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        To those of you that find yourself in difficult situations.

        Don’t be deterred, you’ve got this.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      There’s nothing like sitting around a bonfire in the beginning of summer. It’s already hot as Hades, and this whole shindig is ridiculous. I know it’s supposed to be our last big party since we graduated a few hours ago, but I’m pretty much over it. It’s the same people and the same place. Doesn’t anyone get tired of seeing each other all the damn time?

      I’m in shorts and a tank top, standing as far away from the monstrosity of flames as I can, and I’m still sweating. I’m surprised the police haven’t been called out here by concerned neighbors. The flames are definitely high enough to be seen from town. But I guess being in the middle of a field on private property keeps that from happening. Jake and his buddies didn’t plan this well at all. We should be at a pool somewhere, or hell, even the lake. Everyone thought it was a great idea since the star athlete suggested it. I voiced my opinion, but it went unheard.

      Jake is standing with a few of his friends as I head toward him. I don’t feel like being here anymore. I’d much rather be home, curled up in bed and reading a book.

      “I’m ready to go,” I tell Jake when I reach him. He completely ignores me, like he always does when we’re at these parties. Don’t get me wrong, he’s a nice guy, but when he starts drinking he goes into asshole mode.

      I tap him on the arm, “I said I’m ready to go, Jake.”

      He whirls around on me. And I can already tell by that glazed look in his eyes that he’s going to be a jerk.

      “Well, I’m not. Go hang out with Cami, or something.” He glares at me, daring me to argue with him.

      “Cami is hooking up with some guy. It’s hot, and I’m tired of standing around.” I know I should keep my mouth closed, but I don’t like being told what to do.

      “Too damn bad, Tonya. I’m not leaving, so chill the fuck out.” He roars, making sure his point is made.

      This statement right here pisses me off more than anything. I don’t understand why he thinks he can treat me like shit when he starts drinking. Is it some kind of man code or something? I know some of the other guys don’t act like this, but the sad fact is, most of them do.

      I stare Jake down, and when he won’t give an inch, I unleash. “Who the hell do you think you are? We’ve been dating a long time, but that does not mean you can talk to me like I’m worthless.” I take a deep breath before continuing, “I’m leaving, and I don’t care if I have to walk all the way home.” I shout.  “I’m tired of this shit, and can’t take it anymore.”

      I notice everything has gone eerily quiet, and I glance around. Just fucking great. We’ve attracted a crowd. That was not my intention, but I can’t deal with this anymore. It’s the same thing every weekend, and I’m just tired of it. I love Jake, or at least, I want to. It would be so much easier that way. He’s the golden boy of our high school and everyone keeps telling me I should be grateful that he picked me. And I was for a long time. But now – now everything just feels strained. Disconnected. We’ve started drifting apart and most days I feel like I’m just going through the motions. Like we both are. Staying together because it’s easier than breaking up. Definitely easier than being alone. Or at least it was, but I’m over being treated like his pretty little lapdog.

      I start walking toward the driveway, and come to a halt when I hear him yelling behind me.

      “That’s okay bitch, keep walking. Now I don’t have to deal with your moody ass anymore.” He’s laughing like he doesn’t have a care in the world.

      I want to beat the hell out of him so bad. But I don’t really want to cause any more of a scene. I already know that I’ll be the talk of the town tomorrow, and giving them more fuel to gossip wouldn’t be a good idea. I flip Jake the finger and continue on my merry way.

      I should probably call my parents to come pick me up, but I’m a little buzzed and don’t want to get a lecture. Their little vacation to celebrate my graduation means they aren’t home anyway. Walking is probably the dumbest idea I’ve had today. Well… besides telling Jake off in front of everyone. That ranks right up there at the top.

      I come to stop when I know I’m far enough away from the party that nobody will see me, and pull out my phone to call Cami. I’m sure she’s already heard about what happened, but I need her just the same. The ringing from the phone sounds loud compared to the still quiet of the night.

      Finally, she picks up. “Oh my gosh, what happened? Where are you? Dammit T, answer me.”

      Even though I’m beyond frustrated I can’t help but chuckle. Only she would get worked up into a tizzy without letting me explain anything.

      “I’m fine. I’m down the road. Any chance you want to pick me up, and take me home?” I ask.

      “Not a problem at all.  I’ll be there in just a sec.”

      “Thanks,” I breathe, right before hanging up.

      Cami is on her way, but I still keep walking. I want to put as much distance between Jake and myself as I can. But just thinking about that asshat has me fuming once again.

      Before I can march back to the party and give him a piece of my mind, a car pulls up beside me.

      The window comes down, and Cami leans toward it. “Get in, hot stuff.”

      I smile and slide into the car. Cami looks at me expectantly. I know she wants all the details of what just went down, but I’m not sure if I’m ready to talk about it.  I’m still angry and hurt. Finally, she lets off the brake and we make our way down the dusty, dirt road.

      As we’re pulling up to my driveway, I shift my body and face Cami. She puts the car in park, and stays put. Waiting for me to speak.

      “I’m pretty sure I just broke up with Jake.” My voice catches, and a tear slides down my face. I hate that I cry when I’m angry. It’s one of my many misgivings that really pisses me off.

      “Yeah, I heard,” Cami replies. “But how he behaved? That was inexcusable. I didn’t catch the part where you went off on him, but I heard the backlash when I was looking for my car to come pick you up.”

      “Oh great. I can’t even imagine what he’s telling everyone.” I bury my face in my hands, and try to rub this horrible night out of existence.

      “Don’t even worry about it, girl. You did yourself a favor. Now, stop angry crying. Let’s go inside and eat all the chocolate your mom has stashed in the freezer.” She lifts my chin until I’m looking at her. She knows I can’t resist chocolate.

