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    You are still enough.


    

This book contains content that may be triggering for some. Triggers include:

	Mention of attempted sexual assault

	Past mention of physical abuse (pushing, pulling, pinching, grabbing)

	Gun use

	Stalking

	Breaking and Entering

	Physical Assault

	Narcissistic Abuse

	Emotional damage caused by trauma from past narcissistic relationship and bullying at school

	Language

	Death


There was love in my heart for a boy once before, and it was a love that consumed my entire being and blinded me from truth. It was a love that made me see things differently, that soon lifted a veil I didn’t know was there once I saw his darkness. I’d been enchanted by him, and I’d fallen for him fast. But over time, it had withered away just as petals do. In place of love, a new feeling blazed away – hatred.
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Chapter 1. Rage
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DENNIS IS LYING FACE down on the beige carpet, shaking hands covering the back of his head, his usually perfect dark hair entangled between his fingers. In the distance, just above the navy-blue couch, a perfectly round hole no bigger than a quarter has damaged the sheetrock, giving proof that a bullet made its way through it. A bullet not meant for the boy cowering on the floor. A boy I thought I loved. A boy who, unknowingly to me, has been cheating on his real girlfriend with me. A boy who, not five minutes ago, tried to rape me.

Dennis, hesitant at first, finally moves, his stunned blue eyes finding the cautious brown of mine. Still unsure of my next move, of whether I’ll pull the trigger again (I’m still pointing the gun at him), he slowly stands. “Jesus Christ, Abby! Did you just shoot at me?!”

I did... but I’d missed on purpose.

I hold the gun steadier, though my hands continue to shake. “Don’t make me tell you again,” I warn, keeping my voice in check. I can’t let him know I’m losing my resolve. I can’t let him know that I can’t shoot him. “Get out!”

He holds his hands up in defense. “All right... I’m going.” Slowly, hands still up, he backs away in the black-and-white tux he’d worn for the homecoming dance he never truly planned to take me to. I’m following him, yet keeping my distance, to ensure he leaves. When he reaches the front door, he carefully opens it, never taking his eyes off me... or the gun. 

Before he closes the door, he eyes me menacingly. “This isn’t over.”

I quickly lock the door once he’s left, securing both the silver deadbolt and knob, but I don’t put the gun down. I half expect him to barrel through the door at any moment. Soon, the truck he’d drunkenly drove halfway onto our yard roars to life, his tires peeling out onto the street furiously thereafter.

I sit on the carpeted stairs and watch the door in a ripped dress and ripped underwear barely clinging to part of my leg. The gun remains gripped tightly in my right hand. I can’t control the shakes that take over my entire body, nor can I calm my racing heart.

I’m not sure how much time has passed when two car doors shut outside, but it seems like I’ve been sitting on the stairs forever. My hand aches from gripping the gun. I can’t seem to let go of it.

My parents’ muted voices arrive at the door, followed by the sound of my dad inserting his keys into the locks.

When the door opens, they’re laughing and smiling after returning from their date... until they see me.

“Abby...,” Dad says, holding one of his hands up as soon as he sees the gun. He’s keeping his distance, and my mom is behind him, peering over his shoulder to look at me. “What’s happened?”

I stare up at my dad, but I can’t open my mouth to say anything. 

My mom comes out from behind my dad and steps a little closer to me. Her voice is calm, soothing: “Baby, what happened?”

“Her dress is ripped,” Dad observes. “Her hair is...”

My eyes burn as I look up at them, seeing confusion and shock on their faces. Soon, their faces and figures become blurry.

“Where is he?” Dad asks.

His tone is calm, but there’s an edge to it, one that tells of a budding anger. Does he know? Does he just know what happened?

“Abby, what did he do?” Mom asks. “Did he...?”

“He...” Have I spoken? My voice sounds so distant. “He tried...”

I wince, remembering him on top of me, how he’d ripped my underwear and scratched my hip in the process, how hot his forced mouth had been against mine, how he’d held me down, how he’d almost...

“Hand me the gun,” Dad gently says, coming closer.

I still can’t see him – his figure has drowned beneath the tears that fill my eyes. I try to hand my dad the gun, hand still shaking, but I can’t let go of it. He has to pry it out of my hand, my stiff and sore fingers finally free.

My dad lets out a relieved sigh now that he has his gun back. “Where is he?” he asks again. 

“Left.”

“I’m calling the police.”

