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To all women trying to get pregnant with IVF. I was there once myself struggling with all the fear and uncertainty of infertility. Whatever the reason you’re on this journey, I hope you have a positive, painless experience and that you get to hold a snuggly baby in your arms soon.

I send you all my love and support, Camilla.
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MARISSA


Sixteen Years Ago – Prom Night

A police officer escorts me to the front porch of my parents’ house, ringing the bell.

It takes my sister a while to come to the door. Teresa must’ve been sleeping. The only saving grace of the night is her being home instead of my parents. They would’ve died of a heart attack seeing the police bring me home in the middle of the night.

Still, the expression on Tessie’s face as she comes to the door shows she must be suffering a minor cardiac episode as well. Her sleep-puffy eyes are wide with fear, and even the unicorns on her pajamas seem dismayed.

She takes in my tear-streaked face, dirty dress, the officer standing beside me, the flashing red and blue lights of the NYPD car in the driveway, and gasps. “What happened?”

I fling myself at her. “Johnny left me.”

My sister hugs me back, but her body is still rigid.

“Is everything all right, officer?” I hear her ask in a mechanical voice.

“Yes, just make sure your…”

“Sister,” Teresa offers.

“Your sister keeps out of trouble. Have a good night.”

“Good night, officer, and thank you for bringing her home.”

Teresa shifts in my arms, dragging me sideways with her to close the door.

“What happened?”

I shake my head, trying to contain the tears. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Mari, you were just brought home by the police in the middle of the night. Can I at least ask why?”

“Don’t worry, I’m not about to be indicted.” Being publicly humiliated is not a crime. “And I said I don’t want to talk about it.”

“And what do you want to do?”

I want to go back in time and join my parents on their cruise, skipping my senior prom altogether. Better even, I want to never fall in love with the boy next door.

My heart squeezes because that’s not happening. No matter how brutally he rejected me tonight, that love is wedged deep into my heart and it’s not going anywhere.

Oh, gosh. Johnny is gone. As the realization hits me anew, my pulse races out of control, my palms get sweaty, and a breath catches in my throat. I’m about to have a full-blown panic attack.

To hide it from Teresa, I flee upstairs to my bedroom, seeking a safe place where I can break down undisturbed. But of course my sister follows me. Well, at least running up the stairs has staved off the onset of the panic attack, and as Tessie joins me in my room, I can sit on the bed without having to gasp for every breath.

Teresa sits next to me, placing a comforting hand on my thigh. “What now?”

“I honestly just want to sit on the couch, eat Doritos, and binge-watch unboxing videos on YouTube.” I sob, wiping my tears with my hands. My fingertips come back blackened. Mascara must be running down my cheeks in rapids, the makeup that cost me an arm and a leg at the mall, ruined.

Teresa kicks her heels against the footboard of my twin bed. “Why unboxing videos?”

“Because they’re soothing.”

“Unboxing videos of what, anyway?”

“Cat litter robots.”

Teresa squeezes my hand. “Was the punch at school spiked?”

“Yeah, I wish.” I stare at the walls of my bedroom, unable to focus on anything through the blur of tears. “After YouTube, I want to burn all his pictures, except I don’t have any because no one prints photos anymore. You have to code an app for an ex-boyfriend exorcism bonfire, Tessie. Can you do that?”

My sister considers for a second. “That could actually be a valid business endeavor. An app that makes a facial-recognition scan of all the pics on your phone and deletes the ones with your ex. The technology is not quite there yet, but I bet a lot of gals would download it if it became available. What should we call it?”

“Burn Your Ex? BurnEx? No, something more dramatic: the witches are burning you, you sorry excuse of a pathetic ex-boyfriend.”

“That might be too long for an app, but we can work on it. Anything else on your post-breakup list?”

I sniff. “No.”

Teresa nods sagely. “And you want to do all that while still wearing your prom dress?”

“Yes!”

“Tonight?”

“No, not tonight. Tonight, I’ll just cry myself to sleep in my room if that’s okay with you.”

“Sweetheart, whatever you need.”

On impulse, I hug her. “I’m glad Mom and Dad went on a cruise and that you’re with me instead.”

Teresa pulls back to look at me. “They would’ve supported you just the same.”

“Not if I had to explain where I was tonight.”

“The Trents’ prom after-party like you told me, right?”

“Not exactly.” I manage the first half-smile of the night. “And that’s why you’re the coolest sister in the world, because you’re not going to ask.”

“I’m not going to ask tonight.” Teresa scowls. “But we’re going to have a talk tomorrow, all right?” She gets up from my bed and drops a kiss on top of my head. “Are you sure you’re going to be okay on your own? We can sleep together in Mom and Dad’s bed.”

“No, I’m okay. I mean, I’m not okay, obviously, but I will be.”

After my sister leaves, I go to my desk and contemplate the photo memo board hung above it. Pinned there is the only physical picture of John I have. It’s four pictures, actually. We took them in one of those tourist booths the summer of junior year. A spur-of-the-moment thing I never thought I’d regret.

In the top one, we’re making silly faces at the camera. In the second, John is kissing my cheek, and I’m smiling like an idiot. For the third one, we’re full-on making out. As I stare at the fourth passport photo, my heart skips a beat and tears resurface in my eyes. This last one is the worst. In this one, we’re just staring at each other unmistakably, helplessly in love.

I open the drawer of my desk where I keep my incense-burning kit and take out a lighter.

With the picture in my hands, I climb out of the window and sit on the windowsill, my naked feet skimming the roof tiles.

I hold the photo up to the midnight starry sky and set it on fire.

The film disappears in a quick blaze, cinders lazily floating into the night.

I take a deep breath, inhaling the smoke from the burning picture, and close my eyes. When I reopen them, an inferno is blazing within me.

I let it smolder and gain momentum, fueling my rage.

“I hate you, Johnny Raikes,” I say into the wind that carries the ashes of our relationship. “I will never forgive you for what you did.”
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JOHN


Present Day

It’s good to be back home, back to the city that never sleeps. As I exit the subway station, a falling leaf smacks me in the face. I brush it away and rejoice in living in a place with seasons again.

Not all agree. Nora’s words as I dropped her off at school earlier, replay in my head. “The cold sucks!”

Pretty opinionated for a first grader.

She’ll get used to the cooler weather. To not living on the beach a stone’s throw away from the ocean. To having to make new friends. To having been abandoned by her mother.

No, she won’t get used to that. But Nora is a resilient kid, and we needed to leave behind our old house. The place was a constant reminder of a life that’s gone.

As I walk down the street, the air is crisp and smells of the nearby Hudson River. Since we came back, even though I’m a New Yorker who grew up in the city, I can’t shake the feeling of being a tourist.

Well, it has been sixteen years, I remind myself. For Nora, twice a lifetime. For me, a phase.

The city hasn’t changed in all this time. New York is still loud, brash, and the biggest ball of nerves. Excitement is in the air, on the screens, on the billboards, in the subway, and on the streets where everyone is speeding somewhere.

“Love it!” I say to myself. I walk the extra few blocks to the new clinic where I started working at the beginning of September, eager to get a jumpstart on my workday.

The new job is another advantage of the move from California, besides seasons and having left. At Clinlada, I’ll finally be able to spend more time doing research. To expand my project on customized pharmacological protocols for different types of infertility and dietary supplement integration tailored to individual patients’ clinical histories.

But not on this very fine morning. With three of my colleagues attending a convention downtown, I’ll be holding the fort alone. No lab for me today, only patient visits.

I arrive at the clinic and make my way to the lobby. The glass doors open automatically as I approach.

“Morning.” I wave at the receptionist, Carla.

“Dr. Raikes, another early start?” she replies with a beaming smile. “Your first appointment isn’t until nine.”

Upbeat, always-cheerful Carla is the opposite of the sour, I-hate-my-job-because-I-want-to-be-an-actress receptionists we used to get in LA.

Another welcome change.

“Early bird catches the worm, right?” I knock on her desk and wave a friendly goodbye.

On my way to the elevators, I stare at the glass walls encompassing the lobby, feeling optimistic. The clinic occupies the entirety of a newer, low-rise building. The reception and administrative offices are on the ground floor. Examination rooms and patient wards are on the first. Labs and medical personnel offices are on the second and third floors, while the basement is entirely reserved for our cryopreservation facility.

At the last moment, I skirt past the elevators and take the stairs. The stairwell smells of disinfectant and cleaning products, but I enjoy the hospital-like sterile smell—the familiarity of it, the promise of a groundbreaking discovery just a gamete coupling away.

Despite being on patient duty, I skim past the first floor and continue on to the third one instead. I know I said no lab for me today, but I’m dying to check if Amada, my research associate, has finished processing patient data for our initial vitamin D trial.

She’s already in the research lab, working intently at her computer. White coat on, midnight-black hair streaked with pink up in a bun, concentrated brows pinched. Despite me being an early bird, Amada always beats me to the lab.

I tug my ID badge off my neck and press it against the magnetic holder attached to the lab door.

“Good morning, my protégé.”

Amada looks away from the screen and frowns at me, raising an arm to halt my advance. She stands up and walks toward me, handing me one of the spare lab coats from the rack beside the door. Next, she grabs the hand sanitizer dispenser from the metal column fixed on the floor and patiently waits for me to offer my hands.

I do, and she squeezes a generous dollop of bactericide on each.

As I rub my hands to spread the gel, I tease, “You know this is just a data processing room. No biosamples to contaminate here.”

Amada frowns. “It’s still a lab. You shouldn’t put your germs on my keyboards.”

I smile. “Fair enough. Where are we on patient sorting?”

Amada sits back at the desk with a proud smirk. “I divided them into the investigational group and the control group. As soon as each woman starts her cycle, we can administer the first dose.”

“That’s fantastic.” I raise a hand to high-five her, but Amada looks at it with an air of faint disgust before concentrating back on the screen.

Gosh, these Generation Z folks are a tough bunch.

I drop my arm to my side and continue the conversation. “And we already have all the test doses?”

“Yes, sir,” Amada replies, without averting her eyes from the screen. “Made the placebos myself with organic olive oil; the least we can do is give the women quality dressing if not real vitamins.”

“All right, good, I trust you.”

“Thank you, Dr. Raikes,” she says, just the hint of an eye roll audible in her voice.

Amada keeps typing on her keyboard.

“Hey, if you don’t mind, could I ask you something?”

Amada shrugs, keeping her eyes on the monitor. “It’s a free lab, you can ask me whatever.”

“Was individualized fertility protocols research your first choice?” I know it wasn’t, but I’d rather not put her on the spot if she doesn’t feel comfortable telling me.

Amada pauses. She types in a few more characters and then looks up at me. I smile, but she frowns. “No. I’d applied to the cryo lab, but the post went to a dude with a fifth of my qualifications and an appendage for a brain.”

Exactly as I’d put it. I couldn’t believe my luck when Dr. Hendrix, the cryogenic lab head, passed Amada over in favor of an average scientist.

I knock on the desk. “I promise you’re going to have much more fun with me. Hendrix would’ve kept you on a short leash. Any discovery you made would’ve been filed under his name. But with me, you’ll be free to expedite, decide, and propose your own trials. Make progress, and it’ll be your name at the end of the research paper. I’ll make your time with me worth your while.”

Amada studies me dubiously for a few seconds. “You’re saying you’d let me be first signature on the publications?”

I shrug. “Your project, your discovery, your academic title at the place of honor.”

The first genuine grin since we started collaborating spreads on her lips. “I can have my own trials?”

“Write me proposals, and we’ll see what funding we can set aside.”

Amada nods and turns to the computer monitor again, getting back to work, the “we’re going to be a great team” effusions clearly over.

Even so, I wrestled a grin and a nod out of her. In no time, she’ll be high-fiving me.

I leave the lab and head back down the stairs.

When I get to the second floor, I make a quick stop in my office to check my messages. With the clinic only having four doctors, including me, we each get a private office. Another perk of the new job.

Messages checked, it’s time to start my rounds. I change into light-blue scrubs and wash my hands at the sink, singing “Happy Birthday” twice as I lather up before I rinse. A clean white coat is the last piece of my doctor’s uniform.

Time to meet some patients.
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The cab driver drops me next to a newsstand, the front display lined by several copies of the same women’s magazine, its headline splashed in red ink across the cover: Why Teenage Heartbreak is Good for You.

“Yeah, right,” I scoff, closing the cab door behind me.

The universe must be trying to poke fun at me considering how, after getting my heart broken at eighteen, I’ve never had a relationship that’s lasted more than a few months. In fact, I’m so chronically single I’m presently headed to a fertility clinic to have a baby on my own before my biological clock ticks past its expiration date.

I know people have kids at any age these days, but my gynecologist has reiterated multiple times that biology hasn’t caught up yet. That thirty-five is still the watershed between good eggs and potentially low-quality eggs with increased risk of miscarriages and chromosomal abnormalities. And since this year has been my last birthday on the right side of thirty-five, here I am.

