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			Dedication 

			To Athena, Lily, LeAnne, Ginger, and Giselle. You are beautiful, ladies.

		

	
		
			“Let me not to the marriage of true minds

			Admit impediments; love is not love

			Which alters when it alteration finds,

			Or bends with the remover to remove.

			O no, it is an ever-fixed mark

			That looks on tempests and is never shaken;

			It is the star to every wandering bark,

			Whose worth’s unknown, although his height be taken.

			Love’s not Time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks

			Within his bending sickle’s compass come;

			Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

			But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

			If this be error and upon me proved,

			I never writ, nor no man ever loved.”

			- Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116
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			Prologue

			The water seared my skin; I felt every burning drop as it fell upon my neck. Sizzling drops traveled down my body in a whirlwind of fire. My hair draped down my back like a curtain of gold. Hot steam rose up from my waist and became so thick I could feel the humidity against my face. It was almost like a sauna—or at least that’s what I wanted it to be. 

			The bruises on my arms were starting to heal, but I could still see his fingerprints imprinted on my upper triceps. Handprints rested along my thighs and hips. My cheeks were stained pink, and my neck was speckled with blots of brown. My body was decorated in a rainbow of colors from pink to brown and every color in between. I was a glamorous trophy, a prize claimed. 

			I heard the lock on the front door click as he opened it. His footsteps were heavy against the wooden floor; I could sense his every move. My hands grasped the fluffy towel as I wrapped it around my chest. All the while, water droplets continued to slide down my legs. 

			I grasped one of his sweatshirts between my fingers and slid it over my shoulders. It was like a dress on me; he liked that. The cold air hit me like a wall of ice as I stepped out of the bathroom and into the hallway. My footsteps, almost as light as a child’s, echoed as I walked. 

			He had heard me; I could feel it. Every fiber of his body was in sync with mine. When he so much as breathed, I could feel it. It was hard to tell if there was any separation between us at all or if I had simply become an extension of him. Either way, it didn’t matter. 

			My eyes met his at the end of the hallway before his gaze fell to trace the outline of my thighs, hips, and chest. My body tensed as he placed his hands around my waist and his lips grazed my cheek. 

			“You’re home early,” I whispered. 

			“And?” he replied. 

			That had been a mistake. His breath was filled with the stench of alcohol. Whiskey rolled off his tongue as he placed his lips along my neck. It was a normal sensation, one I experienced almost every single day. It was my reality. 

			“Aren’t you glad to see me?” he murmured. 

			“Of course,” I answered. 

			That was it. I felt the sting across my cheek. Not good enough, I thought. His ocean-like eyes held fury within them. He lifted my chin up and held my face only inches away from his. 

			“We’re going to try that again,” he said. 

			His voice was sickeningly sweet, like honey dripping from a dagger. My muscles tensed as my breath became hot and heavy. Each fiber of my being was wholly aware of his. Looking into his eyes felt like staring into a hurricane. I was simply existing in the calm before the storm. 

			“Are you glad to see me?” he whispered. 

			I leaned into him and pressed my body against his chest. My head tilted up toward his, and our lips collided. I tasted the whisky as if I were drinking it straight from the bottle. The strength of the liquid was incredible. Each drop was like fire. It made me nauseous; I could hardly think of a more repulsive taste. 

			He pulled me closer and laced his fingers together around my waist. Every so often, he would do this. The topic of my weight was as recurring as the rising and setting of the sun. It was as if I could read his mind. I was getting too fat. If I didn’t start losing the weight, he’d be mad, again. 

			“What have you been eating?” he growled. “You feel so repulsive.” 

			“I only had a salad today,” I replied. 

			He looked at me with pure disgust in his eyes. “Then I guess you’re just naturally fat.” 

			He dropped his hands and sneered at me. I was expecting it this time. When the back of his hand hit my face, I didn’t even flinch. That was a mistake. 

			“Why don’t you respect me?” he roared. 

			For reasons I couldn’t explain, my hands moved to cover my midsection. I didn’t even know why. All I knew was that it was necessary. It was entirely instinctual. I did it without even thinking of a reason why. 

			He grabbed a fistful of my hair and threw my head against the wall. I heard a sharp ringing sound as I fell to the floor. Blood dripped from my forehead, but I didn’t dare move my hand to cover the wound. I opened my eyes to see blood slowly dripping down the wall. He leaned down beside me and put his mouth to my ear, his breath almost putrid. 

			“I don’t know why I even put up with you,” he hissed. 

			I was too nervous to even breathe. It was better to do nothing than to do the wrong thing. I lay still without moving even an inch. That was safe; it was the only thing that was safe.

			He motioned to the blood stain on the wall. “Clean this up.” 