“No!” I shout. I’ve found my voice again. “I’ll get in trouble.”

“Did he try to rape you?” my dad asks.

I tear up again and nod.

He looks at my ripped dress again, my messy hair. “He didn’t... did he?”

I shake my head.

He’s relieved to hear that, his shoulders relaxing and brows softening, but his anger soon returns. “I’m calling the police!”

He storms off, and my mom sits with me on the stairs and wraps her arm around my shoulders. Closing my eyes, I sink into the warmth of her hold. I inhale the delicate scent of her lavender perfume. My pounding heart is quieting, finding solace in this safe place.

I just want things to stop. I want this all to be over.

“He can’t call,” I tell her.

“Dennis attacked you, Abby. We have to call.”

But what will Dennis say? Won’t he tell them his own side, of how I’d taken a shot at him? He’s been lying to me all along. Won’t he lie to them, too? “And I shot at him. It’s his word against mine. He can say I attacked him. He’s good at lying...”

She grabs the broken strap on my dress. “Look what he’s done. We can’t just... forget this.”

I plead with my eyes as I look at her. My voice is less than a whisper, cracked with emotion as my eyes burn once more: “I want to forget. Please let me forget.”

My dad is grumbling in the background. He calls out: “Laura, have you seen my phone?”

“Please,” I beg her. “I don’t want to go through having to answer questions and maybe even going to court over this. I just wanna forget about him and leave this all behind me.”

“Laura?” Dad asks, appearing in front of us. “You have your phone?”

She’s staring at me with tears in her eyes, eyes that match the brown of mine, trying to decide what to do. She brushes a strand of hair away from my cheek and tucks it behind my ear. “We’re not calling the police, Hal.”

“What?”

She looks at him. “Abby took a shot at him.”

He looks at me. “She was defending herself. Isn’t that right, Abby?”

“Yes... but...”

“No, there are no but’s!” He’s barely keeping his voice tame: “This boy came into my house and tried to rape my daughter! He’s going away for this!”

A football star who attends a prestigious private school will go away for the attempted rape of a social outcast from a local public school? I can see the legal battle now, how all of this will play out. No one will believe me. 

“It’s my word against his,” I say, repeating the same thing I’d just told my mom. I can already see the lie he’ll tell. “He’ll say I went crazy and pulled the gun on him. He told me he’s been seeing Gwen behind my back, his supposed ex-girlfriend he never actually ended things with before he started calling me his girlfriend. That’s motive. He’ll say I went into a rage and tried to shoot him... and he had to defend himself. That’ll explain my ripped dress and everything.”

The look on Dad’s face tells me that he knows this is a possibility. 

“I’m done seeing him,” I say, hoping they’ll just let this go like I want to. “Can’t I just forget him? Can’t I just stop everything now?”

My dad kneels in front of me, the brown of his eyes staring into mine with care and concern. “I know I’ve said you’ve grown up so much, but you’re still sixteen. Some things I don’t expect you to understand or fully comprehend. This boy tried to rape you, and he could try again. He could do the same to someone else. Maybe he already has. Maybe she’s scared to come forward. He’s hurt you, too. He’s put his hands on you before. We have to report this.”

“Please,” I beg. “I just want to forget.”

Although he appears understanding, his resolve has not wavered. “I’m sorry, sweetie, but I can’t not report this.”

I stand up, and my mom’s hand falls away from my shoulder. “I won’t talk to the police. You can’t make me.”

I run up the stairs barefoot, my flats having disappeared sometime between Dennis and now. I ignore my protesting sprained ankle and my parents attempts to make me see reason. I just want to forget.

This isn’t over.

Will he let me forget?

Dennis’ words are replaying in my mind as I enter the bathroom and close the door, leaning on my side against it immediately after, letting out a silent cry. I want to forget him. I wish he never would’ve noticed me at Ferguson’s the day he entered my checkout line. I wish I never would’ve had a crush on him way before that. I want to pretend the last month never happened. I never went to his football game. We never went on our first date at Pizza Town. He never kissed me, not in the parking lot of the restaurant, not at the beach, not in my bedroom. I never slept with him.

But I did.

And this isn’t over... is it? As much as I want to pretend it is, it isn’t.

