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EVIL begins when you start to treat people as things...

JUST WHEN I THOUGHT I had everything under control - the stakes are suddenly even higher than they ever have been before. A baby. 

We’re going to have a baby. 

Which means I need to do everything I can to protect Charlotte against the onslaught that her ex and my brother are going to rain down on top of us. With the risk of her family turning against us over this new baby, it’s just us against the world, and I know she is relying on me to do what needs to be done to keep our new family safe...

Whatever it takes. 

Whatever. It. Takes.

[image: Graphical user interface, website

Description automatically generated]

[image: A person and person kissing

Description automatically generated with low confidence]
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One 

[image: ]


Charlotte
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I WOKE THAT MORNING with the same clenching feeling in my stomach, that painful strangeness that just didn’t feel like anything else that I had ever dealt with before. 

What the hell was going on? I couldn’t make sense of it. Every time I felt like things were starting to clear up again, they turned into even more of a mess, making me even more out-of-control and lost than I had been before. 

I reached over to touch Tommy, who was sleeping next to me. It had become something of a habit, first thing every morning, just laying a hand on him to make sure that he was still there. I had no idea when I would actually start believing that I wasn’t going to lose him, but for now, I would take what I could get. 

I lifted my head from the pillow and groaned again. Something was wrong, I could tell. Like I was coming down with something – like my brain was twisting and turning to try and make sense of this pain right now. Maybe it was my period...?

As soon as those words popped into my head, a whole host of other ones followed them. How long had it been since my last period, exactly? I couldn’t remember. Did I even want to? I chewed my lip and cast my mind back, trying to recall when I’d last had to run to the store to grab pads for the week. My periods had always been pretty irregular, but this one seemed to have taken its sweet time more than any of the others.

And, with Tommy lying next to me, I couldn’t help but consider the other changes that had happened in my life. The fact that I’d been having regular sex with him. And we had never been good about using protection either. But there was no way – I mean, there was no way that I could actually be pregnant, was there?

I chewed on my lip fearfully. I didn’t know what to think right now. Maybe I just – I could put my mind at ease. There was a convenience store not far from here, and I was sure I had spotted one of those old pregnancy tests tucked away on a back shelf. That’s all that I needed, just one of those things, and I could put this ridiculous panic to the back of my mind once and for all.

I hoped.

I climbed out of bed quietly and slipped down the stairs, grabbing my purse as I went and praying to all things holy that I wasn’t really pregnant. I wasn’t sure what I would do with myself if I was. After all we had been through, it just wouldn’t have felt fair. I mean, hadn’t we survived enough? Didn’t we deserve to just have some time with the two of us before...

I pushed that to the back of my mind. Fairness didn’t come into biology. It was just how things worked, one way or another, and I had to accept that. I tried to go through the motions of a girl just stopping in to pick up some groceries, hoping that I would be able to slide through without attracting too much attention. I grabbed milk, some eggs, some bread, and tossed in the pregnancy test almost as a second thought, hoping that the woman behind the counter wouldn’t look too closely at everything that I had picked out.

I knew that she wouldn’t care one way or another, but I still needed this to go under the radar as much as humanly possible. I didn’t want to have to explain to her or anyone why I was buying this, though there could only have been one logical answer. I paid, trying to avoid eye contact with her the entire time, hoping that she would do me the kindness of not looking at me right now. 

Anyway. I stuffed the test deep into the bag so that it was hidden underneath the food and headed back to the apartment. Tommy was still asleep, thank goodness, and when I slipped into the bathroom with the test clutched in one clammy hand, I hoped that he would stay that way for just a little while longer. I didn’t want him worrying about this for no reason, not before I’d had a chance to work out exactly what the hell was going on here.

I pulled the test from the packet, trying to ignore how much my hands were shaking. I couldn’t give in to this, to the way that I felt right now. It might be nothing, and I would feel so stupid if I had gone through all of this stress for it just to turn out to be nothing at all. 

I did what needed to be done and planted the test on the back of the toilet, pacing back and forth in the small space as I waited for it to be done. Two minutes had never felt so long in my entire life, and I swear I felt every second stretch out in front of me like a lifetime. Chewing on my lip, I waited for it to finish up, wondering how much longer I was going to be made to wait...

And then, at last, it was finished. I grabbed the test, sent one last prayer up to whoever was listening right now, and checked to see what it said. 

And my heart stopped when I realized that it read positive.

I stared at it for a long moment, waiting for it to change back. Waiting for it to reveal that it had been nothing more than a mistake. But no – it stayed right there, right the same, exactly as it had been. Those two lines that sat there innocently, looking up at me and telling me that I was well and truly fucked. 

It had come in a pack of two, and I took the second one right away, praying that it would be a mistake and that this one would come up negative, but it didn’t. The same again. I tossed both of them into the trash, burying them in toilet paper so that nobody would see them, and rose to my feet.

I looked at myself in the mirror. My eyes were rimmed with redness. I was going to cry if I wasn’t careful, and I knew that Tommy would catch on at once if he saw me in tears. I needed to pull myself together. I couldn’t let him know about it yet...

Yet. Because I was going to need to talk to him about it at some point. It was his baby, after all. No, our baby – our baby. The child that we had made together. Why was it that that made me feel even worse? Like I had failed him in some way? What the hell was wrong with me...?

I took a deep, shaky breath and gathered myself. I could hear Tommy moving around next door. I just wanted to hold him, have him hold me, tell me that he could make all of this go away for me if I wanted him to, but I knew that it wasn’t that easy. I had to remind myself that this was my fault. I had been the one to hook up with him, over and over again, and not even think about using a condom. I was the one to blame for this, and I needed to take responsibility for it. My father or my boyfriend couldn’t take care of for me, the way they had everything else in my life so far.