			Again, my hand gravitated toward my pelvic area. I didn’t know why, but there was a small part of me that was intensely grateful that my head had been the only part of my body that had been harmed. It was irrational, maybe even crazy. But in that moment, I was only surviving. My most innate instincts had taken control. And on that day, they knew far more than I did. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One - There Was No Way

			There was no way. I mean, it just couldn’t be possible. It would be ridiculous to think I was...pregnant. I just couldn’t be, but I had to check. What if I was? No, that was completely absurd. Girls like me didn’t get pregnant. I wasn’t even twenty-one yet. I had only been with him for a year. That just didn’t happen. I wasn’t ready. We weren’t ready. 

			I had already taken the test out of the drawer. Throwing the package in the trash, I felt the anxiety rising in the pit of my stomach. I simply had to take the test, but it wouldn’t matter anyway; it would be negative. I was only being responsible. It was just two insignificant minutes of my life. Nothing would change. It was a Friday evening; we would still go to dinner and then over to his friend’s house. I would talk to Chelsea in the kitchen while they watched TV and had a couple of beers. It would be an entirely normal night. It was just a silly little pregnancy test. It didn’t really mean anything. 

			I set the test on the counter as I waited for the singular line to show up. That was all there would be. After all, girls like me didn’t get pregnant. The pill would have taken care of it. I glanced up into the mirror. At least I had managed to cover the bruises. A little bit of makeup could go a long way. My hair was curled, my hoops were in, and my platform heels were looking good. In a few minutes, the test would reassure me that nothing had changed. 

			It would be a good night. Silas was even in a decent mood. He had come home from work happy. That was certainly a change. They were just too hard on him there. His boss was simply awful. It was no wonder he came home angry. He just needed to relieve stress. When he finally got the promotion, things would start to get better. 

			“Athena, hurry up,” Silas shouted. “We’re going to be late!” 

			I had forgotten to look at the test. It had definitely been more than two minutes. It didn’t matter. I could just glance at it, throw it in the trash, and move on. 

			Adjusting my hair one last time, I picked up the test. And as soon as I picked it up, it clattered to the floor. 

			“What was that?” Silas asked. 

			I couldn’t reply. I had to look at it again. There was no way I had seen what I thought I had. It had to be wrong. My mind was just playing tricks on me. When I looked at it again, it would be negative. 

			With shaking hands, I picked it up and blinked several times. But every single time I opened my eyes, they were still there. Two clear lines were visible on the pregnancy test. There was no doubting their existence. 

			He was going to be furious. In his mind, it would all be my fault. What if it was my fault? I could have forgotten to take the pill. What if one stupid little mistake had led to this? There was no way he would react in a positive light.

			“Babe, hurry up!” he yelled. 

			I walked toward the bathroom door with the pregnancy test in hand. Needless to say, I was in shock. It just didn’t make any sense. I had thought I had taken my pills, checked my monthly calendar, and done everything right. This didn’t happen, not to girls like me.

			I had been so popular in high school. Every girl had wanted to be my friend, and every boy had wanted to be my boyfriend. I had been the homecoming queen. No one had gotten more smiles, hugs, and compliments than me. I could not be pregnant. It just wasn’t in the cards. My life had never been supposed to go this way. A baby was probably the last thing I needed. 

			My shaking hands opened the bathroom door. He looked at me, rolled his eyes, and attempted to hand me my coat. How was I supposed to tell him? 

			“Silas, I need to tell you something,” I said. 

			“I’m sure it can wait,” he replied.

			It took every ounce of courage within me to hold out the pregnancy test. As soon as his eyes fell on it, he stopped breathing. For a few moments, I saw panic in his eyes. It was soon replaced with urgency. He threw my coat at me and moved for the door. 

			“Put that on,” he instructed. 

			Confusion flooded through me. We couldn’t go out like we had planned. We had to stay home and discuss this. It wasn’t just going to disappear. We had to schedule doctor’s appointments, call our families, and get married. There wasn’t a choice in the matter. We had to get married. My baby would not grow up in a broken home. If we planned for a wedding within the next month, no one would even know. This could be done strategically. There was no need for panic. If we were careful, this would be a nonissue. The idea of a baby was daunting, but maybe it wouldn’t be the end of the world. After all, babies were born every day. I certainly wasn’t the first woman to be surprised by a positive pregnancy test. 

			“Where are we going? Shouldn’t we stay here and plan things out?” I asked. 

			He looked at me as if I was unbelievably stupid. “Plan what out? You’re going to get an abortion.” 

			And in that moment, my world stopped turning. It seemed as if all the oxygen in the room had suddenly disappeared, and I was simply left to suffocate. The light had been drained from the universe in only an instant. This must be what death feels like, I thought.

			“Why?” I whispered. 

			He scoffed, “I’m not paying for that leech. Go get in the car.” 

			What choice did I have? I couldn’t tell him no—he would be outraged. He might hurt the baby, and I wasn’t going to let that happen. I placed my hand over my midsection. It’s going to be okay, baby—Mommy is going to keep you safe. We’re going to make it through this. I just need to figure out how. 