And I’d better hurry as I’m barely on time for my 6 p.m. appointment. Dr. Townsend, my doctor, must hate me for always requesting the latest possible slot, but the trek from Brooklyn to Manhattan isn’t short, and I usually never leave the office before eight or nine in the evening. Six o’clock is already a stretch for me.

As I pass through the automatic glass doors of Clinlada, the usual doubts assail me. Am I doing the right thing?

Yes! I tell myself for the umpteenth time. I’m thirty-four, single, a workaholic with no time for dating. Not to mention underwhelmed by what the city’s male population has to offer. If I want to be a mother, doing it on my own is my best option—my only option.

I’ve always wanted to have kids, probably because the relationship I have with my family is the only one where I’ve felt accepted, safe, and loved unconditionally for my entire life. No wavering, no doubts. Nothing I did, no screw-ups, mistakes, or any of my flaws were ever enough for my parents and my sister not to love me—always, consistently.

I can’t say the same for the men who’ve been in my life. All fast to drop me at the first bump on the road. Or ready to judge me, for being a woman and being successful. For making more money than them. For working too much. For being too much. Too much work, too much effort, high maintenance. How dare I ask for boundaries, respect, support, affection, and love? All at the same time. Mental eye roll.

But that’s fine. Maybe I’ve never been destined for romantic love. Possibly, maternal love is the only kind of love I’m supposed to experience, and I’ve come to terms with the fact that a traditional family might not be on the cards for me. But I won’t let the lack of a good partner keep me from my dream of becoming a mom.

Also, three days into hormonal therapy might be a little late to question my decision. The die is cast.

I cross the lobby to the reception and give my name to the cheerful woman behind the desk. She takes a quick look at her calendar and confirms my appointment for a fertility treatment check-up.

The receptionist points me to a row of leather chairs lining one of the glass walls in the lobby and, five minutes later, a nurse wearing pale-green scrubs escorts me one floor up into a consulting room.

Inside, it looks like a typical gynecology practice. High-backed chair in the back next to an ultrasound machine and a metal desk in the front.

The nurse sits behind the desk while I sit in one of the guest chairs. As I fold my coat on my lap, I catch my reflection in the metal drawers. I’m wearing a periwinkle blouse and a giant ethnic necklace made of jade. The pendant is a bit too loud for my taste, but I love how the color makes my eyes pop. My nose is red from the trek across Manhattan—the cab driver didn’t believe in wasting gas on heating. Either that, or he was one of those constantly hot people. I’m the opposite. I’m always cold, which is why I shouldn’t have worn this flimsy blouse in the first week of fall when the temperature has dropped fifteen degrees without warning. The weatherman said it’s an anomalous cold front that’ll pass soon, but I must resign myself to the fact that summer is over.

The nurse opens my medical folder on the desk and smiles. “How are you feeling?”

I smile at her, fidgeting with my necklace, unnecessarily nervous. It’s not like there’s a wrong answer. “Great.”

“Have you been experiencing any side effects with the injections?”

“No, not that I can tell.”

“And you’ve been giving yourself the shots regularly, same time every night?”

I nod. I picked 11 p.m. as my daily hormone shot hour, to be extra sure I’d be home from work.

“Great.” The nurse smiles again and jots down the information. “I need to take a blood sample to test your hormone levels before the doctor visits you.”

She places a small cushion on the desk and asks me to put my arm on top. After fastening a tourniquet to my bicep, she unpacks a butterfly needle from its sterile container, pats the inside of my elbow, searching for a vein, and expertly pierces it.

I’ve been pricked by more needles in the past month than the previous thirty-four years of my life. The entire IVF process would’ve been much harder if I’d been afraid of needles. Still, pincushions have my greatest sympathy.

The nurse takes the blood sample, labels it, and frees my arm from the tourniquet.

“I’ll take this to the lab.” She stands up. “In the meantime, if you want to undress and sit on the chair, Dr. Raikes will be with you in a minute.”

I can’t but wince upon hearing the name that will forever remind me of He Who Must Not Be Named. Or remembered. Or even thought about in passing.

Good thing You Know Who lives in California. A safe 2,500 miles away. No, I haven’t been keeping tabs on my most-hated ex—and people know not to mention him to me back home—but it’s just commonly known in my childhood neighborhood that The Golden State is where John lives.

For the past sixteen years, I’ve basked in the knowledge that I can walk the streets of New York City unafraid of bumping into him. I’ve had more than enough with the rare times I chanced upon his mother in Brooklyn, where his family still lives, and had to adopt the most skillful disguise techniques. A spectacular dive behind a watermelon pyramid once. Another time, I camouflaged among Macy’s mannequins, keeping perfectly still until she’d passed. And then there was that time I pretended to be checking different mops and hid my face under the yarn—it looked like I was wearing a yarn wig à la Cousin Itt and it wasn’t even Halloween.

The Raikeses used to live right next door to my family. But thankfully, once they became empty nesters, John’s parents moved to a smaller house a few blocks away, which made it ten times easier to avoid meeting any of them. Especially at the most dangerous times of the year, like Thanksgiving and Christmas.

If Johnny has come home at all in the past sixteen years to celebrate with his family, I haven’t seen him once, and I’d prefer to keep things that way.

“Is everything okay?” the nurse asks, taking in my disgusted face.

I rein in the grimace and force a smile. “Yeah, yeah, just I’m with Dr. Townsend and not…” I can’t bring myself to say the name aloud.

“Oh, yeah. Unfortunately, Dr. Townsend is out at a convention today. Dr. Raikes is covering for him. He’ll be right with you if you want to get ready.” The nurse moves to the gynecological chair and pulls down a fresh sheet of paper to cover the blue leather. “You can wait for the doctor here.”

“Sure.”

The nurse disappears behind the frosted glass door, leaving me alone and slightly nervous in the exam room. I drop my coat and bag on the chair, remove my pants and underwear, and approach the gynecological armchair.

Should I just sit, or put my legs up in the stirrups?

I might as well get in position, speed things along.

I prop my legs up, even more uncomfortable in the spread-eagled position, and recline in the armchair just as the door opens again.

A man walks in, with dark hair and slightly tanned skin. He’s looking down at a clipboard, presumably studying my medical file, his face hidden.

“Good evening, Miss,” he says and stops.

I recognize that voice. Yeah, it’s changed, gotten more mature, raspier, sexier even, but it’s him!

The doctor’s head snaps up just as a chill runs down my spine. Our gazes lock, and for the first time in sixteen years, I stare into Johnny Raikes’ blue eyes. “Marissa?”
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In a blinding panic, I try to close my legs and stand up at the same time, which only causes the stirrups to sway wildly, preventing me from doing both. It must look like that scene in Friends of Ross in the delivery room, only I’m dramatically naked from the belly down.

John is staring at me in shock. The only silver lining is that from his position near the door, he gets a side view as opposed to a full frontal.

I’m still fighting with the stirrups when he takes a step forward. “You have to—”

“Back off,” I yell. “And look away.”

John freezes and complies, turning toward the door.

Without the pressure of him looking, I stop thrashing like a fish on a hook, and, with a bit of calm, I lift my knees and slip out of the stirrups. I grab the paper sheet, wrap it around my crotch as a makeshift miniskirt, and jump out of the chair.

On wobbly feet, I cross the room to the desk, retrieve my panties, pull them on, and grab my coat to cover myself. I’m still too fidgety to put on pants.

Once I’m zipped up from knees to neck, I ask, “What are you doing here?”

John turns around, his face unreadable and annoyingly gorgeous. Gone is the boy I used to know, replaced by a man ten times more attractive. I take in the stubble dusting his jaw. The slight crinkle around his eyes. His hair is shorter, but the style suits him. And I had forgotten how tall he is.

John’s eyes scan me quickly in a not-so-subtle once-over. It’s fast, but it feels like he’s metaphorically undressing me. Not that he needs to after the show I just gave him. Or maybe he’s sizing me up, taking inventory of the small differences in my face, hairstyle, and general appearance from sixteen years ago.

“I work here,” he says eventually.

“No, you don’t,” I counter. “You live in California.”

He smiles, and I hate that I’ve revealed knowing even the slightest nugget of information about him. Now he must think I’ve been stalking him nonstop for the past sixteen years, or that I’m still into him.

I haven’t and I’m not.

“Used to work in California,” he corrects me. “I moved back a month ago.”

The room seems to shrink on me, and I have trouble breathing. Johnny Raikes and me living in the same state, in the same city?

No! No, no, no. Just no.

I must be shaking my head because John says, “I see that displeases you. Listen, Mari—”

“Don’t call me that.” He lost that privilege a long time ago. “I’m Marissa to you. Even better, Miss Mayer.”

John raises an eyebrow at the Miss Mayer. “Listen, Marissa.” He compromises by using my full name, but the intimate inflection he uses is still too much for me to bear. I do my best not to shiver. Thankfully, the next words out of his mouth are infuriating enough to cure me of all spine shivers. “I’m sorry about that night—”

“No. No, no.” I keep shaking my head. “You don’t get to give me a trumped-up explanation sixteen years too late either. I only want to know when I can reschedule my visit with Dr. Townsend and how to make sure we don’t cross paths again.”

His face falls, and a red flush creeps up his neck. Not a good sign. It means he’s about to tell me something I won’t like. I don’t know what bugs me more: that he’s about to deliver a piece of bad news or that I can still read him as if we’d only seen each other yesterday.

“You can’t reschedule,” he informs me.

“Excuse me?”

“The check-up is mandatory, for the clinic and insurance—both yours covering the treatment and ours against medical malpractice.”

“I’m not saying I don’t want to do the check-up, but I want to do it with my doctor, tomorrow.”

John massages his nape with a hand. “Sorry, Mari—ssa. But the ultrasounds have to be performed at specific days in your cycle.”

“Schedule me as the first appointment in the morning. I’m sure twelve hours won’t make a difference.”

“I’m afraid it does. For insurance reasons, it’s either today or you have to interrupt the treatment.”

I blink at him. “What are you saying?”

Now his entire face flushes. “That either I visit you now, or you have to start fresh next month.”

“Can’t another doctor substitute Dr. Townsend?”

“No, all my colleagues are attending the same convention today.”

“All of them?”

He nods. “And from a medical viewpoint, I’d strongly advise against voluntarily stopping treatment mid-cycle for no reason. It could have consequences on your—”

“No reason?” I hiss. “No reason? How about I’m not comfortable with my substitute doctor?”

“Look, it doesn’t make me feel great either.” John rubs the back of his neck again and I want to smack him across the face.

But I’d rather not lose my cool in front of him. My dignity has suffered enough blows today.

Also, I’ve already had too many firsts for one day. First time I see Johnny in sixteen years. First time we talk after the breakup. I don’t want to add “first time I show him how much he hurt me” to the list.

“And if the circumstances were different, I’d gladly step aside. I get the situation is less than ideal, but I can be professional if you want to proceed.”

My brain spins with the implications of what he just said. I can’t give up the treatment. Not because of the insurance. It’s nice that my work insurance from WeTrade, the FinTech start-up I’m COO at, covers the entire IVF process. If I dropped out voluntarily, they’d probably refuse to pay for a second cycle, but I could afford the treatment on my own. It’s all the medical stuff I don’t want to have to repeat. I think of all the blood tests, preliminary check-ups, and hormone shots I’ve already given myself. The idea of having to start fresh next month is daunting.

But I also don’t want to be naked in front of Johnny Raikes or have him rummage in my private parts.

We stare at each other in loaded silence as I try to decide. When I can’t, I admit to myself I need more information.

“What would today’s visit include?”

“I’d have to…” John swallows—so much for being professional. “Err… give you a physical exam and then check your ovaries with the ultrasound.”

“And by physical exam, you mean?”

“Palpate your abdomen and pelvis… err… from within.”

I sit on the chair, trying to process, and hug the coat close to my body. “And we can’t skip that part.”

“I’m afraid not,” he confirms.

“I understand.”

“If it helps you decide, the whole thing won’t take more than ten minutes. And I can sign a form for HR, stating we know each other and are not comfortable with a doctor-patient relationship, so this won’t happen in the future.”

I stare daggers at him, but then I look away and nod.

I mean, what choice do I have?

“Okay.” John releases a long breath. “I’m sorry.”

I check his face again. He’s staring at the floor, probably as aggravated by the situation as I am. I mean, he didn’t want to get into my vajayjay sixteen years ago. Why would he want to now?

“And you’re sure this won’t happen again?”

“Yes, I’ll sign the forms right away and put them in your file.”

“Okay.” I nod again.

“I can ask the nurse back in if that would make you feel more comfortable?”

And add a witness to my mortification? “No, thank you.”

The room turns into grand awkward central, neither of us moving from our positions.

John budges first. “I’ll just…” He swallows and points to the gyno chair. “Whenever you’re ready.”

I’ll never be ready. Never, ever, ever, ever.

John turns again toward the door to give me some privacy and I go to the chair. I sit, keeping the coat on and hugging it to my chest. I slip my underwear off and settle on the edge of the seat. Scooting closer to the stirrups at the end, I lay both my bare feet inside them and try to open my knees as before. I can’t, the coat blocks them.