      “That,” my voice cracks and I clear my throat. “That sounds like a fantastic idea.”

      This is definitely a much better way to spend graduation night. With my best friend by my side, and chocolate to eat to ease my troubles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      “You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I say under my breath. There’s no way this can be happening. I had my whole future ahead of me. What am I supposed to do now? My parents are going to kill me, and I can’t rely on my ex-boyfriend, Jake. He’s likely to run away, scared shitless.

      Goodbye scholarships. I’m only eighteen, and this isn’t how I envisioned my life turning out. I wipe the tears from my cheeks. When did I start crying? I grab the little stick that has now determined my future, wrap it in toilet paper, and hurl it in the trash.

      Gathering all the strength I can muster, I walk out of the bathroom, gathering the words to tell my parents that they will soon be grandparents. This isn’t going to go well at all.

      I’m completely overcome with the many emotions swirling through my brain. Fear, sadness, confusion. I can’t settle on just one. I feel each one with every fiber of my being.

      My parents are on the patio drinking in the summer night, waiting on the first fireworks to sail into the air as we celebrate our freedom. I definitely don’t feel free right now. I feel trapped, and can’t breathe. The heat isn’t helping, either. They look at me as I step on the patio, and instantly know that something is wrong.

      “What happened? Are you okay?” My mom asks.

      I can only shake my head, look at the ground, and try to keep the moisture behind my eyes. Dad has a look on his face… A mixture of worry and anger.

      “Please, don’t tell me what I think you are about to tell me,” he says. Barely containing the worry that wants to claw its way out.

      The tears that I had strangled only moments ago burst free.

      “Damn it, Tonya. What the hell are you going to do now?”

      I could handle Mom’s wrath, but hearing the disappointment in Dad’s outburst rips me wide open.

      I’ve always been Daddy’s little girl, his pride and joy. But the moment the words “I’m pregnant” slip through my lips, I know he’s never going to look at me the same again.

      I can’t stop the sobs from overtaking my body. To my shock, Mom wraps her arms around me and murmurs soothing words into my hair. I’m not sure what she tells Dad, but he stomps inside, slamming the door behind him.

      She isn’t happy about the situation, but she understands there’s nothing I can do about it now. I refuse to punish this child for my choices, and I hope I can become the strong mother that I have now. I don’t know what I would do without her, and having her support means the world to me.

      It went about as well as I expected. I knew there was going to be yelling, and crying, and slammed doors. I hate disappointing them more than anything. They’ve always supported everything I’ve wanted to do. And how do I repay them? By announcing they are going to be grandparents when I have no boyfriend, and no plans to fall back on.

      Don’t get me wrong, I fully intend on going to college, but I have a feeling it’s going to be much harder now. I’ll have to figure out where I’m going to work, what kind of class schedule I can handle. And what I’m going to do with my life. This is definitely not how I planned on spending my summer.

      I finally felt like I had a grip on my life. Things have been hard since I broke up with Jake. Until now, that was one of the most difficult situations I’ve encountered.

      How am I supposed to raise a child on my own? How am I going to explain all of this to Jake?  Will he even care?

      I need Cami with me, now. I need all of her wise wisdom. I know she’ll have my back, even if nobody else does. I can already hear the whispers that will be floating from person to person. I don’t really care what they think, but I despise being part of the rumor mill. I need to figure out how I’m going to handle everything.

      I pull back from Mom’s arms, and don’t miss the tears streaming down her face.

      “I’m sorry, Mom,” I say while trying to stop the water flowing down my cheeks.

      Mom is wiping the damp smudges off my face. “Sweetheart, you have nothing to apologize for. This isn’t something you planned. Things are going to be hard, but your father and I will support you no matter what happens.”

      I grab her hands, and squeeze her fingertips. “Thank you. I think I’m going to call Cami and see if she wants to come over. Is that okay?”

      “Absolutely,” she says. “You do whatever you need to do. I’ll go make some brownies, and we can make it a girls’ night while we watch the fireworks.”

      I hug my mom. It’s the only way I can express how much I love and appreciate her right now. We don’t always get along, but I know she just wants what’s best for me.

      I leave Mom in the kitchen, and head to my room.  Grabbing my phone from the desk, I kick off my flip flops and watch them sail across the room. I guess there was a little more frustration in that kick than I thought.

      I pull up Cami’s number, and text her.

      
        
        Me: I need you to come over ASAP!

        Cami: Consider me there. I need to escape this nuthouse.

        Me: Awesome... Mom’s making brownies.

        Cami: I’ll be there in 5. You know I love brownies.

      

      

      I throw my phone on my bed, grab my headphones and zone out to Bush while I wait for Cami to get here.

      I don’t quite realize how zoned out I am. Cami is clapping her hands right in front of my face.  I jump back. “What the hell, woman?”

      Cami shrugs. “You didn’t answer me when I called your name. I figured getting a little up close and personal would snap you out of your head.”

      I grab her hand and drag her to the kitchen. As soon as we’re seated at the kitchen counter, I turn to look at her. I’m pretty sure she knows something is up. I very rarely send her emergency texts.

      “So, there’s something I need to tell you,” I say while gauging her expression. She’s worried. Her eyebrows are slanted, and her mouth is puckered like she just smelled something horrible.

      “Okay,” she drawls out. “What happened? Whose ass do I need to kick?”

      “Nobody’s,” I laugh. Of course this girl goes straight to violence. This is why I love her. She’s my sister from another mister, and always has my back.

      “I’m not sure how to say this,” I stammer. “But there will be another person added to the family in about eight to nine months.”

      All the worry is gone from her face. “Oh my GOSH, you’re going to have a new brother or sister.” She turns to my mom. “Congrats, Ma. I bet that was quite a shock.”