I pushed the door open and put a smile on my face. My jaw ached trying to hold it, but as soon as I saw Tommy, I felt myself relax just a tiny bit. I was going to forget about that. Ignore it. I knew that I couldn’t keep doing that for long, but for now, I just needed to feel like I had something else going for me in my life. Something beyond the baby that was growing inside of me.

“Hey, morning,” Tommy greeted me, and he leaned over to plant a kiss on my lips in greeting. My heart ached in that moment – if he had known what was really going on, what would he have done? Would he have fled? Would this have been too much for him? Maybe. I felt as though it was almost too much for me, and I was the woman here, the one who was supposed to be able to deal with all of this and make sense of it. I was supposed to be the maternal one.

I had imagined having kids before, but never like this. Never in this way – never out of the blue, when my life was already so much of a mess that I could hardly get a handle on it. I don’t think anyone ever thinks about having kids in that way, do they? Nobody waits until their life is in chaos and then thinks Hey, now’s the perfect time for me to start a family...

“Are you all right?” Tommy asked, and I plastered a smile on my face and nodded immediately.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I replied, my voice artificially casual. “Why?”

“You just seem...a little tired,” he replied. I shrugged.

“I didn’t sleep so well,” I offered him, hoping that it would be enough to deflect that for now. 

“Yeah, it’s been that kind of week,” he agreed, and he put an arm around my shoulders as he guided me to the kitchen so that we could get something to eat. My stomach was still churning – morning sickness? It could have been. Or maybe it was just the horrible shock of the news that I had just been handed on a silver platter. 

He made us some coffee, and I sipped on it and wondered if I would be allowed to keep drinking this once I came out about the pregnancy. Pregnant women were supposed to avoid caffeine, weren’t they? Honestly, I didn’t have a clue how any of that worked. I would need to learn, though, if I was going to do this...

Was I going to do this? I could have just kept my mouth shut about it and hoped that it went away. That wouldn’t have been out of the realm of possibility. I was the only person in the world who knew about all of this right now, and I could keep it that way if I so desired. And damn, that was tempting – just thinking about it sparked something at the back of my mind, something that I knew I was going to have to shut the hell down before it went spiraling out of control.

“...so I think I’m going to have to see your father today,” Tommy continued, and I tuned back in to the conversation that I had been checked out of all this time. Shit. What had he been saying? I nodded, hoping that he couldn’t tell what was going on in my head right now. I needed to keep that to myself. Needed to make sure that it stayed firmly and totally under wraps for as long as I could manage it. 

“Yeah, of course,” I replied. 

“You think that I should?” he asked. I immediately felt guilty for not having been tuned in to what he was saying. I knew that he trusted my opinion, and here I was, all but taking it away from him.

“Yeah, for sure,” I agreed. “I’m sure he’d want to hear about everything that’s going on, don’t you?”

“You’re right,” he replied with a nod, and he took another sip of his coffee – and then hit me with a look that I knew was intended to get under my skin.

“What is it?” I asked him, shifting in my seat.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked me. 

I nodded. “Why?”

“Because you’re acting kind of strange,” he replied. How did I think that I was ever going to be able to hide this from him? He knew me better than anyone in the world ever had before. If I thought that I could get away with this, away with keeping it from him, I had another think coming.

I could have told him. Right then and there, I could have told him, come out with it, and that would have been it. We would have been facing this together, I wouldn’t have been in it all alone any longer. I knew that it would seem easier if he was there with me, if he was there to help me navigate through all of this...

But when I looked at him, I knew that I just couldn’t. I couldn’t dump this on him, not now, not right in the middle of everything else. I needed to handle this on my own, at least for a little while. And I could do that, couldn’t I? I had done way harder things in these last few months than keep my mouth shut. I just had to make sure that I didn’t let anything slip, and I would be in the clear.

“You go speak to my father, I’ll see you when you get back, okay?” I told him. I could tell that this was bugging him, that the way I was acting was getting under his skin, but truly, I didn’t have the time to stick this out right now. I had to get him out of these before I said or did something that would expose the truth of all that I had been through, of all that was going on in my head right now.

“Yeah, sure,” he muttered, and he leaned over and planted a kiss on my cheek. I closed my eyes. Oh, I wanted to be honest with him, so much so that it almost hurt to have to keep this to myself. But for now, it was the kindest thing I could do. For now, I could handle it.

Or maybe I was just telling myself that. Because I had no idea how he would react if he found out that I was carrying his child. And I didn’t want to risk everything that I had worked so hard to build with him on the chance that he might not be able to handle this. 
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Tommy 
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AS I HEADED OUT OF Lou’s place once more, my mind drifted to Charlotte – and just what the heck had been up with her when I had left the house that morning.

I hadn’t been able to figure it out. I was sure that I had heard her going out and coming back before I had woken up – or while she had thought that I was asleep, at least – but that just didn’t make sense to me. There was no way that she would have been hiding that from me, unless she was planning something that I didn’t know about.

Or maybe she was trying to keep something under wraps? Something that she thought I wouldn’t approve of. I had been wracking my brains all morning, ever since I had gotten up. She had been acting oddly, and it was starting to bug me because I knew that she was hiding something. But what?

Maybe she had snuck out for a cigarette and didn’t want me to know about it. I had been half-asleep when I had heard the door open and close, and I couldn’t tell how much time there had been between each event, but it would have made sense. Honestly, I didn’t care if she was smoking, I just wanted to know what was going on with her. I didn’t like feeling as though I was being left out of the loop, especially when it came to the
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