I have to unzip the coat from the bottom to spread my legs properly, but I don’t want to remove it.

“Can I keep the coat on?” I ask.

John turns and crosses the room at a brisk pace, taking his place next to the chair.

“You can keep it on as long as you pull it up for me, above your navel, please.”

I do as I’m told.

“Okay, let’s begin.”
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MARISSA


John is doing his best to stare at the wall—not at my face, and most definitely not at my doo-dah. “Can you tell me of any symptoms you’re having?”

I shrug. “None so far.”

“Any pain, mood swings, headaches? Anything unusual?”

I shake my head. “Nothing. No symptoms.”

“Okay. Let’s do the physical exam. Please, spread your legs a little further.”

I look at him and he’s looking at me. I know I have to do this and I want it to be done as fast as possible, but my instinct is to do just the opposite: to clench my thighs and put my adductors to good work.

“Take your time,” John says, putting on blue surgical gloves.

I hate the kindness in his voice and the understanding in his eyes. I don’t want that from him. And I hate that the only thing I can think about now is that I didn’t check his hand for a wedding ring before he put on the gloves. I should not care if he’s married.

I open my legs and hold the coat tight against my chest while tilting my head to the side, away from him, and closing my eyes.

“Okay. I’m going to start with the palpation.”

His fingers are warm even through the latex and gentle as he palpates my abdomen. His touch makes my flesh quiver and my skin tingle. It feels too intimate to be my doctor’s hand.

“Everything is good. Now the internal exam.”

In a paradoxical moment, I remember with blinding clarity the last time we were in this position. John and I never had sex, but as teenagers we explored our bodies together. And the last time I was half naked with Johnny Raikes, we were in my bedroom, enjoying the added privacy of my parents being on a cruise. My sister was out, too, so we had the house all to ourselves.

We were both eighteen and still scared of sex, but excited enough to experiment. We didn’t go far, just kisses and caresses until we figured out what felt good for each other, unhurriedly, because we had all the time in the world. But it was a lie.

I don’t want that memory. I chase it away. The current situation couldn’t be more diametrically opposite to that afternoon many years ago. Stark differences include the fact that, at the time, we were in love—or so I thought—and couldn’t stop looking into each other’s eyes. While now, I hate him with all my being and have to do my best to pretend he isn’t here, that this isn’t happening. I can’t bear to stare at his soulful blue eyes because all they do is deceive.

I let loose a hysterical laugh in my head. I’m going to need years of therapy to get over what’s happening.

As John enters me with his fingers, I hate that the sensation isn’t as uncomfortable as it should be. Or how empty I feel once he removes them.

“No tender areas or unusual growths,” he says, an edge to his voice.

I don’t dare to look at him. I keep my eyes shut throughout the rest of the examination as an ultrasound wand replaces John’s fingers and he, in a mechanical tone, lists the dimensions of my uterus and the number of follicles growing in my ovaries.

“You can get dressed now,” he concludes, turning away from me.

I pull my coat down at the speed of light and master a slightly less clumsy descent from the stirrups.

With my lady parts finally covered, I just have time to peek at John as he removes his gloves and throws them in the medical waste bin by the ultrasound machine. I hate myself for looking straight at his ring finger. Even more for the internal sigh of relief that there’s no ring there.

Then I do a double take. There is no ring, but the tan line around his ring finger tells me there used to be one.

Is he divorced? Is that why he’s back in New York? Bad divorce? Or does he simply remove his wedding band when he comes to work and puts it back on when he goes home to his wife?

Just imagining him having a wife delivers a metaphorical kick to my gut that leaves me breathless for a heartbeat.

That’s when I notice he’s watching me. His face is expressionless, but not his eyes. They’re asking me something, but I don’t know what.

I take a step back and shake my head. “Are we done?”

“Yes, I’ll just put today’s results in your file, and then I’ll submit the form saying I can’t be your doctor in the future.”

I nod. I’d already forgotten about the form.

John shoots me one last unreadable look and heads for the door. Hand on the handle, he pauses. “Marissa.” He looks directly at me. “It was good to see you.”

My heart does a somersault and my cheeks heat up. I don’t reply.

“Take care,” he adds, and he’s gone. Leaving me breathless with questions and thoughts and a sense of loss I don’t need.

I wait for the door to close so I can put on my clothes. Exhausted, I sit on the desk chair. I hug my coat around me as a security blanket. And I cry.
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JOHN


I exit the examination room experiencing the same symptoms a soldier must feel after being caught in a blast. There’s ringing in my ears, and I’m unable to focus on the corridor walls. I’m dazed, confused.

I don’t know what to make of the past half hour. I’m happy, I’m sad, and I’m appalled by my conduct. Despite my claim I’d be able to keep things professional, I’m not sure I did. Marissa wasn’t just another patient. She could never be.

The shock of seeing her is still ricocheting inside my brain.

How do I unpack sixteen years of silence? I should be exultant to have seen her again, thrilled that the girl I used to know has become an amazing woman. Marissa is still beautiful, with the same blade-to-the-heart seafoam green eyes and chestnut brown hair, even if now she keeps it longer and the soft waves are more styled. But she’s also smart; I’ve kept tabs on her stellar career through the family grapevine and yes, also with the occasional internet stalking. And courageous if the way she handled herself today in the most embarrassing situation is any indication of her character.

But instead of being happy for her, for the fact that she’s starting a family with some lucky bastard, all I feel is numb and drained. And scared.

Moving back home, I knew I’d bump into Marissa sooner or later. My greatest fear was that she’d be indifferent. But it’s worse. Marissa hates me. How can I live knowing I’m nothing more to her than a bad memory?

I was an idiot when I was younger. Still am.

I should have been more professional. I should have focused on the exam, instead of looking at her face, trying to guess what she was thinking while doing my best to keep my hands from shaking.

I push my emotions aside and head toward the personnel lounge. My wobbly steps take me to the door just as the elevator pings behind me. It’s empty. On a whim, I change my mind and get in, heading for the safety of my office.

I can’t face human interactions. Not yet.

I need a minute.

In my office, I sit in my chair and put my head in my hands. My heart is still racing. I need to lie down, and since there’s no couch, I use the floor.

The tiles are cool against my back, helping the world to stop swaying. I spread my arms and legs to get more grounded.

That’s how Amada finds me some time—I couldn’t tell how much—later.

“Dr. Raikes,” she gasps as she walks toward me.

“Hi, Dr. Gonzales.” I try to smile, but it’s a feeble attempt.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

Interesting question. Am I okay? “I’m not sure,” I say out loud.

Amada crouches next to me. “What happened?”

“I just had to give a physical exam to my high school sweetheart.”

My mentee raises an eyebrow. “Okay, we need coffee for this conversation.”

Amada stands up and brews a fresh pot on my machine, offering me a paper cup. I pull up from the floor and lean my back against the desk, taking the cup.

“Did she break your heart all those years ago?” Amada asks.

“Worse.” I take a sip of coffee. “I broke hers and mine at the same time.”

“Why?”

“Because I loved her too much.”

“That seems like a weird reason.”

“Yep, I contest my decision-making process to this day.”

“You still love her?”

I look at Amada. “How can you love a person you don’t know? It’s been sixteen years.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Amada dismisses my affirmation. “Did your heart stop when you saw her?”

“Sort of.”

“Were your palms sweaty, your hands shaking?”

Check and check.

I nod.

“Dry mouth?”

I nod again.

“Racing pulse, butterflies in your stomach?”

“All of the above.”

Amada pats my shoulders. “Then my diagnosis is you’re not over your high school sweetheart.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I say. “She came in for an IVF check-up, which means she’s starting a family with someone.”

“What’s her name?”

“Marissa Mayer, why?”

“Your ex is in our vitamin D trial,” Amada says, jumping up from the floor. “You have her file?”

“On my desk. Why?”

She leafs through the various documents in the folder and lets out a satisfied, “Aha!”

“Aha, what?”

Amada stands next to me, pointing to the medical records. “Her file states she’s requested a sperm donor and there’s no partner listed in the psychological support sessions or anywhere else, which means she’s going at this solo.”

“What?”

“Your ex is single,” Amada spells out for me. “In fact, so single that she’s having a baby alone. How old are you, Doc?”

“Thirty-four.”

“She must’ve decided she wanted to have a baby before her fertility tanked or before she found a decent baby daddy. Fierce, I like her. Bottom line is, she’s single, boss.”

I take a minute to assimilate the information. I stare at my research associate, who is now perched on the edge of my desk.

Amada nudges my shoulder with her knee. “You want her, right?”

“When did you become this chatty?”

“I’m a sucker for second-chance romances.”

“Sorry to disappoint.” I get up from the floor, still marveling at Amada’s brazenness. “She hates me.”

“Make her un-hate you.”

I shake my head. “She’ll never forgive me.”

“Why not?”

“I hurt her.”

“You were a kid.”

“I was a teenager,” I correct her. “I was eighteen. I ruined her life in one night.”

“Well, the least you could do is apologize for whatever you did.”

“Touché,” I concede.

“But really, boss, go for it. At the very least, talk to her.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“Why not?”

“For starters, I have to fill out a form saying I can’t be her doctor.”

“But that’s a plus. No conflict.”

“She’s going to have a baby. Marissa won’t have time to listen to me.”

“Petty excuses. Whether or not something comes out of it, you have to apologize to that woman. For her sake as well as yours.”

I stare at my research associate. I can see my reflection in the lenses of her glasses.

“You’re right.” I force a smile. “But that’s a thought for another day. We should go home now before the cleaning staff has to chase us away again.”

“All right.” Amada hops off the desk and heads to the door, pausing on the threshold. “Are you coming?”

“I just have to file the conflict form.”

“All right, boss, see yah tomorrow.”

I scribble our info in the doctor-patient form and stash it into Marissa’s medical record. Taking the folder with me as I leave, I drop it on Dr. Townsend’s desk on my way out.

Walking still feels strange. The walls seem to close in on me. The ground under my feet is shaky. But Amada is right. I must have a serious talk with Marissa, for both our sakes. But first, I have to find the proper time and place. And muster the courage to own my mistakes.
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MARISSA


The air outside the clinic is not nearly cool enough to help me sober up. But at least, not sharing the same oxygen as Johnny Raikes feels like a major improvement.

What in the heck just happened?

John is back in New York—permanently, it seems.

In a sudden panic that he’ll come out of the clinic, I rush away from the entrance door in a random direction, following the Hudson River downtown.

When I’m at a safe distance, I sit on a bench and stare out at the river. The sun has already set, and only the last smears of orange and yellow color the sky.

As I watch the city of Hoboken slowly being engulfed in darkness on the other bank, questions swirl in my head.

Why did he move back? Why now? And why did I break out in hives the moment I saw him? What the heck is going on?

For the past sixteen years, I’ve done my best to learn as little as possible about Johnny and his life. Clearly a mistake. In business, you never ignore your enemies. You track their every move to always be prepared. That’s what I should’ve done. That’s what I will do from now on—starting right away.

I fish my phone out of my bag and call my sister.

“Marissa.” Teresa picks up on the second ring. “A call before nine in the evening. Is the world ending?”

“Ha, ha, hilarious.” Tessie lives in Silicon Valley where tech companies have a more hipster approach to the work-life balance. They get off work at 5 p.m., have napping pods in the office, and personal mental health days. We New Yorkers are still grinders. “Are you free to talk?”

“Yeah, I was just leaving.” See? I told you, she’s three hours behind but already going home. “What’s up?”

“I need you to tell me everything you know about Johnny Raikes.”

“Why? And what makes you think I know more than you?”

“You’ve kept in touch with his sister. Don’t deny it.” John and I were in the same grade while his sister is the same age as Teresa—they stayed friends even after our breakup.

“Okay. Why Johnny, why now?”

I sigh. “Because apparently he just moved back to New York. And, today, he was the only doctor available at the fertility clinic who could give me a Transvaginal Ultrasound. I’d rather not be caught unaware ever again.”

“Wait…” Teresa chuckles. “You mean he was up in your—”

“Yep.”

“And you were naked?”

“From the waist down.”

“Oh, gosh.”

“Yeah.”

“How traumatized are you?”

“The adrenaline is still keeping me upright, but I might crash and burn soon. Please, tell me everything you know.”

Teresa sighs. “Are you sure? Because certain parts won’t be easy to hear.”

My pulse speeds up. I swallow and nod, then I realize Teresa can’t see me, and in a raspy voice, I confirm, “Tell me everything.”

“Okay, after graduation from Stanford, he went to Med School at Johns Hopkins, where he met his wife—an undergrad drama major.” The words slice through my chest.

“He’s married?” I ask.

“No,” Teresa says.

The air that leaves my lungs burns my throat on the way out.

“Divorced?”

“Yeah.”

“Is it recent? Do you know what happened? Is that why he moved back to New York?”