			The reality that a life was growing inside of me, that my child was growing inside of me was too precious to throw away. My body had created a human being. This baby, my baby, had been formed through love. He was irreplaceable; I loved him. How couldn’t Silas see that? Why didn’t he want our baby? We could get married and have a perfect little family. This didn’t have to be a disaster. Yes, it was terrifying, but fire was not falling from the sky. It was completely manageable. 

			I couldn’t refuse him, either. He would never listen to me. I had to find a way out. I would find a way out. I didn’t know much, but what I did know was that I would fight as hard as I could to save my baby. After all, there was no one else to fight for either of us.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two - What I’d Do For You

			I was repulsed to look in the mirror—not because of who I was or the choice I had made, and not because of the child within me. I was thoroughly disgusted because Silas, the man I loved, was determined to rid himself of our baby. He had nothing but disgust in his eyes. There was no compassion or joy on his face. Truthfully, I couldn’t understand him. 

			I had thought he would be shocked and angry at first. I had also honestly believed he would warm up to the idea of a baby. What kind of man didn’t want his own child? This was the one thing I would not let him take away from me. He had no right to rip the life from my baby. There weren’t many things I fought for, but my baby would be one of them. This was something I was not going to give up. 

			His fingers were laced between mine as he drove to the clinic. He acted as if the entire situation was completely normal. Who told him it was all right to force the mother of your child to have an abortion? The beatings, the yelling, the bruising, and the constant demands I could handle. I tolerated it because I loved him. I had given him my life, and I was okay with that. Yet, I would not stand by passively while he decided what the fate of our child would be. 

			There was no one to help me. After high school, my friends had all gone away to college. My mom, the only family member I had ever had, was probably with some random guy getting high on cocaine. That was all she had ever done, anyway. I was entirely alone. Silas was all I had. 

			Then, I realized there was someone. She would care because she had known the same sensation I was feeling. The mesmerizing feeling of the knowledge that another being was inhabiting your body. Lily Rhodes, now Marx, would help me. I hadn’t spoken to her in years. All I knew was that she had delivered twins in the fall—a boy, John, and a girl, Mina. She would understand. She was the only hope I had, the only hope my baby had. 

			“We’re here,” Silas announced. 

			His voice shook me out of my contemplation and brought me back to reality. My eyes met his, but he simply motioned for me to open the car door. That was my last chance to plead with him to reconsider before we entered the clinic, and now my chance was over. 

			He opened the clinic door and practically pushed me inside. His hand was on my back the entire way to the front desk. Absent-mindedly I placed a hand over my stomach. I must have looked odd standing in the lobby of an abortion clinic wearing heels and a mini dress. I had never been so self-conscious in my life. 

			An older woman with graying hair smiled kindly at me as she slid a clipboard across to me. She probably said something, but I didn’t hear what it was. Silas nodded and gave her a brief smile before grabbing my arm and leading me to a chair in the corner of the room. 

			I sat with my heart pounding in my chest as he leaned on the wall and filled out the paperwork. He looked so relaxed. I just didn’t understand it. This was the exact opposite of what I wanted. How could he not see that? I did everything for him. Couldn’t he give me this one thing? I wanted the best for all of us. 

			A few chairs down sat a girl with hazel eyes and a heap of blonde hair. She wore purple lipstick, a crop-top, and a skirt that barely fell below her hips. She glanced at me but quickly looked away. 

			I wondered if she really wanted to be here. Had she come here alone? When had she found out? I knew nothing about her, yet we seemed to share the same fate. If we could have spoken to each other alone, perhaps we could have helped each other. 

			Only moments later, she cleared her throat. Silas looked up at her and their eyes locked. A grin spread over his face as she batted her eyes at him and tilted her head to the side. He nodded in her direction before bringing his attention back to the clipboard in front of him. Then again, maybe she wouldn’t have been much help. 

			I heard a voice call out from the other end of the room. “Athena?” 

			Silas grabbed my arm and led me toward an older woman in pink scrubs. Her hair was a frizzy mess of curls that looked like they had been drenched in hairspray. She had thick eyeliner applied to her upper and lower lids that almost entirely covered a bright layer of purple eyeshadow. 

			“I’m sorry, sir, but we don’t allow anyone other than the patient into the examination rooms,” she said. 

			His grip tightened on my arm; it was so strong I wanted to pull away from him. I could tell his muscles were tense. He definitely was not happy about this. There had never been anyone who had really told Silas no. He wasn’t accustomed to being refused in any area of life. He looked down at me. 

			“Be fast,” he said. 

			The woman smiled as she took my hand and began to lead me through a door and down a long hallway. The walls were painted pink and purple. A squishy carpet that didn’t seem all that clean covered the floor. Somehow, every step I took felt like an inch toward my execution. Beads of sweat fell down my neck; I could almost see the guillotine in front of me. Bright lights shone from
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