      Mom just shakes her head. Cami turns to me waiting for me to fill her in on the point she so obviously missed.

      “No, I’m not going to have a new sibling. I like being an only child, thank you very much. But... I’m going to be a mom.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen Cami speechless. She always has something to say. But right now, she’s staring at me with her mouth gaping open.

      I reach over, and push her bottom jaw up. “You’re going to catch flies if you leave your mouth open like that.”

      She starts shaking her head. “Are you sure? I mean, absolutely positive? Did you tell Jake?”

      I give my head a quick shake. “You’re the third person I’ve told. I broke the news to Mom and Dad before I texted you.”

      Mom looks over at me and gives me a small, sad smile. She knows this is going to affect me in ways I’ve yet to imagine.

      Cami looks around the kitchen, at a loss of what to say. Finally, she asks, “Are you going to tell Jake?”

      I put my head against the cool, marble countertop. “I don’t know,” I mumble. “I know I should, but a part of me is terrified of how he’ll react. You know we didn’t end things on great terms, and I’m worried he’ll use it as a tactic to get back together. I don’t want that.”

      I feel fingers running through my hair, and a hand patting my back. I turn my head to see Cami looking at me. But I don’t see pity on her face. She has her battle face on. The one that lets me know she’s going to help me get through life in any way possible. And in that moment, I wish I wasn’t an only child. I wish I had Cami as my actual sister. But the love we have for each other is stronger than I imagine any sibling bond could ever be.

      The timer on the oven goes off, and I jump up. Mom rushes to get the brownies out of the oven, and sets them on the stove top. Cami is already making her way to the pan, and is about to grab a chunk when Mom slaps her hand. “You have to let it cool down, weirdo. You’ll burn the hell out of your hand, and I don’t think we need to add a hospital visit on top of today’s revelations.”

      Cami sighs, “I guess. But I would totally be okay with a burnt hand if I got to have some of that.” She points toward the pan of brownies.

      Mom laughs. “You two go outside. I’ll bring you a bowl with brownies and ice cream. The fireworks are about to start and I don’t want to miss them.”

      Cami and I leave her to do her thing, and climb onto the hammock. We are snuggled up against each other, like we used to do when we were kids. I sigh knowing that soon I won’t be able to get into this thing in a few months. Cami senses my sadness, reaches over and grabs my hand letting me know I’m going to get through it. And that she’ll be my side.

      The sky lights up with color, and we stare in awe. This time next year, there will be a little person with the same look in their eyes. I’m mostly terrified thinking about it, but I’m also a little excited.
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      It’s been two weeks since Dad has talked to me. I may sound like a lost little girl, but I miss him.  He’s always been my rock. The one I go to whenever I have a problem and need advice.  Him not talking to me is killing me inside. It’s bad enough I have all these emotions running rampant through me, but to also lose the support of my father... It makes everything a million times worse.

      I’m lying on my bed trying to come to grips with all the ways my life is going to change. And the heartache I’m feeling now really sucks.  I’ve tried talking to Cami about it, but she’s not very close to her parents.  They pretty much suck in the being supportive department. I’ve never seen a family ignore how special their children are. I think Cami secretly wishes her dad would stop talking to her the way mine has. It’d probably make her life a little easier.

      I’m about to get up when my phone pings with a new text message.

      
        
        Cami: Are you up?

        Me: Yeah... why?

        Cami: Get dressed. I’m coming to pick you up. You need to get out of the house.

        Me: Ok. See you in a bit. I’m not sure if Mom and Dad are here, so let yourself in.

        Cami: Chop chop girlfriend.

        Me: I’d get ready faster if you weren’t texting...

        Cami: And this is the last one.

      

      

      I take a quick shower. I wouldn’t put it past my best friend to sneak in here and flush the toilet while I’m in there. I wipe the steam from the mirror, and take a second to look at myself. In a few short months I’ll have a baby bump. I won’t have the slim figure I have now. I won’t be able to wear the clothes I love. Does my hair look healthier? It seems like it has a little extra shine to it.

      I place a hand on my lower stomach. What is this going to feel like? I don’t know what to expect, and that terrifies me.

      I hear my bedroom door slam open, and know Cami is here. She’s the only person who just barges in. If you ever want privacy, you’re out of luck with her. She has no problem pushing your boundaries, or letting you know what she thinks. The only time that’s different is when she’s home with her parents. She’s almost like a Stepford Wife at her house.

      “You better be getting dressed, woman.” Cami yells through the bathroom door.

      I walk into the bedroom with my bath towel wrapped around me.

      She eyes me from head to toe. “That is the opposite of having clothes on.”

      I know she wants me to speed it up, but I just want to continue my life altering pity party. Cami walks to my closet grabs the first shirt she finds. Then she heads toward my dresser, pulls the middle drawer open, and yanks out a pair of shorts.

      “Here, put these on,” she orders. “And get your own damn bra and panties. I’m not going through those drawers.” Cami turns around and marches right out of my room.

      “How do you know if these will even fit me?” I holler, so that she can hear me.

      She yells back, “Because your OCD tendencies won’t let you keep crap that you don’t use.”

      Okay, so she has a point there. I do tend to get rid of stuff that doesn’t fit me, or that I don’t wear anymore. I dress as quickly as I can, and put my hair up into a messy bun. I hope she doesn’t plan on going anywhere that requires me to be all prettied up.

      I leave my room, and head to the living room where I find Cami and Dad talking. He’s asking her if she’s ready for college. She’s nodding her head and telling him how excited she is to get out of Asheville. But I can see the sadness in her eyes. I know there’s a story there, but I also know she’ll shrug it off and tell me everything is fine. We all know that when a woman says she’s “fine” she’s upset about something.