“Last time I spoke with Katy Raikes, she told me he was only considering moving back—”

“And you didn’t warn me?”

“For years you’ve brutalized everyone who dared pronounce his name out loud, and it wasn’t a sure thing yet, so…”

“Okay. What happened with the wife?”

“All I know is that they moved to LA for his residency, where she’d been trying to find work as an actress and not having much success. At least until a year ago or so when she landed a major role for a fantasy series—a multi-season gig. Only the filming takes place in multiple countries, both in Europe and North Africa, I think, for ten months out of twelve of the year.”

“And he couldn’t wait for her?”

What a prick. How could he not support his wife having a major break in her career?

Teresa exhales heavily.

“What?” I ask.

“Okay, Mari, are you sitting down?”

“Yeah, why?”

“The next part is going to sting.”

I scoff. What could be worse than Johnny Raikes getting married? Nothing.

“I can handle it,” I say.

As Teresa talks, the hesitation is still audible in her voice. “It’s not that he couldn’t wait for her, it’s that he didn’t think she should leave their daughter for so long since it would’ve been impossible for them to follow her around all the various filming locations.”

The world sways. Johnny Raikes was married and has a daughter.

“Marissa, are you okay?”

“Yeah, no.” I cough. “I’m not sure. He has a daughter?”

“Yeah, her name is Nora.” Oh. “She should’ve started in the first grade this year.”

“Did they get married before or after she was born?”

“His wife was already pregnant.”

“A shotgun wedding?”

“Yep.”

That makes it slightly less romantic and a touch more bearable. Still, I try to swallow, but my mouth feels like it’s filled with cotton. John is a father. A single dad. No. Nope. I don’t care about that.

“I can’t believe you knew all this time he was married and had a kid and never told me.”

“Sweetheart, I don’t think me telling you would’ve helped you in any way.”

She’s right. I would’ve obsessed over it nonstop.

“Thanks for telling me now.”

“Anything for you, sis.” Teresa sighs into the phone. “At least now you have the facts.”

“Thanks, Tessie.” I exhale. “Can I call you back?”

“Sure thing.”

I hang up, then lean against the bench, staring out at the dark river.

He got married. He stood in front of a woman and promised to love her for the rest of his life. And they had a child together.

I need a drink, a stiff one. Then I remember I’m trying to get pregnant and can’t have any alcohol. Talk about awful timing.

I look up at the darkening sky and breathe in and out slowly, struggling to calm myself. But my head is spinning. I need someone who can center me. I swipe my thumb over the dark screen of my phone, unlocking it. There’s only one person I can call.
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MARISSA


Blake doesn’t pick up on the first try. I call her again. I need my best friend right now. The line connects this time, but I only hear static on the other side. “Blake?” I say. “I need to see you, I-I—”

“You’re on speaker,” Blake interrupts me. “Lost the phone under the couch and had to use vocal to pick up.”

“Oh, is Gabriel with you?”

“Yes.”

I’ve nothing against the guy, but this is not a conversation I want to have in front of a man. “Can you send him away? I need to talk to you.”

I hear a playful smile in Blake’s tone as she says, “Of course I can send him away.” Then she turns serious as she asks, “Are you okay?”

“No,” I admit. “Definitely no. I’m traumatized.”

I hear scuffling and when she speaks next, Blake’s voice sounds louder. “What happened? You’re not on speaker anymore.”

“Not over the phone. I’ll be there in twenty.”

We hang up and I walk to a busy street to hail a cab.

Without traffic, it takes closer to fifteen minutes to reach Blake’s building.

She opens the door in a pair of black leggings and an oversized cashmere sweater that makes her look totally huggable.

Blake must read my mind because she pulls me into a crushing embrace. “Are you okay?” she asks as she pulls back.

“Not really,” I confess.

“Did something happen?” Blake steps aside to let me pass.

I walk deeper into her apartment to the kitchen area, a big, open space with a wide marble island and expensive-looking fixtures. I shrug my coat off and drop it on a stool, pacing the room.

“Can I have a glass of water?” I ask, suddenly realizing how parched I feel.

“Sure,” Blake says. “Still or sparkling?”

I turn to her. “Either is okay.”

My best friend stands next to her purifying water machine and fills a glass, then she gives me a look, and pushing a button, she adds, “You need bubbles.”

The machine pumps what I assume is CO2 into my glass, and Blake hands it to me.

I drain it in a few long swallows and ask her for another.

“Okay.” Blake leans on the counter. “Now I’m getting worried. What happened?”

Just then, her buzzer rings.

“Were you expecting someone?”

“No.” She shrugs and gets the intercom. “Yes?”

“I have a delivery for Miss Blake Avery.”

“Come on up.” Blake lets go of the buzzer and adds, “I’ve no idea what it might be.”

We go back to the door and wait for the delivery guy, who proves to be a Starbucks barista.

“Evening, miss,” he greets Blake. “I have two venti hot chocolates with whipped cream, two chocolate muffins, two brownies, and two glazed donuts for you.”

Blake raises an eyebrow. “I didn’t order anything.”

“No, I know. A dude came into the shop and asked us to deliver these to you. Tall, handsome, dark hair—rich?”

The description fits Blake’s boyfriend to a T.

“Yeah.” Blake nods. “Thank you. Wait, I don’t have cash to tip you. Mari, do you have anything on you?”

The guy at the door raises his hands. “Don’t worry, the mister took care of everything. Consider me already tipped.”

“All right.” Blake nods, and the guy leaves.

I help Blake bring all the goodies to the living room, where we settle on the couch.

“Are you in the mood for any of this?” she asks.

“I can’t have a drop of alcohol,” I say. “Sugar and fats are the next best thing.” I remove the lid on one of the hot chocolates and inhale the delicious scent, sighing. “I would never have guessed Gabriel Mercer to be the sweet type.”

Blake doesn’t even try to rein in her smile. “The guy’s full of surprises. But we’re not here to discuss him, or me. I want to know what happened to you.”

I take a sip of hot chocolate mixed with cream and let the warm sugar flood my system. “Did I ever tell you I got my heart broken once?”

“No,” Blake says. “I thought you’d never had a serious relationship.”

“Not as an adult,” I admit. “But in high school, I fell for the boy next door.”

“Aww.”

“No, don’t aww. It was the worst mistake of my life. But Johnny Raikes…” I stare at the ceiling while really looking into the past to all those years ago. “He was a jock but smart, one of the best in our class. A nerd in the body of an athlete, he was cute, witty, and charming.”

Blake flutters her hands in front of her face. “I need to fan myself.”

“Yeah,” I say. “He was a dream, and he could’ve had any girl in school, but he chose me. I was a goner the first time he asked me if he could take me to the movies. I swear, Blake, one smile and I was head over heels in love with him.” Before she can make any more gushing sounds, I threaten, “Don’t aww. We hate him.”

Blake scrunches her face in a mean expression. “Loathe him. We curse the day he was born.”

“That’s the spirit.”

“Anyway, we dated sophomore year through senior year, and you know how things feel when you’re fifteen: bigger, better, more intense than everything else.”

“I have no high school romance know-how, but I remember how hard I fell for Justin—blargh.” She makes a retching noise. “I was twenty, but I get what you mean.”

“John was my entire world, and I never wanted anything to change. And nothing did. We had the perfect high school romance, until the night he left.”

Blake’s eyes widen. “He left?”

“Yes.” My mind immediately goes back to that night, and the same wild emotions slam into me. My lower lip begins to wobble, but I refuse to cry. It’s over. I’m over it. It was a long time ago. I take a steadying breath and keep talking. “With no warning, no hint of what he was about to do.”

“I’m so sorry. I had no idea…”

“It was horrible,” I say. “He completely blindsided me. One day I was happy and in love and the next, I was alone.”

“But did you talk about it? How did he leave? What did he say?”

I shake my head. “I can’t go back to that night, sorry.” No matter how hard I fight them, tears roll down my cheeks. “He broke me.”

“Mari,” Blake says and wraps her arms around my shoulders, holding me tight. “Oh, Mari.”

“He made me lose confidence in myself, in the idea of love.” I put my drink down and cover my face with my hands.

“He didn’t break you, Mari. You’re the strongest person I know.”

“I know that, rationally. But deep down, I’m not sure.” I wipe my tears. “I’m having a baby on my own because I couldn’t find a scrap of a man.”

“That’s not it; you focused on your career and there’s nothing wrong with that.”

“Yeah, but why did I make that choice? Was it because he made me lose trust in lasting romantic relationships and doubt happily-ever-afters existed?”

Blake frowns at me all of a sudden. “Okay, I’m missing a step here. Why are we discussing your ex now?”

“Ah!” I let out a maniacal laugh. “That’s the best part.” I grab one of the paper bags and fish out a glazed donut, taking a humongous bite out of it. Between chews, I tell Blake what happened at the clinic.

“You mean he had to… up there?”

“Yep!” I confirm.

Blake covers her face with her hands. “Oh my gosh, I’m dying for you.”

“I know.”

“And you’re still going to the same clinic?”

“I don’t have a choice, but at least he signed a form stating he can’t be my doctor in the future. He won’t be examining me again. I’ll just have to avoid bumping into him in the halls.”

“That’s something.”

“He has a daughter,” I blurt out.

Blake’s eyes widen. “Was she at the clinic, too?”

“No, I grilled my sister for intel after I left.” I tell her the rest. “And that’s why he’s back in New York. He was living in California before, three blissful time zones away.”

I finish my donut, and since I’ve had enough chocolate, I ask Blake if I can eat her donut, too.

“Sure,” she says. “How do you feel about the fact that he was married?”

“Like crap. Not only because he ruined relationships for me forever, but he had no trouble moving on and getting a family. I hate him.”

“Why do you say he ruined relationships for you?”

I drop my head, taking a truthful look inside me, then stare back up at Blake. “Half the men I dated in college and afterward were douchebags, real pieces of work.”

Blake squeezes my thigh encouragingly. “And the other half?”

“It was probably a lower fraction, but a fourth or fifth of them could’ve been good, if I’d ever let them in. If I hadn’t been so guarded, so unreachable. I used my career as my fortress to prevent my heart from ever being broken again. Some of my exes left because they were insecure jerks. But the others, I drove them away, prevented them from ever getting too close where they could’ve done some real damage, until they tired of being kept at arm’s length and had no other choice but to leave as well.”

“I’m sorry. I genuinely thought you didn’t care about relationships that much.”

I shake my head. “It’s always been a defense mechanism. All because of John.”

His adult face, sexy with the stubble and the doctor scrubs, pops into my head, and I feel a little suffocated. I undo the first button of my blouse.

Blake studies me for a second. “Is he still attractive, by any chance?”

“That’s completely irrelevant.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Why?”

“When I saw Justin at the conference for the first time in years, he was as handsome as always. But as he stood in front of me, all I felt was disgust. Is that how the doctor made you feel, repelled?”

I wish I could say yes. Instead, my entire face heats.

“Mmm,” Blake says.

“No,” I protest. “No, mmms.”

Blakes wrings her fingers as if she’s nervous to pose the next question. “Is it at all possible you still have feelings for him?”

Before I can even process the horrors of the question, the alarm on my phone goes off.

Saved by the bell.

I stand up. “Sorry, that’s the hormone police. I have to go home and take my shot.”

Blake follows me into the kitchen, where I put on my coat and retrieve my bag.

“You want me to come with you?”

“No, don’t worry, I’ll be fine. Like always. The hugs helped.” I throw a side glance at the couch. “And the sweets. Gabriel’s a real keeper.”

“I know,” Blake says.

“Have you told him yet?”

My best friend shakes her head.

“Why not?”

“Because once I tell him I love him, I can’t take it back.”

I zip up my coat and move to the door. “Why would you want to take it back?”

Blake studies me with a weird expression as if she’s having some kind of epiphany. “No reason.”

We hug goodnight, and as I pull Blake in, I whisper in her ear, “Don’t repeat my mistakes; don’t let a bad breakup keep you from trusting anyone.”

We let go, and she nods at me in a sort of I’m-going-to-be-brave way.

I head home, still not sure I’ll be able to face my ghosts alone. Ghost—singular. I should order a proton pack off the internet. Pity it probably wouldn’t work on John. The ghost haunting me isn’t made of whimsical energy leftovers, he’s flesh and bones, and blue eyes, and dark hair, and sexy dimples, and I have to stop.
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JOHN


“Daddy!” Nora barrels into me the moment I step foot into my parents’ home in Bay Ridge, the Brooklyn neighborhood where I grew up.

“Hey, Nora Bora!” I scoop her up in a bear hug, and she buries her face against my neck while clinging to me with her tiny fingers, hanging on for dear life the way she’s been doing since her mother left. “Did you miss me?”

She nods, and then she presses one cheek against mine.

“Well, I missed you, too. How about you show me your smile?”

She flashes her perfect tooth gap, and my heart melts a little.

I give her a squeeze. “Okay, enough mushy stuff. Did you do all your homework?”

“Yes, Daddy.” Nora wrinkles her nose. “Can we eat now? Grandma made her famous pot roast.”