When I turn around, my paled reflection in the mirror to greet me, the ripped pink dress and messy brown hair aren’t the only things there. Fear has my mascara-smudged eyes wide. With shaking hands and a disgusted sound coming off my lipstick-smeared lips, I take off the shimmery dress. He bought this dress for me out of guilt for letting me fall down the stairs after our first big fight, after I’d caught him at a house party when he’d told me he was going to bed... after I’d asked him if he was with Gwen. I have a cast on my left wrist and bruises, too, from that night.

I wad the destroyed dress up and throw it in the closet filled with towels, not wanting to see it. My torn underwear had fallen the rest of the way off while I’d yanked the dress down, and I kick them across the room.

My bra strap had ripped, too. I unclip it from the back and toss it across the room, too.

Sobbing now, I face myself again in that mirror.

Scratches and nail marks are across my hip and thigh from where his fingers had dug into my skin. They’re so deep that there’s dried-up blood around the crescent shapes and jagged lines.

Had I not managed to hit him with a bedside lamp, and had he not been as drunk, he would’ve raped me. I wouldn’t have been able to stop him. He’s so big... so much stronger than I am.

Through the fear plainly visible within my eyes, and the panic and sadness that consume me, one emotion is beginning to come into focus.

Rage.
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Chapter 2. Reflection
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ANY TRACES OF A PEELING sunburn from my beach trip with Dennis has now been scrubbed off my skin. Even though it stings to harshly rub a washcloth across my sensitive skin in an attempt to erase Dennis’ touch with hot water and soap, I can’t stop. No matter how hard I scrub, I can’t erase this. This memory, his touch, is forever part of me now.

Dennis took things from me, things I can’t get back. My virginity, for one. My innocent and untainted outlook. I’d been so trusting of him when I shouldn’t have been, ignoring even my best friend Matt’s warnings. 

Though I’ve lost some things, I’ve gained more. Dennis taught me a lesson: listen to your gut. There were red flags galore with him, yet I’d been... unable to see what all was happening. Like Matt once told me, my feelings for Dennis blinded me from reality. Maybe I refused to see it. I’d desperately wanted to believe everything he said. I wanted to believe we were in love and meant to be together, especially since I’d had a crush on him for so long. But while I’d been trying to behave like the perfect supportive girlfriend, he was acting like an asshole, hurting more than just me. He’d betrayed his other girlfriend’s trust. He’d hurt Matt. They’d recently gotten into a bad fight... over me. Because Matt was trying to protect me from him. And that wasn’t the first time, either. Matt once accused Dennis of having a girlfriend at Harlow even though he was seeing me, something that triggered Dennis to sucker-punch Matt in my driveway. Dennis claimed he hated being accused of things he didn’t do, but that wasn’t why he hit my best friend. He hit him because Matt was right. He WAS cheating on both of us.

I’d been naïve. 

I’d believed everything Dennis ever told me. I thought I saw something good in him because it wasn’t just a dark side he showed me. There were times when he was sweet, when he made me feel special by confiding in me or telling me how beautiful I was and how much he loved me. Understanding, sweet Abby wanted to believe the reasons Dennis gave for his behavior... the excuses. I’d even made excuses for him.

I see now that everything he ever said to me was a lie. All tender moments were lies, tainted now when I look back upon them with the knowledge that he was doing those same things with another girl. Kissing her after he kissed me. Sleeping with her and sleeping with me. I’m sure he told her how beautiful she was and how much he loved her, too.

There’s no good in him. He’d been manipulating me. Gaslighting me. Abusing me.

The fading bruises on my arm are a reminder of the first time his true nature was revealed, as is the cast still on my left wrist. The new bruises and scratches I have tell of how he never changed. He’s never going to change.

Part of me knows my dad is right – Dennis could try this again. He could also hurt someone else if he hasn’t already.

But that other part of me really just wants to leave him... submerged.

He’ll take himself down eventually. But I won’t let him take me with him.

I look at myself one last time in the mirror after my shower, after all cried-off makeup has been washed away. After blood from fresh scratches and nail marks has been cleaned off. The Abby who fell for Dennis before she even knew him, is gone. The Abby who kissed him at the beach, is no more. The Abby who was held down and almost raped, refuses to ever let someone hurt her like this again. This Abby is angry. Hurt. Lost. Desperate to move on and forget this last month of her life. She’s ashamed of the way she’s treated her best friend through all this, refusing to believe his warnings. She’s remorseful of just how badly he’s been hurt because of her.

I have to make things right with Matt.