      “Are you ready Cami?”

      I look at my dad, willing him to look at me, and see more than the mistakes I made. Is this standoff going to last until the baby gets here? I sure hope not. I don’t want to spend the next eight months walking on eggshells.

      Cami glances at me. “Yep, ready when you are.”

      “Let’s go, then.” I’m still waiting on Dad to acknowledge that I’m even in the room. He looks up... But he looks through me, not at me, and offers a small wave. My heart sinks a little more.

      Cami insists on driving, and we’re jamming to the soundtrack of our childhood. Justin Timberlake and Britney Spears croon through the speakers. I’m going to miss days like this when she’s away at college.

      I’m shocked when we pull up to the mall thirty minutes later, though I shouldn’t be. If there’s anything Cami loves more than hanging out with her friends, it’s shopping. I keep telling her she should look at careers in design, but she always has some excuse about it being just a hobby.

      “Why are we here? It’s Saturday, do you know how freaking crowded this place is going to be?”

      She glares at me. “This is why I told you to hurry the hell up. It’s not my fault you didn’t listen. And we’re here to start shopping for your maternity wardrobe.”

      “But why? I’m not anywhere close to showing yet. My damn clothes still fit, stop trying to rush my body getting huge. And what if someone sees us shopping in the maternity store? I haven’t told anyone outside of the family that I’m pregnant.” I ramble.

      She sighs. “Another reason I wanted to get here early. Most of the idiots we went to high school with won’t be rolling out of bed for a few hours. So I think we’re good.  And I won’t be here to help you pick out adorable, yet functional maternity clothes. If I leave it up to you, you’ll be walking around in sweatpants and ratty t-shirts.”

      She knows me way too freaking well. “Okay, we’ll hit the maternity store first. We’ll just have to stop somewhere and buy something so we can put whatever I buy into a different bag. And then... Food. I’m starving.”

      I’m so happy Cami thought to do this with me. Seriously, she thinks of everything. I’d be completely lost without her. I don’t even know what most of this stuff is, but Cami is making sure I get only cute clothes. Nothing that will make me look frumpy.

      It’s still a little early as we leave the store. I doubt anyone we know will be out and about just yet.

      “Let’s get some food really quick. I don’t think I can let myself go hungry any longer.” I say while leading Cami toward the food court.

      “I thought you wanted to stop at another store so we can hide the evidence,” she says bewildered.

      “What’s the likelihood that we’re going to see someone we know? It’s barely eleven thirty. I think we’re good.”

      We order pretzels. I don’t want anything super heavy, and I want to savor these moments I have with my best friend.

      I’m in the middle of taking a bite of my pretzel when Cami’s eyes widen. Whatever has that look on her face can’t be good. I turn around and see Jake standing behind me... and he’s staring at the bag with the huge maternity logo on it.

      I guess I don’t have much of a choice anymore. He’s going to find out now.
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      This is not how I pictured this conversation going down. I was hoping to have a little more time to figure out if I even wanted to tell Jake. But that has clearly been taken out of my hands.

      “What is that?” He asks uncertainly.

      I peer up at him while he looms over me with a scowl that would make any other girl weep. “It looks like a shopping bag, Jake.”

      “I can see that, Tonya. But why is it from that maternity store?” He asks.

      I sigh, and my shoulders sag because we are definitely doing this now. “It’s from the maternity store because I’m pregnant... And you’re going to be a daddy.”

      I can see every single emotion he has work it’s away across his face. Some of them are the same ones I felt not too long ago, and still feel now. What I don’t expect is that last look on his face. He’s smirking, and has a gleam in his eye that tells me I’m not going to like what he has to say next.

      “Then I guess that means we should get back together. I need to do right by you and this baby.” He says it like I didn’t just give him life changing news.

      “N-n-no,” I stammer. “That is definitely not what that means. I honestly wasn’t even going to tell you about me being pregnant.”

      Jake’s brows furrow, and from the frown curving his mouth, he didn’t expect me to say that. He pulls out a chair to sit next to me, and I jump up from my seat. I get Cami’s attention and bob my head toward the exit. I’m not about to hash this out here, in the mall. Things could get ugly, and all we need is a bunch of people butting into our business.

      “Sorry, Jake. Gotta run.” I say as I speed walk my way toward the other side of the mall.

      Cami jogs to catch up. I peek behind me, and see Jake still sitting at the table staring at us as we make our departure.

      Once we get to the car I feel like I can finally breathe again. Cami slides into the driver seat, and faces me. She has one eyebrow arched, and she’s waiting on me to explain myself.

      I shrug. “That could have gone a bit better.”

      Cami bursts out laughing. “You can say that again. I honestly didn’t think anyone we knew would be there so early. So are you going to call him later, or at least explain some things?”

      “I don’t know,” I mutter, defeated. “I know I need to, but as you can see he’s already hoping we will get back together. And I just… can’t.”

      Cami starts the car, turns on the radio, and starts singing whatever pop song is “hot” right now. I sit back and think about what I’m going to tell Jake and how everything went wrong between us.

      We used to be great together. We were a couple for two years. We had all those puppy love feelings. I used to get warm fuzzies around him. He’d bring me flowers out of his mom’s garden, and say all the right things. We were the golden couple that everyone envied. But as time went on, things started to change.

      We started going to all the parties that I never wanted to be at. He would drink and turn into a jerk. At first, he never directed his shitty attitude toward me. But then he started belittling me in front of all his friends. Cami was awesome and would stand up for me, but I would constantly make excuses for him. He was drinking and he didn’t mean anything. I finally had my fill the night of graduation.

      He said things were going to change. That he was going to try harder to be a better boyfriend. He made prom night romantic and I felt all the feelings that I had felt in the beginning. And that lasted a whole freaking month before asshole Jake made his reappearance.