“And did you help?”

“Yes, I helped cut the vegetables, but being careful not to cut my fingers.”

My mom comes into the hall and joins the group hug. My heart melts further in witnessing the joy on her face to have us back home. I only wish the circumstances were happier. But I believe moving back to Brooklyn was the right choice.

“How was work, honey?” Mom asks, squeezing me a little.

“Great,” I say because I don’t want to overwhelm her with an over-the-top answer like: ‘Today’s been life changing.’ Or saying I realized that in all this time I’ve never stopped loving the girl next door, or that I wouldn’t mind asking her on a date—or at least apologize for what I did back then.

And maybe I’m too fresh on the divorce to be in any position to date, but I felt more alive today than in the last two years of my marriage. True, my ex-wife and I had been over for a long time when she left. She resented me for getting her pregnant and derailing her acting career—as if an IUD malfunctioning could be my fault. And I resented her for always referring to Nora as a mistake. Deep down, I’ve always known we weren’t a good match. I dreamed of having a big family, and she struggled with having just one kid. And an unplanned pregnancy wasn’t the best reason to get married in the first place.

But I still felt we owed it to the baby to give being a family a shot. But we gave it our all and still failed.

In the past few years, we stayed together only for Nora’s sake—probably a mistake given my ex bolted for good in the end, leaving not just me, but Nora too. She didn’t even ask us to follow her. True, with her switching country every other month, it would’ve been impossible. I want Nora to grow up in as stable an environment as possible. And Sierra couldn’t drop the heavy baggage of having a family fast enough. She couldn’t wait to be rid of us. And while I understand the sentiment when it comes to me, I’ll never understand how she could abandon Nora.

Still, even if my heart didn’t break in the split, I’m not sure I’m healed enough to welcome someone new into my life.

Marissa isn’t new, a little devil on my shoulder whispers, and I can’t help but smile as I picture her sea-green eyes, her cute freckles, silky hair, and her gorgeous smile—not that she showed it to me earlier. But her frowns were just as charming.

She’s always had that calming influence on me. Everything was great when I was with her. Until today, I hadn’t realized how, not once in the past sixteen years, have I had that sensation of total calmness, total contentment, total peace.

True, today’s meeting wasn’t exactly stress free, but it still left me with a clarity I haven’t had in years. I’m determined to get my life back on track. Nora’s counting on me. To be a good person and own up to my mistakes.

I have to apologize to Marissa.

But in the meantime, I’m content holding my daughter in my arms as we sit down to eat, discussing her day at school and bouncing off ideas for her first science project at school.

After dinner, I help Nora zipper up the new jacket I got her to face her first real fall. She refuses to wear a beanie as it’d ruin her hairstyle: a high ponytail that falls to her back with a few renegade strawberry blonde locks framing her face—she gets the blonde from her mother.

We wish my parents goodnight and walk the few blocks to our new home—what used to be my childhood home. When I was searching for a place to live near my parents and saw our old house had gone back on the market, I bought it at asking price without even thinking about it.

As we walk up the driveway now, I can’t help but stop and glance at the house next door. The living room has lights on. The Mayers are probably chilling in front of the TV after dinner.

Then a thought strikes me. I’d assumed the reason I wanted this house so badly was because I had the happiest childhood here and wanted to give Nora the same experience. Preserve what innocence she has left after the tough lesson her mother leaving has been.

But now, as I stare at the dark window to the bedroom of the girl who used to live next door, I wonder if the thought of being closer to Marissa wasn’t a factor in my decision, too. How many nights did I spend, spying out my own window, hoping to catch a glimpse of her before I mustered up the courage to ask her out? Hundreds, just like the number of times I used that same window to sneak into her room after hours.

Ah, those nights; what I would give to have them back.

“Dad.” Nora pulls on my hand. “Are you okay?”

I look down at my daughter. “Yeah, why?”

“You’ve stopped in the middle of the driveway and are staring into space.”

Right.

“Are you sad again?”

It appears I’ve done a poor job of hiding from my very intuitive child how much the divorce has upset me. And the irony is the heartbreak is all for Nora and not myself.

“No.” I smile down at her. “I’m not sad, just the opposite. I was thinking how happy I am to have you home.”

She smiles back. “I’m happy to be home, too.”

I sigh in relief that she’s already calling this place home.

We walk the rest of the way to the house, and I let us in.

I get Nora a glass of milk, then we begin our bedtime ritual of a quick bath and a long storytelling session. Reading to Nora is my favorite daddy-daughter moment.

One hour later, as Nora begins to faintly snore in my arms, I close the storybook and gently lay her on the pillow. I stamp a soft kiss on her forehead and switch off the bedside lamp, leaving on her favorite unicorn night light so she won’t be afraid of the dark if she wakes up.

I tiptoe out of the room, leaving the door open, and walk down the hallway to the room I’ve been staying in—my parents’ old master bedroom. Too many memories kept me from moving into my old room. I left it empty. Nora is in my sister’s old bedroom.

I disseminate a trail of clothes behind me as I walk from the bathroom to the bed, where I collapse onto the mattress, exhausted from working overtime at the office and covering everyone’s shift. Still, I can’t help but smile at the serendipitous circumstances that brought Marissa and me together today. What are the chances? It must be a sign.

Yeah, but I can’t expect the universe to keep helping me if I don’t help myself first. On impulse, I hop off the bed to retrieve my laptop from downstairs. Back on the bed, I log into Clinlada’s servers and, skimming the boundaries of unethical behavior, I check the patient appointments directory.

“Mari, Mari, Mari. When is your next check-up due?”

There. I finally pin her name down. She’s due for her next exam in two days at 6 p.m.

No one could fault me if I happened to cross the lobby at the same time, now, could they?
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Coders’ folklore has it that when his girlfriend dumped him, Mark Zuckerberg got drunk, got in front of a computer, and coded an early precursor of Facebook.

When Johnny Raikes dumped me, I created The Ex Files. It’s my secret job.

By day, I’m COO at WeTrade, a FinTech app that lets its users trade stocks in small or large quantities with no commission and in a user-friendly way even the most technological averse can get used to quickly. And we do it ethically, without lacing our app with addiction triggers to incentivize higher numbers of trades, even if the more people trade, the more money we make. We want our users to be happy investors who make a profit, not milk every last dime out of them like some of our competitors.

By night, I secretly run The Ex Files—an app that automatically deletes all pictures of your ex from your phone. What originated as a joke with my sister became a reality during my sophomore year in college.

I was a computer science major, which gave me all the coding knowledge I needed to create the app, to which I added a business minor to learn how to actually make it profitable. It didn’t happen right away, but the first version of the app is one of the main reasons I ended up working for a FinTech start-up. Shonda, the CEO at WeTrade, to whom I disclosed my involvement with the app in my first job interview fresh out of college, was impressed by my work and hired me on the spot.

I was one of the first employees at WeTrade, when the company was just a room in a dingy basement with a few desks. In the beginning, Shonda offered me a tiny salary and an attractive stock options package. I accepted, and that choice paid out since WeTrade is currently valued at 5.05 billion dollars. And while that doesn’t make me a billionaire like my best friend, it sure makes me set for life—money wise. Add the extra income from The Ex Files, and financial security isn’t a worry in my life. It’s everything else that sucks. I’m a thirty-four-year-old, single attachment-phobe, not brave enough to risk her heart in a relationship.

And all because of what happened on prom night sixteen years ago. In a way, the breakup with John shaped my entire life, not just the romantic aspect. If that night hadn’t happened, I wouldn’t have created The Ex Files and I probably wouldn’t have stood out to Shonda at the interview. I’d probably be less wealthy, but perhaps happier? I don’t know; playing a game of what ifs is useless.

Anyway, now, The Ex Files has been downloaded forty million times in over fifty-one countries, making it a business I can’t run on my own. It’s grown to a thirty-person company between coders, customer support, and business managers. It’s all done remotely, we don’t have a headquarters, and no one knows I run the app, except for my employees, Blake, Shonda, and Teresa. I’ve always wanted to avoid having to explain how the idea for The Ex Files was born. Even Blake and Shonda only got a watered-down, I-saw-a-market-opportunity-and-took-it explanation. Only my sister knows the real origin story because, well, she was there.

I could quit my day job at WeTrade and focus solely on the app, but I don’t want to let anyone down. I also like having to get out of the house in the morning. If I worked from home 100 per cent of the time, I’d just hole up in here and never see daylight again.

Just sometimes I think I have too much on my plate, and if I get pregnant… I shake my head. If I have to make adjustments, I will. For now, I can still handle everything. I’m good.

And the beauty of The Ex Files is that we have to do little to no marketing. People actively search for us because guess what? Hearts get broken daily all over the world, love sucks, and so many people need to purge their phones of painful memories.

We’re about to release our biggest update yet, a new version of the app that doesn’t delete pictures but edits them, erasing the undesirable ex from the image so that people don’t have to lose their memories, but can simply wipe them free of unwanted presences.

I bring my laptop to bed and open the log page for the update. Nothing eases my stress more than debugging code.

I save a backup version and begin working on the new one. I’ve sorted through about a hundred lines of code, fixing a couple of syntax bugs, when a pop-up window appears on my screen.

Danika: Is that you, boss, debugging code?

Danika is the chief coder for the app. She’s stationed in Sri Lanka. Midnight in New York is 9.30 a.m. for her. She’s already up and working.

MayTheFrameBeWithYou: Yep, it’s me

MayTheFrameBeWithYou: What’s up?

Danika: Have you thought about making the new update reversible?

I sigh. Yes, I have, but she won’t like my answer.

MayTheFrameBeWithYou: Yeah, and I still think it’s not worth delaying the launch over

MayTheFrameBeWithYou: And we’d be cluttering people’s storages with duplicates

Danika: Everyone uses the cloud. Storage is a non-issue

MayTheFrameBeWithYou: Why are you so set on adding this feature?

Danika: Because couples get back together all the time

Danika: “how to get my ex back” is trending on Google

Aha! What should be trending is “how to keep my ex’s paws out of my lady garden”! I sure would’ve found that search more useful.

Danika: Don’t you love a second-chance romance, boss?

MayTheFrameBeWithYou: I created this app, what do you think?

Danika: Fair point, but I still think creating a shadow duplicate and giving users the option to revert to the original would make sense from a business perspective

Unfortunately, she’s right. The deletion not being reversible past some phone’s thirty-day grace period is the number one complaint we get in reviews for our app. And if we’re going to launch a big update we might as well kill two birds with one stone—or fix two bugs with one script.

MayTheFrameBeWithYou: You’re a pain in my API

MayTheFrameBeWithYou: Okay, Dani, you’re in charge of the amendments, coordinate with the team, and let me know if you need anything on my end

Danika: Thank you, boss, I promise you won’t regret this

I already do, but I’m not about to squish youthful enthusiasm to save myself a few headaches. And Danika wouldn’t insist so much without solid data to back her claim. All new hires at The Ex Files get stock options and part ownership of the company. We’re a team in all senses. If she says the extra work makes sense business-wise, it does.

Another aspect I love about the app is the community chat that developed a life of its own. In the chat, people exchange breakup horror stories, comfort one another, and counsel each other. It’s become a hub for all things relationship related.

It’s a very supportive community that’s surprisingly remained troll-free without the need for much policing except for filtering a few select keywords, and message blocking.

I drop my laptop on the carpet and switch to my phone, opening the chat. I log in with my personal account and write a new text under my code name Nea—a not-very-original transposition from The Matrix.

Nea: What do you do when you meet your most-hated ex-boyfriend for the first time in sixteen years?

The first reply is a picture of a T-shirt with the writing “You look 100 per cent better when I can’t see you”, captioned: wear this.

I chuckle.

Nuclea: Sixteen years? Gal, you’re cool. My biology professor told us in class today that all the body’s cells renew completely in seven years. You’ve basically had two new bodies since he touched you last. You’re good.

Great. Now I’ll only have to wait seven more years to permanently remove today’s interaction; that’s good to know.

Musa: Was it a one-off, or is it going to be recurring?

Nea: Possibly recurring

Musa: Then kill them with kindness, hon, there’s no better slight

HGranger: Should we hack his Netflix and delete his entire watch history?

I laugh at that.

Dadi: If you still have his email, you can sign him up for those win-a-cruise sites, they will haunt him to the grave

FarmGirl: You can adopt a slaughterhouse rescue pig and name him after your ex

The following message includes a link. I click on it, check that the pig haven farm is legit, and immediately donate to have a brown and pink piglet named Dr. John Raikes. It’s a small thing, but it gives me a pang of deliciously vindictive satisfaction.

Belle: Hire a street musician to play next to his house all night

Which prompts the question, where did the vermin set his lair?

I switch apps and text Teresa.

To Teresa:


Can you find out where Dr. Moron lives?




From Teresa:


Do you ever sleep? What time is it over there?