When I come out of the bathroom, the steam from my heated shower is released into the hall. Walking across beige carpet, straight for my room, wearing a plain white towel around myself, I find my mom sitting on my bed, crying. She’s holding a piece of the ripped underwear that Dennis had yanked off me. There’s blood on the floor from where I’d hit him. The lamp I’d used is laying nearby, cracked.

I stand in the doorway, hating that my mother is so sad.

“Don’t cry,” I tell her.

She looks at me and sobs. “We weren’t stern enough. We told you that you could go to the dance, even though we knew better. We wanted you to make your own decisions. And now,” she cries, picking at the torn lace of my shredded underwear, underwear that I see as representation of my shattered innocence, “Now we have to live with ourselves for this. We should have told you to stay away from him. We should have grounded you. We were too relaxed with you. You’ve always been responsible. We’ve never had to worry.” She shakes her head, her brows furrowing. “...Now it’s time for us to worry.”

I don’t want them to worry. I don’t want anyone else hurt because of this. I just want us all to move on. “I’m not going to see him again,” I reassure her.

She folds the underwear piece and stands up, clenching it in her hand. “I want to believe you, hon. I do. But it’s my job to protect you. We’re supposed to protect you.” Another sob escapes her. “We’ve failed you.” She wipes the tears from her eyes using the collar of her shirt and stands a little straighter. “Not anymore. You’re to quit working for a while. I want you focusing on school, and I want you coming straight home after. You’ll go straight to school in the mornings, too.”

I’d started working at Ferguson’s Grocery so I would have spending money, and because my parents have me pay for the gas in my car and part of the insurance. “I can’t quit my job... I need the money for my car and stuff.”

“Don’t worry about the money. Your father and I will give you a credit card to use for gas and other necessities.”

“But...”

Her voice is stern, fear coming through: “No arguing with me. You work until after nine when it’s dark out. It’s too dangerous. I want you home before the sun sets. I’ll be calling your boss tomorrow.”

I’ve never seen my mom so... broken. So desperate to keep me safe. Doesn’t she know the world isn’t safe? That no matter how much you try to stay in the light, sometimes you get pulled into that darkness? There are tricksters that hide away, waiting to snatch away those who are weak. And I had been. I’d been foolish, too.

But she’s afraid for me, so I say, “Okay.”

She comes to me then and embraces me. I wish she could hold me together, and for a moment, it’s almost like she is.

I wish I was ten years old again. I wish things could be simple like they used to be.

And I wish Matt was here.

He has no idea what I’ve just endured, but if I’m being honest with myself, I don’t want anyone to know. It’s not that I’m ashamed or afraid of what people will think. It’s not that I think I’ll get looks of sympathy I’d rather not receive. I just want to hide and pretend I’m... someone else.

“I don’t want to go back to school,” I cry against her shoulder.

“You can take some time off.”

As in I’ll have to go back eventually. I’ll have to face Matt, if he’ll even see me. I’ll have to walk the same halls as his girlfriend, who called me a whore for confessing my feelings to Matt... and for having slept with Dennis.

Will anyone know? Will they see it when they look at me? Will my inward scars be visible?

My dad has walked up behind us. “I got the cleaner.”

“Cleaner?” I ask.

“For the blood,” Mom explains, ending our hug. “Is it yours or...?”

“I hit Dennis with my lamp... before I ran to get Dad’s gun.”

My mom releases me, though I wish she wouldn’t. If she holds me long enough, will the pain stop? No... I don’t think this will ever stop. 

My dad walks past us and begins to scrub the carpet with a solution and a rag.

“I’m sorry,” I tell them. “For everything.”

My dad pauses scrubbing, looking up at me where he kneels on the floor. “Things could have been much worse.”

He’s still mad.

“I already talked to her,” Mom says, a slight warning in her voice for him to back down. “No more work. She’s going straight to school and home right after.”

My dad resumes scrubbing. 

I stand there in my towel, hair I hadn’t even bothered to brush, soaked and dripping down my back. 

When he’s done, he picks up the cracked lamp. He doesn’t say anything as he begins to leave, but he does pause just outside my door. 

“Love you,” he says.

I know he’s still upset with me for the decision I’ve made to not tell the police about Dennis, but he wants me to know he’ll always love me no matter what. “I love you, too.”

I quietly close my door after I’ve said goodnight to my parents. I grab the black comforter and tear it off the bed, followed by the sheets and pillows. I want to burn everything, along with the dress and... Blue.