      And then it hits me... I’m a fucking statistic. You hear those stories about girls that get pregnant on prom night, and think it could never happen to you. But it did happen to me. This is going to change the course of my life, and I’m not going to let Jake drag me back down that road again.

      Cami snaps her fingers in front of my face. I’ve zoned out and don’t even realize we are back at my house.

      “How long have we been here,” I ask.

      “Oh, about five minutes,” Cami replies. “You looked pretty deep in thought, and I didn’t want to interrupt that. But it’s ridiculously hot, and I want to go inside. And then, you’re going to tell me what gave you that huge frown your sporting right now.”

      “You aren’t going to let me out of this, are you?”

      She grins. “Absolutely not. We have to figure out how you’re going to handle the whole Jake situation, and I have a feeling that look on your face has something to do with him.”

      I can’t help it, I laugh. “You’d be correct.”

      We walk inside and head straight for my room. After throwing our bags on the bed we change into comfortable clothes, or as the rest of the world knows them as, yoga pants and a tank top.

      Now that we’re back at home, I don’t know what to do.

      “So what do you want to do?” I ask Cami.

      “Well, I’m going to pull up Buffy on Netflix, and you’re going to tell me what had you so zoned out back there.”

      I groan. “I was just trying to figure out how the hell I got here.”

      Cami is about to make some smart-ass comment. I can feel it coming.

      “And before you say anything, I know how we got home. I mean, how did I get to this point in my life? Things with Jake were great for a while until he went all ‘I man, you woman. You do what I say.’”

      Cue eye roll from Cami. I know her better than she knows herself sometimes.

      “You better not be considering getting back with him just because he’s your baby daddy,” Cami scolds.

      “I told you before... That’s not happening.” I start cackling because I’ve just realized, I do in fact, have a “baby daddy” now.

      “I know that’s what you said,” Cami proclaims. “But that doesn’t mean you aren’t going to change your mind when he tries to charm his way back into your life. You’re better off without him.”

      “Can we not do this right now?” I ask. “I have to figure out what my next step is. He obviously knows, but I don’t know what to do now.”

      Cami shrugs. “Your mom would probably know how to handle this situation. She deals with impossible people every day selling houses.”

      “This is why I love you,” I say as I throw my hands around her. “You always have the best ideas, even though I should have come up with that one first.”

      Let the Buffy marathon begin. I could use an ass-kicking muse to get me ready for the upcoming confrontation with Jake.
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      It’s been almost a month and I still haven’t heard from Jake. I’m shocked. I figured he’d be pounding on my door the same day he saw us at the mall. I hid in my room for that day feigning illness hoping Mom would send him on his way. But that obviously didn’t happen.

      This showdown needs to happen soon. He leaves for college soon, and I want this whole thing put behind me before he does. If push comes to shove, I’ll go to him. It’s not what I want to do. I’d rather have the awaiting conversation on my turf, but it needs to be done.

      I’m in the kitchen helping Mom clean up after breakfast, her Saturday morning ritual, when the doorbell rings. I jump. I’m not expecting anyone, and Cami usually uses her key to come in. A feeling of dread fills the pit of my stomach. Looks like I’m getting my wish.

      I tiptoe to the window by the door and take a quick peek. Yep, Jake is standing there. Now I’m kind of wishing he wasn’t. I know, I know. I need to get it over with, but like Cami said before... Can I resist his charm and stand my ground?

      I slowly open the door and lean against the frame. “Hi Jake.”

      He looks down and shuffles his feet. “Are you going to invite me in?”

      “That depends. Are you going to try to talk me into getting back with you? If so, you can turn around, get in your car and leave,” I say. Yay me for sounding more confident than I feel.

      “I can’t promise that... But I’ll do my best to hear what you have to say, and I hope you do the same,” he says. Finally looking at me. I can tell he’s serious because he’s actually looking into my eyes. Something he usually never does.

      “Okay, then I guess you can come in,” I say, opening the door wider and stepping to the side.

      Jake walks to the couch and plops down. I listen for sounds coming from the kitchen, but I guess Mom figured we needed a little bit of privacy. I’m happy she has that much faith in my decisions, but I also wish she was sitting at the table listening in. That way she can come save me if I need it.

      I take a seat in the plush recliner adjacent to the couch. It’s more comfortable than the couch, but I also don’t want too sit to close to him right now.

      “So, do you want to start, or do you want me to?” I ask and pull the blanket off the back of the recliner so that I have something to keep my hands busy.

      “How long did you know you were pregnant before I saw you at the mall?” He gazes at me with hurt filling his brown eyes.

      “Just a couple of weeks.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? I would have been here for you.”

      I sigh. “Because I had to figure out my emotions about it all, and I’m still struggling with that. Why did it take you so long to come talk to me?”

      He looks down at his clenched hands. “I needed to get myself under control. I was so fucking angry with you for not telling me. And then I realized that I handled the situation badly that day. I do still want to get back together. That’s not going to change.”

      I’m playing with the fringe on the blanket trying to get the words in my head ordered the right way. “That’s not going to happen. We broke up because we weren’t right for each other anymore. Our love for each other wasn’t enough anymore. You’ll always have a place in my heart, but this baby isn’t enough for me to jump back into your arms.”

      Jake frowns. He’s eyebrows angry slants set on his face. “Why not? Being with you and our baby is the right thing to do. Do you know what people are going to say about you? About me?”

      Now I’m getting pissed. “So that’s why you want to do this? So the star athlete doesn’t look like a complete fuck up?” I take a deep breath. “I don’t want to be with you and damn sure not for appearances. Do you realize how much of an ass you sound like right now?”