To Teresa:


Yes, I sleep sometimes, and it’s just past midnight




But tonight I consumed too much processed sugar to sleep




From Teresa:


I’ll dig into it, but not now




I HAVE A LIFE!




To Teresa:


Streaming romcoms is not the same as having a life




From Teresa:


You want my help or not?




To Teresa:


Yes, I love you very much




I complete the message with three heart emojis.

I don’t go back to the app chat or I’ll spend all night reading messages. After all, I already know how to best keep my sanity. All I need to do is avoid bumping into John by chance at the clinic and I’ll be safe.
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From Teresa:


You won’t like what I found out




At the office, two days later, I look away from the computer to find Teresa’s ominous text.

To Teresa:


Rip off the Band-Aid




From Teresa:


Can I call you?




I stand up from behind the desk, close my office door, and call her instead.

“What is it?”

“Hello, to you, too,” my sister greets me.

“Come on, Tessie, you can’t send apocalyptic messages, bringers of doom, and expect pleasantries.”

“Okay, but please sit down.”

I do. “I am sitting.”

“I know where Johnny lives.”

“Where?”

“He bought his old house back.”

My heart drops in my chest. “You mean he’s moved in next door to Mom and Dad’s?”

“Yep.”

The thought of him in that house, staring out the windows at my childhood bedroom, crushes me. Unbidden, the flashback of a boy appearing at my window and sneaking into my room to spend the night spooning pops into my head. My mouth turns cotton dry.

I shake my head. “Sorry, but I’m canceling Thanksgiving and Christmas, forever.”

“Mari, come on.”

“No, no. I won’t go to see Mom and Dad with him living next door. Unless they can dig a tunnel under the house for me to come and go unnoticed, I’ll skip.”

“You’re being irrational.”

“I’m being irrational? What about Mom and Dad’s cloak-and-dagger act? Why didn’t they tell me Dr. Evil has moved in next to them?”

“Probably because in the past sixteen years, you’ve bitten the head off of anyone who mentioned his name even in passing.”

“That’s no excuse. They should’ve made a judgment call.” I bang a fist on my desk. “Someone should’ve warned me.”

“All right, forewarning or not, the facts don’t change. You asked me to find out where he lives, and now you know.”

“I wish I didn’t.” I sigh. “Thank you, though.”

We hang up, and I swivel my chair, staring out the windows of the high-rise converted factory building where the headquarters of WeTrade are based. Across the East River, the Manhattan skyline stretches to infinity, but my eyes trick me into seeing the sun bouncing off a metal ring hoop.

Before John and I started dating, he and his best friend used to play basketball in the backyard while I spied on them from my reading nook. Pretending I was taken up with a book, I’d keep my window open to get a better view of the boys when they ran next door. Hear their voices. Hear his laugh.

Now he’s bought that house back. He’s living there again.

I draw in a deep breath. I need to figure out how to navigate the city without another disastrous encounter. Every familiar place has suddenly turned into a potential minefield. The clinic. My childhood home. My neighborhood.

I don’t live in Bay Ridge anymore, but Brooklyn is a small world. From now on, every shop, bar, and café will pose a threat of running into him.

I must’ve made a sound of distress because my secretary Edna, who’s been with me since we got our first serious investor money and moved out of the basement, waddles in.

“Is everything all right?” she asks.

I shake my head. “Yes.”

She blinks at me. “You’re shaking your head.”

I make a conscious effort to stand still and wave her off, forcing a smile. “I’m fine, don’t worry.”

She frowns but doesn’t insist. “Your cab is due to arrive in twenty minutes. I came in to see if you wanted me to take care of anything before you left.”

“No, thanks,” I reply while dread pools in my stomach.

I have to be at the clinic in an hour to do a repeat check-up of the one I did with Johnny the other day. As part of the IVF cycle, I have to get ultrasounds every few days to monitor my ovaries and follicle growth. The exam won’t be with John this time, but he will still be there. Or not. He could’ve already gone home for the day. He has a daughter, after all. He’ll want to spend time with her.

Edna still stares at me with a concerned look. “All right, boss, I’ll buzz you when the car arrives.”

“Thanks.”

I stare at the KPI report on my laptop screen and shut it. I lack the concentration to deal with employees’ performance reviews now. I need a plan to avoid running into John at the clinic. Is there a side entrance? Maybe, but I’ll still have to register at the reception. In the open-space lobby where I’ll be totally vulnerable.

Move fast and break things? I guess I’ll just have to walk fast and hope for the best instead.

[image: ]


An hour later, I emerge from the cab in front of the clinic. The heavy glass doors loom in the distance, daring me to cross them. Behind the clear glass, the lobby seems empty except for the receptionist. I walk inside, my belly laden with dread, and all but run to the reception desk. “MarrissaMayerheretoseeDr.Townsend.”

The receptionist blinks at me. “Excuse me?”

I take a breath. “I’m Marissa Mayer and I have an appointment with Dr. Townsend.”

The receptionist smiles. “All right, let me just check.” She types on her keyboard and then looks back at me. “Yes, I have you down at six o’clock. Unfortunately, Dr. Townsend is running a little behind with his appointments today.” As usual, she gestures at the row of leather chairs lining one of the glass walls. “Would you mind waiting for him in the lounge?”

“Yes!” The receptionist’s head draws back quickly. “I mean, no. I meant that—” What did I mean? That I have to get out of here. “Is there a restroom I could use in the meantime?”

“Sure, down to the right, at the end of the hall.”

I follow her directions and shut myself in a metal stall that smells like lime detergent. After ten minutes, I come out again.

I head toward the reception desk, perhaps with a too-eager expression because the receptionist smiles at me in that slightly patronizing way receptionists have perfected to state that no, it’s not your turn yet.

She points at the lounge chairs. “He’s still with his previous patient, but he’ll be with you soon.”

I just nod, my throat dry.

As I sit, the elevator doors swing open, and in walks a petite brunette with pink highlights. Behind her, exits Johnny Raikes.

The woman says something and then heads toward the restroom, while John keeps heading in my direction.

On instinct, I turn my face, pretending to be very interested in studying the traffic out of the glass walls. Maybe he won’t see me.

“Marissa? Is that you?” The question is posed in a rich and deep tone sleazy exes should have no right to possess. And since when have scrubs become so sexy?

I keep facing the street and pretend I haven’t heard him. Maybe he’ll think he was mistaken and move on.

“I can see you, sitting there pretending I don’t exist.”

My shoulders stiffen, but I keep still.

“Mari.” His tone is hard to read, but not unkind. Still, it infuriates me more than if he’d called me a dirty name.

I jolt upright and point a finger at him in a totally uncool way. “You have no right to call me Mari, I’ve already told you.” Then my brain-to-mouth filters must get infected by some kind of nimble malware because they suffer a major malfunction, and I add, “And you had no right to buy back the house next to my parents.”
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The moment the words escape Marissa’s lips, she covers her mouth with one hand and blushes.

I raise my eyebrows. “You mean the home where I grew up and spent my entire childhood?”

She drops the hands from her mouth and goes back to the finger pointing. “You left that house; your parents sold it. It was gone and done.”

“I was happy there,” I say simply. “It’s where I want to raise my daughter.”

Marissa glares at me, but not in a shocked, oh-my-gosh-you-have-a-child way—more as if she’s angry she has no comeback. Did she already know I have a daughter? Has she kept tabs on me?

I smile.

“You find this funny?”

I shrug. “More interesting than funny. Have you been asking around about me?”

Her mouth falls open, but she immediately closes it.

Oh, she’s glowering, but she isn’t denying it.

I tilt my head. “Is there anything else you want to yell at me about?”

Marissa purses her lips and studies me with a death glare. Still, all I can think about is how beautiful her sea-green eyes are. How it’d take nothing for me to get lost swimming in them forever. Her gaze is heated enough to make my skin prickle when it locks with mine. I hold it.

“Why are you doing this to me?” she finally asks.

I’m taken aback by the accusation I’m doing anything to her. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

She throws a hand in the air. “You moved back home; you bought that house. You’re here. At this clinic. You were gone for sixteen years and now you’re everywhere.”

I stare at her, my heart beating faster in my chest. Is she upset because I’m back or is there something more to it?

“Why?” she demands.

I shake my head. “For my daughter. I wanted her to live near my parents. I need their help. And I love the house I grew up in. I swear you weren’t a factor in my decision-making process.”

The moment the words leave my mouth, I want to take them back.

Marissa startles, rearing as if I’d physically pushed her.

The lobby falls silent. She stares at me with an unreadable expression, and I regret not saying something less inflammatory. But when I try to amend my statement, she interrupts me. “Save it. You’ve said enough.”

“No, I haven’t. What I meant to say is that I didn’t come back specifically to haunt you. Me working at this clinic is just a weird coincidence. And me buying the old house is not a personal slight to you, I swear. I’m a very different man from the boy you knew so long ago.”

“Is that supposed to be a good thing?”

I’m spared having to answer by Amada coming back from the restroom and joining our circle. “Ready to go, boss?”

Before I can reply, Carla clears her throat behind us, breaking the still-tense moment, and calls, “Miss Mayer.”

My ex seems too intent on glaring at me to hear her.

“Marissa Mayer,” Carla repeats, stepping forward. “Dr. Townsend is ready to see you.”

Just as Marissa notices Carla, Amada gasps.

Everyone’s attention shifts to my research associate as she exclaims, “Marissa!” My protégé gives me the stink eye, finally understanding why I’ve asked her to go on a vending-machine break fifteen times in the past fifteen minutes until she agreed to accompany me. “Is this your high school sweetheart?”

“I’m not his sweet anything,” Marissa spits. “Excuse me, who are you?”

“I’m his lab research partner.”

Marissa scoffs. “Poor you.”

Ouch. I’m really at the bottom of Marissa’s black book. But I get it, what I did to her has no excuse. Still, she seems a bit too riled up for someone who doesn’t care.

“Actually, Dr. Raikes is an exceptional mentor.”

Considering her usual stern attitude, I’m moved by Amada’s loyalty.

“No.” Marissa shakes her head. “That’s what he wants you to believe. Then, when you least expect it, he’ll hang you out to dry and you won’t see him for the next sixteen years of your life, or perhaps never again if you’re luckier than me.” Marissa raises her chin and straightens her jacket. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment to go to.”

She stares meaningfully at Carla, who has no other choice but to lead her toward the elevators.

Amada and I remain behind, watching as Marissa stomps across the lobby. I’d say I’m sorry to see her go, but the view from behind is spectacular.

As soon as Marissa is out of earshot, Amada says, “Damn, boss, that was some serious sexual tension.”

I shove my hands in my pockets. “I’m not sure you’ve been paying attention. She hates my guts.”

Amada waves me off. “Hate, love… it’s a fine line.”

“That’s deep, Dr. Gonzales, thank you. But I was wondering the same thing, she looked a bit too rattled not to give a fig, uh?”

“Trust me, boss, I have a sixth sense about these things. She still cares.”

“So, what’s your expert opinion?” I ask, steering her toward the elevators.

Amada scowls at me. “What about that snack you were just dying to have?”

“I’m not hungry anymore.”

“Well, I’m in the mood for something sweet now, so you can treat me to one of the exceptional food choices at the vending machines while I share my expertise.”

“Fair enough.”

We detour to the vending machines, and I insert my rechargeable fob to pay for whatever Amada will choose. “Have your wicked way.”

Amada stares intently at the options. Looking at her, one would assume she was choosing her last meal, not a snack.

Finally, she settles on a bag of peanut M&M’s and pops one into her mouth. “So, back to you and your ex.”

I nod.

“Yes, she’s angry. Wary, even. But there’s only one reason a woman would be that rattled after running into her ex.” Amada pauses and pops another candy into her mouth.

“Please,” I say. “The suspense is killing me.”

“It’s very simple, boss.” Amada smirks. “She’s not over you. Not by a million years.”

I can’t help but smile in return. “Because I can still make her super mad?”

“Exactly. If she were over you, she just wouldn’t care. She’d be totally indifferent. She was anything but indifferent. My professional opinion is”—Amada pats my shoulder—“that you have a fighting chance.”

I stand a little taller. “What should I do now?”

“Now that, boss, is up to you. But the good news is you already know the playfield. Somewhere behind the angry woman we just met, there’s still the girl who used to love you. You just have to bring her back.”
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Pathetic. That’s what I am. I yelled at him. And in front of an audience, no less. I showed him how much he still affects me. I couldn’t help it. I didn’t know how to handle seeing him again. And all he had to say was that I was no decision-making factor in his life.

I scoff. Yeah, I got that message sixteen years ago. But it still hurt to hear him say it. Also maybe because it was the first time he said the words to my face as opposed to hiding behind a humiliating—

“Are you uncomfortable?” Dr. Townsend asks, cutting into my thoughts while performing the ultrasound.

“No, no, sorry, I was in my head.”

“Stress and fertility are not good companions,” he reprimands me. “From a physical point of view, everything is proceeding in the best way. You have twelve follicles growing to optimal size. Two others that might catch up.”

“Is that a good number?”