He’s in my closet. Walking to the door he sits behind, I grab hold of the brass knob. Opening the door, the baby blue stuffed animal Dennis won for me on our first date, sits where I’d left him on the top shelf. That sewn-on smile is a fallacy. On the opposite side of the shelf is Flutter, the pink and purple butterfly Matt won me. Her smile is honest and kind.

Rolled up in a corner of my purple room, is Matt’s gray and black sleeping bag he’d left from the last time he slept over. I can’t sleep in my bed, not where it happened. 

I pick up the sleeping bag and grab Flutter. I glance at Blue again before closing the door. Should I throw him away? My eyes remain on the black beads of his, remembering how much joy he used to represent for me and Dennis. Unable to decide what to do with him, I shut the door, leaving him in darkness once more. I unroll the bag and put it on the floor near my reading chair, far away from the carpet where Dennis’ blood had been and the bed. I could sleep in my chair, but I need comfort, and this bag is as close to Matt I can get. Curling up in it and holding Flutter tightly to my chest, my eyes stay wide on the dresser drawers in front of me. I hadn’t bothered changing. Maybe this towel is keeping me together.
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Chapter 3. Calling Matt
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I DON’T SLEEP FOR A while. Crickets chirp outside my window. They’ll be quiet soon, when winter comes, so I enjoy their company while I can. Though their song is comforting, they don’t stop the flashes of memories that invade my thoughts of Dennis hurting me tonight. Wanting to forget and actually forgetting are two very different things.

An hour later, tears haven’t ceased. They roll over the bridge of my nose and against my temple, saturating hair that’s yet to dry anyway.

Finding comfort in Matt’s sleeping bag isn’t enough.

I know he’ll make me forget tonight, even for a few moments. If I could just hear his voice, just talk to him for a little while...

I unzip myself from the sleeping bag and grab my phone off my desk where I’d left it to charge. Before unlocking the device, I pause with my thumb hovering over the black screen. What if Dennis has called? What if he’s left messages? 

I take a deep breath, filling my trembling lungs, finally gathering courage to unlock it.

No calls or messages... from anyone.

I find Matt’s number and face, smiling as I stare at the goofy grin he’d put on for the sake of his contact picture.

Will he answer?

Have I truly lost him? 

I’ve put him through so much because of Dennis. He got into fights with Dennis because of me, ones that left him bruised-up. I’d ignored his warnings about Dennis, shattering our friendship even more. Then I’d confessed that I’d fallen in love with him, perhaps irreparably ruining our friendship for good.

The last time I’d seen him, he’d walked out of this very room after I told him I’d fallen for him. He’d told me he “can’t”. Can’t be with me, that is. He has a girlfriend. My timing had been all wrong, I know that. But I couldn’t keep me feelings locked in. Part of me hoped he felt the same for me, especially when Dennis and my dad told me they saw what I hadn’t for a while: that Matt was in love with me. They were wrong.

He answers after a while, just when I think he’s going to let my call go to voicemail. “Hey...”

“Matt... can you... talk to me for a while?”

He’s quiet for a few seconds. “About what?”

“Just talk to me, about anything.”

I miss my best friend, the one who’d stay on the phone with me for hours just telling me about the latest game he’d played or the movie he’d just watched...

“Is everything okay?” he asks.

“No... but can you just tell me... anything? Tell me how that game ends, the Final Fantasy one.”

“I... I have company right now.”

Melissa... I should have known she’d be there. I’d forgotten about Dennis, as soon as I’d heard Matt’s voice. I don’t want to let him go, and I mean that in more than just the sense of hanging up.

“When will you be free?” I ask.

His voice is low, and I get the feeling he’s removed himself from her line of hearing. “Why is everything not okay?”

“I don’t want to say. I just need to hear your voice.”

I wish I could ask for more than that. If only he could stay the night with me... but I know asking is out of the question. He’ll reject the idea, and I’ll have to deal with the crippling pain of another rejection from him. I don’t even care right now if he doesn’t love me the way I love him. I just want things to go back to the way they were before Dennis came into the picture, before Matt and I found that we were getting too old for sleepovers. Maybe even before I realized I loved him.

“Can we just pretend that we’re still fourteen?” I ask, my voice breaking as tears come about again. “Just for a little while?”

His voice softens: “Why are you crying?”

“I just need my best friend right now.”

“Hang on a sec.”

I think I’ve been muted while I wait there in silence. Everything is eerily quiet. A few minutes later, Matt’s back on. “Okay, tell me what’s wrong.”