      Jake’s shoulders slump. “Were you even going to tell me?”

      “Yes... No... Eventually. I’ve been in shock for the past month. And I knew you would try to use the pregnancy as a bargaining chip. As angry as I am with you right now for that, I also don’t want you to ruin your future. You have a full scholarship to play a sport that you love. You can’t give that up. Besides, I’m perfectly capable of raising a child. I also have my parents for support and help. I’d like that from you too.”

      Jake starts to interrupt, but I hold my finger up. “But not as anything more than the father of our child, and maybe a friend.”

      He shakes his head. “I can’t do that. I can’t watch you raise our child without being here for you as your other half.” He stands up with so much force the sofa scoots back a bit. “I need to go, but know that this isn’t over. I will do everything in my power to make things right with us. This kid needs a whole family.”

      Before I can say anything else, Jake storms toward the door. He gives me one last look before opening it and walking out.

      This hurts a lot more than it should. I pull the blanket over my head. The sun shining through the window makes it stifling under here, but I need to hide away from the world for a while. I know Mom will come in here soon to see how everything is going, and I don’t want her to see the tears streaming down my face. I don’t even know why I’m crying. I should be happy I didn’t give in to him, but I know this is a chapter closing.

      I was hoping he would be relieved that I didn’t want to put the burden of a child on him, but he’s definitely angry. I don’t know if he wants to get back with me because he actually cares, or to save face in this small town. I can’t worry about that right now though. I need to focus on what’s ahead. Jake is my past, and this little baby bean is my future.
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      I can’t believe I’ll be starting my freshman year of college on Monday. Well, more like almost finished with my freshman year. Thanks to Mom making me take dual credit classes in high school, I already have a couple of my English and History credits out of the way. The only thing I’ll need to repeat is Calculus. I honestly don’t see why I need that stupid math class. There’s no way in hell I’m going to use that information in my day to day life.

      Earlier this week Mom and I sat down to figure out what classes to take. Luckily, they are still going to help with my college expenses. Even though Dad said they weren’t. His exact words, “You decided you were grown up enough to have sex and get pregnant, then you’re grown up enough to pay for your education.” Mom quickly came to my defense on that fight.

      Mom is going to adjust my work schedule around school. I’m going to be taking late afternoon classes Monday through Thursday, an art class on Saturday, and an online class as well. We picked English for that one. I figure it would be the easiest one to tackle online. I mean, it’s words… How hard could it actually be. I can’t believe I’m giving up my precious Saturday sleep to go to class, but I guess I should get used to the early mornings.

      It’s the last weekend Cami will be home before her dad takes her off to school, and we’re having a slumber party the entire time. She’ll be here from Friday until Sunday morning. Mom has loaded up on all the junk food a pair of teenage girls could want.

      We are on another binge session of Veronica Mars when Cami turns to me with a look of fear in her eyes. “I don’t think I want to go to college. I know it’s what my parents want, and that I’ll probably do great… but what if I don’t. And it’s going to be hard when we aren’t close to each other. Why did I have to choose a college that’s taking me so far away from you?”

      “You’ll do fine,” I say. I know she will. She’s one of the strongest people I know. You have to be to deal with her parents.

      She seems to take my words easily. She doesn’t say anything else, and we resume our marathon. After that we curl up in bed, and whisper about all the things she’ll miss while she’s away. Her dad is strongly encouraging her to get a degree in accounting so he can groom her to take over his accounting firm. I know that’s not what she wants to do, but Cami will do it. She doesn’t want to deal with the repercussions if she changed the plan.

      Sunday morning, Cami’s dad is there at the ass crack of dawn to pick her up. She doesn’t want to leave, but knows she has to.

      Teary-eyed she pulls me into a massive bear hug. “I’m going to miss you so freaking much. I won’t be here to oversee the growth of my little niece or nephew. Can’t I just stay and go to the community college, too?”

      I laugh. “No goofball. You have to go off to school so you can take over the world one business at a time. Little Bean and I will be just fine. Besides, we can talk on the phone or video chat anytime you need me. You’re going to do great.”

      Before she has the chance to say anything, her father is honking his horn. Her signal that she better get in the car now.

      I watch them back out of the driveway, tears threatening to spill. I put on a tough facade for her, but I already miss my best friend being by my side. How am I going to get through the next few months without her?

      Cami is off to start on the life her father has mapped out for her, and I get things ready for my first week of community college. This is going to be a challenge, but one I will take down with a smile on my face. I can do this.

      I feel an arm wrap around my shoulders as I watch Cami drive away. I glance up and see my dad looking down at me with a sad smile on his face. “You’ll get through it sweetheart. I know I haven’t been the easiest to deal with the past few weeks, but I’m always here to help you. With anything you need.”

      I smile, and throw both arms around my father’s waist. He isn’t much on emotional talks, but that small gesture lets me know that everything will be okay.
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      The first week of classes went pretty well. Juggling work at the real estate office my mom owns and school hasn’t been too bad. But this week is mostly going over the syllabus and rules for each class. Basically... be there, turn in your shit, and you’ll likely do well.

      I have to get up ridiculously early for my Saturday morning class, and I’m having a hard time falling asleep. I haven’t heard from Jake since our argument and that worries me. He’s not one to let something go, especially when it’s something he wants. So I’m a little bit surprised by the radio silence.

      I’m also starting to really freak out. What if I can’t do this by myself? I mean this week was easy, of course, but it’s going to get harder the further I continue into my college career. Can I really do this? Am I doing my child a disservice by trying to go it alone?

      Ugh, I really wish my brain would shut off so I can get some sleep before my class. I don’t want to go to class looking and feeling like a zombie. Luckily, I don’t seem to be suffering from the dreaded morning sickness that Mom said I would. I’m counting my lucky stars. Work and school would be so much harder if I had to contend with that as well.