“Should be enough to give you one to three viable embryos.” The doctor turns off the machine and tells me to get dressed.

After I’m fully clothed, I sit at the desk opposite him. “What are the next steps?”

“I want to see you again in three days and if everything proceeds according to plan, we can move ahead with the trigger shot.”

“The trigger shot?”

“Yes, it’s an hCG injection similar to the shots you’ve been giving yourself in the past weeks, but this one will signal to the follicles to rupture and release an egg. The only difference is that with the trigger shot, you must be even more precise with the schedule. It needs to be taken exactly thirty-six hours before the egg harvesting appointment. You can’t be early and you can’t be late.” He gives me a pointed look, and I feel like an unruly student about to be sent to detention. “The success of the entire process depends on the timing of this shot.”

I nod.

Happy to have driven his point home, Dr. Townsend continues, “We’ll have to take the next ultrasound on Sunday. The clinic is only half operational on weekends. When you arrive, please come straight to this room. If I’m not already here, I will be soon enough. You’re my only patient of the day.”

That actually makes me sigh in relief, but I need to be sure. “Other doctors won’t be at work?”

Dr. Townsend gives me a questioning look. “Not unless they have a visit like ours that can’t be postponed.”

Not an iron-clad reassurance, but at least my chances of not running into Dr. You-Were-Not-A-Factor-In-My-Decision-Making-Process will be far greater.
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In fact, my visit with Dr. Townsend the following Sunday proceeds without hiccups. No last-minute doctor switches. No lobby rundowns with my ex. I simply sit in my gynecological chair listening to my follicles being praised.

Dr. Townsend tasks me with taking the trigger shot on Monday night at 6 p.m. and sends me on my merry way.

Normally, with a few free hours on a sunny Sunday, I’d drop by my parents’ house for a brief visit. But like hell am I ever going to spontaneously visit them while they share a street with the devil and his spawn.

Blake is on a work retreat because she’s getting ready to take her company public tomorrow at market opening. The IPO is a big deal, and she’s super stressed about it. Venting to her isn’t an option. My only other alternative is to work. And just as well. With everything that’s been going on, I’ve fallen behind on the software update revisions for The Ex Files. A ten-hour coding distraction is exactly what I need to get my mind off everything that’s been happening.
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Monday evening, at the office, I read the patient information leaflet about the trigger shot and scoff.

Do not attempt self-injection until you are sure how to do it.

I’ve been self-injecting for the past two weeks. I can manage. The setting is slightly different, seeing how I’m at the office and not at home. But the procedure is similar. Only the syringe is some kind of weird pen-like stick that I have to click multiple times to get the correct dosage of my shot.

I count the clicks, disinfect my belly with a cotton ball, and I’m about to give myself the injection when an inhuman scream out the door makes me jump. In one of those movie-like, slow-motion moments, I watch the pen syringe fly out of my hands in an arc and land with a smashing crash onto the floor in a puddle of wasted hormones and broken glass.

My brain only half-registers the gravity of what just happened as I rush out the door to find my secretary staring at the floor with an equally forlorn expression. I follow her gaze to what looks like a square of poo on the sustainable terrazzo flooring.

“What happened?” I ask.

Edna looks up at me. “I dropped my triple chocolate brownie.”

A square of chocolate makes more sense than a square of poo.

“You screamed for a pastry?”

“I’d been saving it all day.”

And as much as I might understand the pain of wasted chocolate, the reality of the far more important mess that’s now adorning my office floor makes my brain reboot.

Cold sweat forms on the back of my neck and I rush back inside, wondering what to do. Dr. Townsend was clear. Timing is crucial for this injection. I have to get a replacement shot, and fast.

I put on my pea coat, scoop the broken syringe from the floor, drop it in the transparent plastic bag I brought it to work in, and rush out of the office.

As I speed-walk past Edna’s empty desk, I check that I still have the prescription for the trigger shot in my bag. I already used it, but it’s only to show the pharmacist that I’m not a crazy woman ordering hormones off the counter, but a person with a proper medical emergency. In my rush, I forget to look where I’m going or at the piece of chocolate splattered on the floor and promptly slip on it.

I try to keep my balance, whirling my arms in the air, but the leather sole of my left shoe keeps slipping forward inexorably, making me completely lose my footing and sending me falling backward. With an ominous squish, my white-pants-clad butt lands precisely on the half of the brownie not smeared under my shoe.

“Oh my gosh.” Edna rushes in carrying a stack of paper towels that she probably intended to use to wipe the floor.

She helps me up. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, nothing’s broken.”

“But your pants!”

I peek over my shoulder to my behind. Oh, crap—literally!

Edna uses the paper towels to remove the solid brownie residue from my derrière, then assesses the damage.

“I’m sorry, boss, but your pants look ruined. I’ll pay you back for them.”

I school my face into the most understanding expression I can muster. “It’s okay, Edna, I should’ve looked where I was going. It’s not like I didn’t know the brownie was there. Don’t worry about it.”

“You want me to go grab you a change?”

I stare at the clock above her desk: six fifteen. I don’t have time for this.

“No, it’s okay, Edna, I’m in a hurry, sorry.” I make my way to the elevator.

My secretary follows me. “But—but you look like you—”

“Pooped my pants? I know, but I don’t have time to change.” The elevator dings open and I step inside. “See you tomorrow.”

Mercifully, there’s no one else in the elevator car with me. I curse under my breath as I assess the damage in the mirrors. Of course, today is the day I wore white pants. My short coat doesn’t cover my butt, and the deep brown stain is impossible not to notice; it covers my entire right butt cheek, sneaking all the way to the front.

Oh, hell, a few New Yorkers will assume I had an impromptu bowel discharge. I’ve been through worse.

Outside my office building, I rush toward the pharmacy at the corner, heading straight to the prescription booth to explain my predicament to the clerk.

He listens to my panicked account but quietly shakes his head once I’m finished. “I’m sorry, ma’am, but without a valid prescription I can’t give you any medicine.”

“I have a valid prescription.” I—uselessly—wave the leaflet of paper in his face.

“That’s already been fulfilled.”

“Oh, come on, you’ve seen the broken vial.” I—equally uselessly—brandish the plastic bag in front of him. “It’s not like I’m asking for drugs.”

“Sorry, ma’am. I can’t help you.”

“Thanks for nothing. I’ll try another pharmacy.”

“Everyone will tell you the same thing. Your best option is to call your doctor and ask for an emergency prescription.”

Call Dr. Townsend. Of course! It’s not so late that he won’t be at the clinic. I get out of the pharmacy and dial the clinic’s number. After two rings, the line goes dead.

I stare at my phone, which is equally dead. Dammit. No battery.

Why is everything going south today?

A cab zips past me and I make the split-second decision: I’ll just have to haul my chocolate-covered ass uptown.

Another cab approaches, and I flag it down. As the car nears, I can see the moment the driver’s gaze lowers from my raised hand to my smeared pants, and the cab, instead of slowing down, accelerates past me.

Right, no cab driver will take me on looking like this.

I run toward the nearest subway station, my stomach bouncing up and down. A train is probably better in rush hour, anyway.

The platform is crowded and I lose precious seconds trying to figure out what line I should take.

A man abruptly bumps into me, nearly knocking me down. “Watch it,” I yell.

“You watch it, shit pants,” he says, carrying on his way.

If I had time, I’d run after him and put him in his place, but I don’t. I’m headed to the opposite platform.

Rush hour is no joke even in the subway station. I have to fight to get a spot on the first incoming train. But a positive side effect of my pants situation is that even in the crammed subway car, a small circle of empty space forms around me.

I catch more than a few commuters sending dirty looks to my rear end and wrinkling their noses in disgust.

When an old hag sitting behind me mutters under her breath, “The younger generations have no decency,” I yell. “It’s chocolate, all right? Chocolate. So, you can all go fly a kite with your nasty looks and comments.”

Maybe I shouldn’t have yelled at strangers, but what do they have to ogle anyway? It’s not like I ran through the park naked. The circle around me widens. Guess I’ll just be the crazy woman on the subway.

I make it to Lincoln Center a few minutes later. When the train halts and opens its doors at my stop, I quickly hop off.

As I run up the station steps, I’m a sweaty, sticky, smelly mess. But at least when I arrive at the clinic, the lights are still on. I dash past the sliding doors and almost crash against the reception desk.

“Miss Mayer,” the receptionist greets me. “What happened to you?”

“I broke my trigger shot. I should’ve taken it an hour ago. I need to see Dr. Townsend.”

With a serious frown, the woman types on her computer. “I’m sorry, but Dr. Townsend already went home for the day. I can check if someone else can help you.”

“Yes, please. Thank you.”

“Oh,” she says after a few seconds. “You’re in luck. Dr. Raikes is still here.”

That’s not luck, that’s a curse.

“I can call him right away.”

She picks up the receiver and is about to dial, but I’m faster. In a totally unappropriated move, I half launch myself over the counter to stop her, grabbing her by the wrist. “No need to call Dr. Raikes,” I yell in a panic.

“Someone called my name?”

The deep voice coming from behind me forces me to close my eyes as I painfully assess my current situation. I’m half hanging over the counter, manhandling a poor receptionist, while my chocolate-smeared butt is perked up on full display. And Johnny Raikes has a front-row seat to the show.
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The air behind me warms, and I sense a presence.

I should let go of the receptionist, get back on my feet, and salvage whatever dignity I have left. But I can’t move. I’m frozen in place. I swear I’ll never yell again at a frozen-in-the-headlights animal. Their reaction isn’t stupid, it’s just nature. They can’t move off the road just as much as I can’t drop off this counter.

The presence shifts beside me and leans an elbow on the counter. “Ah, Marissa. What’s the matter?”

John is wearing a stylish coat over his scrubs. I probably caught him on his way home.

Seeing him and hearing my name roll off his lips gives me an electroshock and prompts me to simultaneously let go of the poor woman behind the counter and regain my footing. I try to angle my body so that my butt is pressed against the booth and the chocolate Armageddon is out of sight.

Not that John won’t have seen it already. He’s not blind.

The smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth tells me he can see very well.

“No matter,” I say. “Everything is perfect.” I stare at the receptionist, reading the name tag pinned to her chest. “Carla and I were trying to sort out a situation, but your help isn’t needed. Thank you.”

There. That was a perfectly calm, perfectly polite answer to give my ex.

John doesn’t seem to buy it. He cocks one eyebrow at the receptionist and the wretched woman rats me out. “She botched her trigger shot and needs a replacement. Dr. Townsend went home already, so I was about to call you before she”—the receptionist throws me a dirty look, massaging her wrist—“almost clawed my hand off.”

John unleashes an annoyingly dashing smile on the receptionist, melting the sour expression right off her face. “It’s okay, Carla, I can give Miss Mayer the shot.”

“No need,” I say.

The dashing smile with all its megawatts turns to me. “You have a better option?”

“You can just write me a prescription and I can give myself the shot.”

Not missing a beat, John fires back, “We wouldn’t want to risk a second mishap.”

“I’m perfectly capable of giving myself the shot.”

“As the broken vial in that plastic bag clearly proves.”

I hadn’t even realized I was still clutching the darn thing. “This was an accident; it won’t happen again.”

“Come on, Mari.” He beckons me to follow him. “After what we went through last time, a hormone shot will feel like a walk in the park.”

I swear if he calls me Mari one more time…

With my lips pressed into a hard line, I have no choice but to follow him.

Dr. Bane Of My Existence guides me to a room with a single examination table, a desk, and a million cabinets filled with different drugs.

He drops his coat on a chair and turns to me. “Do you have your prescription?”

Wordlessly, I hand him the slip of paper.

John scans it quickly and then, whistling—I hate him—he searches the shelves for the right medication. He sets it on the metal counter of the cabinet, clicks it to the right dose, and then turns to me.

“You should probably remove your coat.”

I do as I’m told, glaring at him.

“Are we going to discuss the fact that your bottom is covered in what appears to be—”

“It’s chocolate,” I interrupt him. “And no, we’re not going to discuss it.”

Silently staring at me, John grabs the roll of hospital paper over the bed and tortuously drags another layer down, despite the perfect protection paper sheet already covering the leather.

The tear of the paper resounds as loud as a gunshot in the small room. I roll my eyes, imagining the torture to be over, when John pulls another layer on top of the two already shielding the bed from my butt. Equally slowly, eyes never leaving mine—I hate him more.

Once the little show is over, he pats the bed, and with the most carefree tone in the world, says, “You can sit now.”

Gingerly, I take my place on the bed, staring at the needle and the vial.

“You might be more comfortable if you lie down.”

“Nothing about this is comfortable, period,” I snap.

“I guess I’ll have to cure that, no?”

My eyes widen as I stare at him in shock. “What do you mean?”

With the most innocent face, he says, “I took an oath. My job is to make you as at ease as I can. Please lie down.”

Is he messing with me? Is that really what he meant? Taking the high road as a doctor? I don’t think so. He’s definitely messing with me.