“I can’t.” 

I don’t want him to know that Dennis attacked me. He’s been right all along about him, and I’m embarrassed for the way I’ve acted since I‘d started... whatever it was that I had... with Dennis.

“Yes, you can. Is it Dennis?”

Hearing his name spoken out loud makes me wince. “I don’t want to hear his name ever again.”

“What’s he done this time?” Matt asks, sounding annoyed.

“We’re over. That’s all you need to know.”

“Over for how long? A day or a week this time?”

Matt’s tone tells me that I’ve done irreparable damage to him... to us.

“Over forever,” I answer, hating that I have to explain anything related to Dennis. 

“Why?”

Because he’s a bad guy, just like you said. Because I’m in love with you. “Because he’s not right for me.” You are. “I was planning on ending things after the dance. We never went, but... we’re done.”

“Is it really over?”

I don’t blame Matt for doubting me, just like my parents do. It’s going to take me a long time to repair the damage I’ve done in a month’s time.

Why does it feel like it’s been so much longer?

“I know you can’t believe me because of all that’s happened. All I can tell you is that it is over, and I’m never getting back with him. I never wanna see him again.”

He’s quiet. Probably thinking.

“Tell me how the game ends,” I say, desperate for the silence to end, for his voice to comfort me. “Please?”

“Wouldn’t you rather see for yourself?”

Standing in the middle of my room, my slouched shoulders straighten. Is he inviting me over? New tears form, but they’re the happy kind. “Does this mean you forgive me?”

“It means... I’m getting there.”

Guilt clenches at my stomach when I think of the times Dennis hit him. “I’m so sorry for everything he did to you. I was so blind, Matt. I couldn’t see... I wanna make things right again.”

“We’ll get there.”

I haven’t lost him. A bit of weight lifts from my bruised heart. I fight back the tightness that’s begging to squeeze it, when I think of how we’re friends... only friends. I have so much to be grateful for. I’d rather have Matt’s friendship than nothing at all.

“So?” I ask. “When can I find out how it ends?”

“Tomorrow?”

“I...” I’m about to say I’ll see him then, but I can’t. “I’m grounded.”

“Grounded? Why?”

“It’s part of what I’d rather not talk about. Maybe my parents will make an exception. Maybe they’ll let you come here. You can bring your game over. I have a TV in my room we can use.” 

I know I sound so hopeful, desperate even, to see him. Will it scare him off? 

“Okay. Let me know what they say.”

“I will.”

I say a silent prayer for my parents to agree to Matt coming over. I know I’m grounded, and I know they no longer trust me, but it’s Matt... He’s like family.

He yawns. “I’m kinda tired.”

“Can you stay on the phone with me, even if we fall asleep?”

“Yeah.”

There’s something in his voice. The word he’d spoken had come out soft. Forgiving, maybe?

It’s hope I once again feel... that everything really will be okay.
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Chapter 4. A Hopeful Heart
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I AWAKEN IN MATT’S sleeping bag around six the next morning, a bright room welcoming me. It’s not the sun shining through the sheer black curtains. It’s the fluorescent light in the center of my bedroom ceiling. I’d never turned it off. Being in darkness would have brought out the shadows and figures of Dennis.

Matt’s still on the phone. I’d fallen asleep listening to his deep breathing, and I’m listening to it now. It’s deep, steady, constant...

I don’t want to hang up. I could listen to him breathe forever.

I get up and use the restroom, avoiding my reflection as I enter the bathroom and as I wash my hands. Part of me is afraid to look into my own eyes, knowing what I’ll see: guilt, shame, rage. A bit of a stranger.

I return to my bedroom and lie back down in Matt’s sleeping bag. He’s still there.

At six-thirty, he stirs, sleepily murmuring: “Hmm... Abby?”

“I’m here.”

“Guess I fell asleep.”

“I did, too.”

He yawns. “Well, I should get up now.”

I dread this call ending, but I can’t hold onto him forever. He has Melissa. “Okay.”

“I’ll come over in a few.”

My heart stirs, as if butterflies that only spread their wings for him, awaken. “I’ll let my parents know.”

They won’t tell me I can’t see Matt, will they?

“Okay, bye... for now,” he says.

“Bye, Matt.”

I revel in the sound of his name, how my lips came together, then opened for M and A, how my tongue touched the roof of my mouth on the T.  Before this past week, I’d never clung to such details.