      Hoping music will soothe my brain, I grab my earbuds and put them in my ears. I go through my music library until I find Band of Skulls. The haunting melodies and lyrics do what I intended it to. The song “Bruises” plays as I slowly drift to sleep.

      I wake up to my alarm blaring through my earbuds. I’m not sure how long it was going off before it jolted me out of sleep. It’s almost eight thirty and my class starts at nine. I jump out of bed, brush my teeth, and throw on a pair of shorts and a tank top. It’s the first clean thing I see. I guess I’m doing the messy bun thing today. I don’t have time to fix my hair or makeup.

      I grab a brownie out of the pan Mom has on the counter. Chocolate for breakfast... hell yeah. I yank my keys from the hook by the door, rush to the Jeep, and haul ass out of the driveway. I’ve got fifteen minutes to make it to class. I don’t want to make a bad impression by being late on my first day of this class.

      I make it with a few seconds to spare. The professor closes the door right after I walk in. I’ve got to make sure I set like 5 alarms to get me out of bed on the weekends so this doesn’t become a habit.

      I find a seat, pull out my notebook, and get ready to start this journey in Art. It’s not something I’m particularly interested in, but it’s a required course. This class seems like it’s going to breeze. Maybe this whole work and college thing won’t be so hard.
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      It's Saturday morning, and the last weekend of November. I'm walking, or waddling however you want to look at it, into my art appreciation class. I will never understand why this class is one of the requirements to get a degree. Unless I'm going into that field when I graduate, I don't see the point. This class is usually a snooze fest. We typically watch movies and hand in worksheets about the lame videos we just watched. With the modern world you would think they would update the crap they show us in these classes.

      Why did I think I could do this whole single parent thing while going to college? This kid isn't even here yet, and I'm ready to pull my hair out. My mom keeps reassuring me it's pregnancy brain. I don't know if I completely believe that, but it makes sense. Besides the decision that got me into this predicament, I can't seem to think like a sane person anymore.

      Everything was going fine the first couple of months, but it seems like lately this pregnancy is wearing me down. I think I may have taken on too big of a class load. I’ve gotten grumpier and just moody in general. One minute I’m happy go lucky, and the next I’m like the spawn of Satan. I don’t like the way my hormones are all over the place.

      Thank goodness finals are a few weeks away. I could definitely use the time to relax and maybe get some reading done. From what everyone has told me, all my favorite things to do will cease to exist once the baby is here. It's hard knowing all of my friends are at big universities having the time of their lives, and I'm at the local college because I can't afford the tuition at a larger school. And the fact that I’m a walking statistic.

      My parents have made the longing for the life I could’ve had easier. They've been extremely supportive despite the initial shock and anger when I first told them the news. That was probably the hardest thing I've ever had to do.

      The professor handing out papers snaps me out of my thoughts. This is something that happens every time we freaking meet, but this time they aren't worksheets. After all the papers are out, and we are looking at it like it might grow legs, he clears his throat to get our attention. "Okay guys, I know you are used to getting the continuous worksheets, and don't think I don't realize that most of you are sleeping during the videos. But with finals coming up, I wanted to see what y'all have actually retained from this class. I want you to pick an artist, your favorite one, and recreate one of their works. It can be any artist from any era. I will only allow one student per artist. They are so many out there that I don't think this will be a problem. So, instead of boring you with any more videos this time, we are going to the computer lab so that you can search for your subject piece."

      Hands are already being raised with students wanting to pick some of the more well-known artists but Professor Thompson shuts that down immediately. "I'm not taking your requests right now. You'll research for forty-five minutes, and then you can come see about approval for the work you'll be recreating."

      We head to the computer lab, Professor Thompson trailing behind us. I already know I want to do a Picasso piece. I'm sure there are others, but I plan on being the one that seeks out the professor first. I don't know when I became infatuated with Picasso's work. I think it was in my history class in high school. We were learning about different wars and battles in different countries. One day we started reading about the battle at Guernica. I didn't think much of it until I saw a painting that Picasso did about the battle. There was so much despair and destruction, but the piece was beautiful. The colors were muted, all black and shades of gray. I could feel the heartache of this small town. I knew I didn't want to use that piece for my creation, it’s too depressing and a little dark. I need something different right now.

      I log into the computer and begin searching for all the works available from Picasso. There are so many, some of them I have never seen. Scrolling through the images, one caught my eye. It's called "The Girl in the Mirror." It's not all sunshine and rainbows that's for sure, but something in it calls to me. There are so many emotions and so much depth behind the eyes of the subject of this painting. I know right then that I am going to paint this piece. I stare at the clock waiting for the forty-five minutes to be up. I have to get to Thompson before one of the other students snatches my artist away from me.

      I hear a chair begin to roll out from one of the rows behind me. Luckily I picked a spot in the first row and fairly close to where Professor Thompson sits. I bolt out of my chair speed walking, as funny a sight as that is, toward him barely getting there before the person that was coming to give him their choice. Before Thompson can even get his register out to put down my choice I blurt out Picasso. He rolls his eyes prepared to turn me down since he's a well-known artist. I stand my ground. "I'm doing Picasso's "Girl in the Mirror." He looks like he’s about to argue, but decides he doesn’t want to piss off the obviously emotional pregnant girl before him.

      I hear the person behind me growl in frustration. I turn around, ready to lay into them, but forget how to speak. Behind me is a guy with light brown hair that looks like it needs a trim, evidenced by small curls starting to turn upward. He has a cap on to try to tame them. He has the lightest hazel eyes with specs of green throughout them. He’s about a head taller than me, and looks pretty pissed off that I picked his artist. But I can’t stop staring. How did I go almost an entire semester not knowing this fine specimen of man was in my class?

