. If he seriously considers every scenario, then he’ll at least take some time to think things through. A decision of this magnitude is going to take time.

“I need money to take care of a kid, Abby,” he says tightly. “Right now I’m relying on my scholarship to get me through school. I pay rent with money I make doing stuff like local endorsements, but that’s it. School will get in the way of a job with regular pay.”

The strain in his voice leaves me anxious. Ordinarily I wouldn’t think much of it, but in light of my fear of losing him it sounds like a subtle rebuke. It’s probably just his own fear creeping in. His own unease that’s liable to make him short-tempered right now. It would be silly to take it so personally. That doesn’t stop my new fear—that I’ll end up pushing him away. 

I take in what he’s saying I think about all the expenses he’ll have to take care of. Food, clothes, diapers, toys and, heaven forbid, doctor’s visits. And there are other costs that haven’t even occurred to me. Managing a household for the first time during my stint in college has been tough, and I don’t have a kid to worry about. I lost my job right before Casey showed up, and if he hadn’t moved in I would have ended up in serious financial trouble despite inheriting this beach house from my late aunt. A child on top of all that would be impossible. Yet Casey is already planning to do just that. Do the impossible without a soft place to land.

My heart aches as I think of the challenges he’s going to have to face. The arrival of a baby should be a happy occasion. But there’s no joy in this moment. How can there be? An unplanned baby in college
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