I still love him, and I always will, even if he doesn’t love me the way I want him to.

I’d come too close to losing my best friend. But I haven’t. I’ll do everything I can to be a better friend to Matt, to make amends for that one month I lost myself. All it took was a guy to come between our solid friendship. A stupid crush, one that quite frankly, pales in comparison to the way I feel for Matt. I’ll never let that happen again.

I head downstairs and find my dad in his recliner, sipping coffee. It’s the morning after an awful event, and things are awkward. Tense. The air is silent, yet loud. There’s still a hole in the wall above the couch, which I’m sure my dad has already noticed. You can’t really miss it...

With a voice that’s low and cautious, I greet him: “Hey, dad.”

“Hey.”

I sit down on the navy couch and watch him. His tired eyes are focused on the cartoon Roadrunner mug in his hand. Did he sleep at all last night? ...Probably not.

I’ve vowed to make things right with everyone I’ve hurt lately, so I begin my apology: “I know I’ve lost your trust, and I know it’s gonna take some time to get it back. I know my word doesn’t mean much right now, but I meant what I said. I’m never seeing or speaking to him again.”

He simply nods, eyes still on the mug between his hands.

If I ask him if Matt can come over, will he become angry? Will he think I only apologized to get a yes from him?

“I really am sorry... and I hate to ask anything of you after everything that’s happened.” My voice quivers, breaking. “But I need my best friend right now.”

My dad’s eyes flash to mine, but he doesn’t speak.

“I know I’m grounded, that I can’t go anywhere. But... I need to see Matt. He makes me feel better. Can he come over today?”

My dad sighs as he watches me. He’s considering it. “I’ll have to talk to your mom before I tell you anything.”

I glance in the direction of their bedroom, where she’s likely still asleep. “Okay... well, he said he can come over now.” I twiddle my thumbs, waiting for an answer.

He slowly gets out of the recliner. “All right...” He sets his coffee mug down on the TV tray.

My hopeful eyes are fixed on the back of his worn plaid robe until he disappears beyond their door. If he wakes her up, she might become grouchy... and she might say no. But if he doesn’t wake her, I’ll have to wait... and I don’t want to wait to see Matt any longer than I have to.

My mom grumbles. Their voices are muted.

Dad comes back and grabs his coffee before settling into the recliner. “He can come over.”

Relief lessens the tightness in my chest. “Thanks, Dad.” But is this a temporary answer? Can I see Matt whenever I want? “...Is Matt allowed over after school?”

He sips his coffee. “We’ll see.”

I try not to let disappointment weigh me down. And I don’t want to push my luck by saying anything more, so I head upstairs and brush my teeth and hair. I put on jeans and a tee, covering the scratches and nail marks on my thighs, the bruised butt cheek from when Dennis had pinched me hard enough to cause bleeding under the skin.

Matt text me to let me know he’s on his way.

I stare out my bedroom window for a bit, waiting for his old tan SUV to pull along our curb. When he arrives, I move away from the window, avoiding being busted staring. My bare feet move silently across carpet as I make my way to the wall closest to the stairs, listening...

My dad pulls Matt into the living room, causing a panic to start again in my chest, that tightening feeling returning. Is he going to tell him what happened last night? Feet lightly pound against carpet as someone climbs the stairs minutes later. I go back into my room and stand in front of my desk. 

Matt walks in and looks at me. He just stands in the doorway watching me. His green eyes are slightly widened as they move from me to the bed, then back again.

My dad told him.

“Don’t look at me like that,” I tell him, tearing my eyes from his.

“Like what?”

“So sympathetically. I know he told you what happened.”

Matt removes his hands from his jean pockets and approaches me. He takes my unbroken wrist and brings it around his side, to his back, so I can hug him... so he can hug me.

“He told me,” he admits, bringing his other arm around my shoulders. His long fingers spread out across my upper back. He’s holding me close, cocooning me, sheltering me. “I’m sorry for what happened.” His voice comes out lower, his teeth clenched: “I could...”

He could kill Dennis.

I tighten my arms around him.

I expect that I’ll cry against Matt’s shirt, but I’m so glad to be in his arms that the feelings I have for him overwhelm everything else. He smells clean, the masculine soap of pine and musk he uses on his skin, the powdery clean fabric softener on his shirt... He’s warm, his body heat radiating past his shirt, onto my cheek. I hug him even tighter, never wanting to let go of him... but I know I have to... 