      "Professor Thompson, I was going to pick Picasso."

      "Now Reaf, Tonya here has already chosen Picasso. She got here first so you'll need to pick another artist." Professor Thompson adjusts his glasses while noting my artist on his spreadsheet.

      Reaf sputters, "But... Why can't we have two people do the same artist. Many of these works have vast differences, and different looks."

      Professor Thompson seems to consider this a moment. He relents, "I guess I can bend the rules a little. Which piece are you wanting to produce?"

      Reaf doesn’t hesitate, "Guernica."

      I stand frozen. How in the hell did I manage to be in the class with someone as gorgeous as him, and who also has the same interest in artwork that I have. Thompson nods his head, "Okay, I'll put you down for that work. Since y'all decided to do the same artist, I want a report from you that shows the diversity in an artist's portfolio... together."

      We stand there gaping at him, realizing he's not going to change his mind. Neither one of us is willing to forego the painting we've requested so we agree. I quickly grab my things and head out of the lab prepared to head home.

      Someone grabs my arm before I make it very far down the hallway. I turn to see Reaf glaring at me. I guess he thought I would bow out of my choice. Well, tough shit. "I guess since we're working together I'll be seeing more of you."

      He takes me in from head to toe, nods, and walks away. Um, okay. I'm not sure what that look was about, but it seems like he just sized me up, and decided I'm some worthless, teenage, pregnant chick. Well, screw him. He has no right to judge me. I pick up my pace to get to my car. It's cold outside, and I really don't want to freeze my ass off before I get home.
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      Mom is in the kitchen getting things ready to make dinner when I walk through the door. I can smell cumin, pepper and tomato sauce in the air. I really hope this means she’s making my favorite. It would definitely make my crappy day a million times better. Chicken and rice has a way of doing that. It reminds me of my great-grandmother’s house, and the love I’ve always felt around her kitchen.

      As I enter the kitchen, Mom asks, "Are you going to be home for dinner?"

      I stare blankly at her. Does she not realize that my days of going out are over? "Yeeeahhh," I draw out, making sure she catches that I think her question is absurd. "It's not like I'm a huge party animal nowadays. Besides, I just got my final assignment from Professor Thompson, and I need to see what materials I'll need to pick up after work tomorrow."

      Mom gives me that patronizing glare that moms do oh so well. "I was just asking. You know it's not healthy for you to shut yourself in so much. Yes, you are pregnant, but you still have to live. You can't let the world just pass you by because of a bump in the road."

      So, this was her ploy. Get me to feel bad because I don't go out. "Well mom, it's not like I have many friends. They are all off on their own adventures. I doubt anyone my age would want to hang out with a pregnant girl. There's a limited amount of trouble I can get into with people. Then they feel all awkward because they pity me."

      "I was just trying to help," Mom said.

      "I know, but just let me deal with my own feelings. They are already out of whack as it is."

      Grabbing my bag I head for my room. It's right past the nursery my parents started putting together. They've been gracious enough to let me live with them, but I was shocked when they insisted on making a nursery for the baby bean. Mom keeps getting frustrated with me because I won't open the envelope that has the sex of the child growing inside me. If I open it, and find out what I'm having it will make the situation feel more real than it already does. It's an argument we've gotten in many times. She doesn't know what colors to fill the nursery with. She sees so many adorable baby things but can't buy them because she doesn't know which gender to buy for. I think she's more excited about this kid than I am. After her blow up about my decision not to find out at the doctor's office, I found her snooping through my desk to get the envelope. I had to find a new hiding place for it.

      I'm curled up on my bed with that same envelope, running my fingers along the flap. I know I should open it but I can't bring myself to do it. It'll just wait until I'm a little more adjusted to the thought of becoming a mom. You would think it would have hit it by now, but it's just so hard to see myself as a mom. I'm still so young.

      Starting up my laptop I pull out some paper so that I can begin making my list of supplies for the art project. I pull up the image of "Girl in the Mirror" and begin writing down the various colors of paints I'll need. I haven't painted much except for what was required of us in our art classes in high school. I decide I'll get two canvases in case I royally screw up at my first attempt. I put the list aside so that it's where I can find it when I head out tomorrow. Mom will have dinner ready soon, and I'm not ready to go down and face her in case she has anything more to say about my choices to not go hang out with so-called friends. I decide to start on this ridiculous report that Thompson is forcing on myself and Reaf. Right now Google is my best friend. I don't feel like going to a library now, it doesn’t help that the small Asheville library isn’t open today, and I'm not sure how I'm going to do this project with Reaf. He seems like such an arrogant asshole. And he didn't give me any way to contact him to work on this damn thing. This is going to be impossible. I should have just picked a different stupid artist.

      I put in my favorite My Little Pony earbuds—yes I'm still a kid at heart—start my playlist and begin my search. There are so many things about Picasso that I didn't know. And for some reason I didn’t realize that he's a much more modern artist than I thought. He has always been referenced in art books for as long as I can remember so I always thought he was some classic guy that has been gone for centuries. Shows how much I know about the artist that inspired me so much. His work really does have so many aspects. Many of them are two-sided. They can be dark and beautiful, haunting and magical. I guess that's why I feel this pull toward "Girl in the Mirror." The girl is a thing of beauty, well as beautiful as Cubism allows, but looking at herself in the mirror she sees this ugly, broken girl. It pretty much signifies everything I feel about myself now. I had so much promise, and now... Well now I don't know what I am, or how I feel about myself.

      As I jot down notes, I glance at my phone and see the icon blinking signifying I have a message. There isn't anyone that I can think of that would be texting me. I've pretty much
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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