He loosens his hold slightly, and the dread of an ended embrace crashes into me.

When we pull apart, I glance up at him.  “Thanks for coming over.”

His eyes crease. He’s studying me. “Do you want to talk about it?”

“No... I...” I back away. “I can’t.”

“Okay. I won’t pressure you.” His fists clench at his sides when he looks at the plain bed again and the sheets and comforter I’d thrown against the far wall. “I left my game system downstairs on the couch. I... forgot it... when I headed this way.”

I’m sure he did... given the news he’d been told.

I don’t want to be apart from him, even if he will come right back up once he grabs the game system.

“Let’s go get it,” I offer.

As we descend the steps, he asks, “Your ankle is still bothering you pretty bad, huh?”

I’m so used to limping around and never getting the chance to get back to it functioning like normal that I haven’t noticed. And also... I’d been too busy thinking about how I’d ran down these steps last night – terrified for my life – from Dennis. At the time, adrenaline had been so thick in my veins, I hadn’t noticed the pain then, either.

“Yeah,” I answer. “But it’ll get better.”

Everything will. It has to.

Matt and my dad exchange polite, tight-lipped smiles while he grabs his game stuff off the couch. We head back up the stairs slowly, with Matt keeping close, his hand on the middle of my back as we ascend the steps.

Upstairs, while Matt hooks up the system, he says: “If I knew your ankle was still hurting, I wouldn’t have let you come down with me.”

“I wanted to go with you.”

He smiles while he continues plugging stuff in. When the system hums, and the TV turns on, Matt sits on the edge of my bed to play, controller in hand.

I grab the sleeping bag off the floor and put it on my bed before I sit down on an otherwise barren mattress. Leaning my head against the silver headboard, I study his slouched back, the oversized black hoodie he’s wearing with our favorite band’s name, Sacrifice for my Dearest, on the back in distinct white letters.

Why is he on the edge of my bed? “You can sit up here, relax your back.”

He looks back at me before scooting closer. He keeps his distance, likely because my love confession is still fresh in his mind and because he has a girlfriend. He doesn’t want to give me the wrong impression. We’re best friends. He doesn’t see us as anything more than that. I wish that didn’t hurt me, but the tightness and aching in my chest proves it does.

Matt pulls up the save file he’d last played with me, and we resume the game where we’d left off. We play for two hours before I yawn. It’s not because the game is boring. It’s because I’m tired, and for the first time in a while, I feel like I can sleep peacefully, since he’s next to me.

I sink down a little, and although I fight the drowsiness that hits me, my neck jerking back into a straight position each time I doze, I finally succumb to sleep.

When I wake up, my cheek is resting against Matt’s shoulder. At some point, he moved closer to me. The game is paused. I look up at him. He’d fallen asleep as well. His face is peaceful, his brows that have been knitted far too often lately, relaxed. His breathing is deep, steady, like it’d been on the phone, his chest rising and falling. I memorize every freckle on his pale nose and cheeks, the way his nose curves... the way his lips do. I’m staring at them when his eyes open slightly.

“Guess I fell asleep too,” he says, sitting up straighter.

I sit up straight as well, but I don’t distance myself like I should. 

“Sorry I did,” I say. “I’m just so tired.”

“Me, too.”

His eyes are much more open now. He’s looking at me the same way I’d been looking at him while he’d slept. Isn’t he? The butterflies in my chest spread their wings and take up all the space again, replacing a broken ache with hope.

I stare at his lips again, wanting to kiss him more than I’ve wanted anything in my entire life.

He stares at mine, but then he sits up even straighter and looks at the TV. “Did you still wanna play?”

“Yeah, but I’m kinda hungry.”

I haven’t had anything to eat since lunch yesterday, and that had only been a modest bowl of cereal. 

He smiles. “Sub City?”

I smile back at him. Our go-to fast food joint. “You know what I like.”

He pulls his phone out of his jeans. “That I do.”

There’s a text on his screen. Is it from Melissa? 

The message disappears quickly, and he pulls up the Sub City menu and orders our favorites.

“Oh... I can’t ride with you... I don’t think,” I say, realizing he’s placing a to-go order. Will my parents let me?

“Why don’t we ask your dad?”

“Okay.”

I follow Matt downstairs. He keeps close to me, watching my ankle as it takes each step. We head into the living room and find my dad in his recliner. He’s still wearing his robe from this morning.

“Dad?” I ask. He looks at us. “Matt ordered us
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