I glare at him, but it has no effect. Defeated, I settle myself on the bed. I want to tell him to hurry the heck up with that injection, but I doubt that would help.

As I’m lying down, staring at the ceiling, his deep voice fills the room again. “I’m going to lift your top now.”

The words send a zap straight through my lower body, from my stomach, down to my belly, and finally to a place that should have no interest in whatever Dr. Proper has to say.

Swallowing quietly, I nod.

He grabs the hem of my blouse and slowly pulls it up, uncovering my belly, making me shiver at each caress of the fabric over my skin.

The view underneath won’t be pretty. After thirteen days of injections, my belly looks like a minefield of bruises. John traces a gloved finger just above the waist of my pants, causing another shiver to run up my spine and down to my—you get the picture.

“Do these hurt?” he asks in the softest voice.

“No,” I lie.

They mostly don’t, anyway.

“All right, I’ll try to find a spot that’s not as bruised.”

I scoff. Good luck with that.

For the next five seconds, his hand skims over my belly, eliciting all kinds of unwanted sensations. If he keeps touching me, the trigger shot will prove completely unnecessary as my follicles will burst spontaneously.

At last, he picks a spot. A cool swab of a cotton ball imbued with disinfectant is followed by the injection. The prickle of the needle is so light I almost don’t feel it.

“You’re all set,” John announces.

“Thank you.”

I quickly cover myself and shoot off the bed, ready to make a run for it, but he’s blocking my path to the door.

“I went to see your parents yesterday,” he says, distracting me from my escape plan.

“My parents?” I deadpan. “Why?”

“Oh, nothing. We brought over a basket of muffins and they invited us in for coffee. Just a friendly visit between neighbors.”

I don’t know what to say, other than wanting to scream: Traitors! Turncoats!

But apparently, I don’t have to talk because John continues. “Thank you for not putting them against me.”

The irony of being thanked for an attitude exactly opposite to the one I’ve kept threatens to make me break into hysterics.

Instead, I manage to give a totally false reply. “I’m not petty. Whatever happened between us was a long time ago. I’m over it. I’ve been over it since forever.”

Lies, upon lies, upon lies.

John studies me for a long moment.

I’m about to ask him to move away from the door when he says, “Then go out with me.”

My eyes widen. Is he mad?

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Are you serious?”

“Of course I’m serious.”

“Why would I want to go out with you? After the way you treated me. What the hell made you think it would be a good idea to ask me out?”

I’m furious at the way my heart is racing.

“I want to apologize for what I did back then, and I don’t want to do it in a hospital ward. We could go out just for coffee.”

My chest is heaving.

“No,” I state. “Consider your apology accepted. I said I’m over it, not that I’m open to a walk down memory lane.”

After a long scrutinizing look, John steps aside, letting me pass.

I’m at the door, hand on the handle, already pulling it open, when he speaks again. “I’m sorry, Mari.”

I freeze.

“For everything that I did, for the way I did it. And I hope one day you’ll let me explain.”

Without turning or saying another word, I cross the threshold and leave him behind.


15


MARISSA


Outside the clinic, I draw a deep breath, close my eyes, and tilt my head to the dark sky. I’m about to cry again. Not a shed tear in years and now the waterworks won’t stop.

It must be the estrogen. Hormones can cause mood swings, everyone knows that. It’s the only reason John’s words are making me so upset. I’m angry at myself for being weak.

I rub my eyes, hard. I won’t cry. That man has had enough of my tears.

I need to go home, crawl into my bed, and pull a fluffy blanket over my head to shut him out—him and his seemingly sincere apology. But before that, I should make myself cab-acceptable. No chance in hell I’ll take another ride in the packed subway being judged by strangers.

I take a few steps, heading toward a random clothes shop. Inside the store, I grab the first pair of sweatpants I see and change into them. After paying, I drop the chocolate pants in the shopping bag and flag a cab on my way out.

On the ride home, I text my sister.

To Teresa:


You can tell *your* parents I’m definitely not going home for Thanksgiving




From Teresa:


They’re *your* parents, too




To Teresa:


No, I’ve disowned them




From Teresa:


Why?




To Teresa:


They accepted home-baked muffins from Dr. Lucifer and offered him refreshments




From Teresa:


Let me investigate




Just as I’m leaving Manhattan, another text arrives.

From Teresa:


Mom said he had baked them with his daughter, and they didn’t feel like refusing a six-year-old’s neighborly offer




She also said that he seemed like a wonderful father and you shouldn’t judge a man by his actions when he was eighteen




To Teresa:


I disagree




The New York state penalty code disagrees




Try sitting in front of a judge and telling him how he shouldn’t lock you up forever for that little murder you committed when you were *only* eighteen




From Teresa:


John didn’t murder anyone




No, I scoff inside my head. He only killed my chances at a happily ever after.

With angry jerks of my thumbs, I tap a reply.

To Teresa:


And just like that, I have no family




No parents




And no sister




From Teresa:


Stop being a drama queen




How do you know about the muffins anyway?




To Teresa:


I ran into him at the clinic, again




From Teresa:


And you talked to him?




Why is it okay for you to fraternize, but Mom and Dad can’t?




To Teresa:


I wasn’t fraternizing. I had to get an emergency injection, and he was the only doctor available




I chew on the tip of my thumb before adding:

To Teresa:


He asked me on a date




From Teresa:


*boggling eyes emoji*




What did you say?




To Teresa:


I said no, what else would I say?!




From Teresa:


I see now what got your panties in a bunch




To Teresa:


What?




From Teresa:


You wanted to say yes




And you hate yourself for it




But maybe John really has changed




Each new message lands as a blow to my heart.

From Teresa:


Maybe you need to let him explain why he did what he did that night




If nothing else, so that you can put everything that happened to rest once and for all




To Teresa:


He wanted to talk about prom night, but I shut him down




From Teresa:


Then it’s time to put your big-girl pants on and listen to what he has to say




I don’t reply.

I’m not ready. I will never be ready to go back to that night. To hear the other side of what happened. For years, I’ve basked in my hate of Johnny Raikes. Listening to another side of the story is pointless. He was wrong, period. What he did has no justification.

At home, I eat a bowl of milk and cereal and crawl straight into bed. I fall into a sort of trance where I’m half-asleep, half-awake, and memories and dreams mix up. But they all revolve around one person.

I come out of my stupor only when my phone rings on the bedside table. I pick up, and before I can even say hello, Blake’s voice blares through the speakers. “Marissa, I need your help.”

“What time is it?” I ask, groggily.

“Past midnight, sorry. Did I wake you?”

“Nah, don’t worry, I had to pee anyway, darn hormones.”

As I shuffle toward the bathroom, she asks me how I’m doing, and I give her low-impact complaints about daily hormone shots. Blake knows me as a strong, independent woman who she met at a start-up bootcamp as a hot-shot COO. She never saw the girl who spent months crying over a boy, and I don’t want that part of me back out in the world. I already shared with her too much about John in a moment of weakness. It won’t happen again.

I flush the toilet and ask, “Why are you calling me in the middle of the night?”

“Did you see my numbers today?”

The IPO for her company was this morning, and the stock price has risen beyond the most optimistic forecasts.

“Yeah, I tried to call you to congratulate you, but your phone was off.”

“Because I’m under a hostile takeover.”

“No, by who?”

“Justin.”

Her ex-boyfriend. Why can’t ex-boyfriends just disappear off the face of the Earth for eternity? Why do they always come back to haunt us?

“That weasel,” I grunt out.

“I know.”

“How can I help?”

“Did you publicize my IPO at WeTrade?”

“Sure, it was bright and shiny on the homepage today.”

“Can you see how much stock is still retained by your users?”

“Skimming legality, yes, let me get at my computer.” I sit at the kitchen table and open my laptop. “I can’t give you a number, but I can tell you it’s skimming the double digits.”

“Can you send a recommendation to all stockholders to sell at the market opening tomorrow?”

I rear my head backward. That’s an aggressive move on her part. “That could drive the price into the ground. Are you sure?”

“Yes, I’m sure.”

“Then, yeah, I can do it.”

“How loyal is your user base? How closely do they follow your advice?”

“They’re as loyal as a Labrador on steroids.”

“Then I need you to stay tuned tomorrow. I have another idea in mind.”

I stare blankly into space.

“Mari, are you still there?”

“Yeah, sorry, just really tired. I got a different shot today, and it’s making me drowsy.”

“I’ll let you go back to bed. Sorry again for waking you. I owe you one, Mari, big time.”

“No problem,” I say.

We hang up and I send out the mass notification with our suggestion to sell her stock at the market opening. Then I collapse in bed, hoping not to dream.
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After her plan to keep control of her company succeeds, my best friend knocks on my door the following night. I find her standing on my doorstep with a blotchy face and red-rimmed eyes.

“What happened?” I ask.

Blake crushes me into a hug. “I broke up with him.”

“Gabriel? Why?”

We sit on the couch and, in between hiccups, she gives me an account of how her boyfriend has been responsible for her ex targeting her fitness company. And how Gabriel tried to salvage the damage by buying high quantities of her stock but only made the situation worse. All behind her back.

“Gabriel almost cost me everything,” Blake concludes.

“So you broke up with him?”

“I can’t trust him.”

“But you still love him.”

She nods and starts crying again.

Hugging her, consoling her, seeing her so vulnerable, I feel stupid for not trusting her with my weakness. We’re tough, we’re independent, but it’s okay not to be invincible. To lean on each other when we need to.

“Do you think I made a mistake?” Blake asks.

“Honey, I can’t tell you that. Only you can know.”

“I almost called him back a million times since he left my apartment. You must think I’m pathetic.”

“Just yesterday I almost said yes to a date with my ex. I’m not judging.”

“What ex?” Then her eyes widen and her mouth drops. “No. The doctor? The one that was up your—”

“Yep, that’s the one.”

Blake brushes a few tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. “You know, you never told me what happened with John.”

I sigh. “Maybe it’s time I do.”
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Sixteen Years Ago – Earlier on Prom Night

The receptionist hands me the room key with a skeptical expression. But nothing could dampen my smile. I don’t care if I have “girl about to lose her virginity in a hotel room after prom” written all over my face. I’m eighteen. I’m an adult. If I want to have sex, I can check myself into a hotel room and bonk all night until the walls shake.

“Thanks,” I tell her, putting an extra chirp in my tone, and head for the elevators.

Room 206, second floor, left corridor. I repeat the instructions on the ride up.

The hotel room is average but clean. With a geometric pattern carpet, a queen-sized bed with a purple comforter and pillows, a wooden desk and chair, a TV on the wall, and a glassed-in bathroom with a shower. New York isn’t exactly famous for its cheap motels, and okay, Brooklyn isn’t Manhattan, but Johnny must still have spent a fortune to book this room.

I sit on the bed and pass a hand over the pristine white sheets.

I’m taking a big step today. We are, together.

I can’t stop smiling; after years of waiting, we’re finally going to do it tonight. I don’t even know why we waited so long. Yeah, I do. Because we wanted the moment to be special.

But now I just wish we’d done it ages ago. I’m so nervous.

I lie down on the bed in what I imagine must be a sexy pose, then sit up again, smoothing the wrinkles I made over the sheets with my hands. I fidget with the sheer fabric of my dress.

I fish my phone out of my clutch to check the time.

Johnny is fifteen minutes late. My stomach does a small somersault at the thought of him finally joining me. He insisted we came here separately after leaving prom. He said it’d feel more like a secret, romantic rendezvous. Also we didn’t want to leave prom together and let everyone at school guess what we were up to. The plan was for him to wait a while after I left and then join me. But he should be here by now.

I keep sitting on the bed, locking and unlocking my phone every minute for the next half an hour.

Still no sign of my boyfriend.

No missed calls or messages, either.

That’s weird. He would’ve let me know if he was running late. Just as I’m about to assume the worst, a knock sounds on the door.

Beaming brighter than a lighthouse in the night, I open the door. The smile falls off my face when, instead of Johnny, I find a bellhop in a burgundy uniform waiting on the other side.

“Hello?” I say.

“Miss Mayer?” he asks.

“Yes?”

“I have a letter for you.”

My gaze drops to his hands and the white envelope he’s holding.

An irrational dread sinks into my chest. I thank him and take the letter, not sure I want to open it.

The envelope has a single word written on it: Mari. But it’s enough because I recognize the handwriting. I’d recognize it anywhere. It’s Johnny’s.

He’s not coming.

The realization hits me harder than a punch.

I tear the envelope open with shaking hands and read the letter without even sitting.

Mari, I’m sorry. I can’t be with you.

Johnny

I stare at the words, reading them over and over again. I’m out of breath. The suddenly cold air hits my lungs, and I’m not breathing right.

Johnny’s not coming.

Not just that, he broke up with me.

Why?

This doesn’t make sense.

I turn the sheet of paper to see if there’s something else on the other side, but no, it’s blank.

Fear, pain, and adrenaline all rush through my veins at the same time. I’m about to have a panic attack when my rational side takes over. If the bellhop delivered the letter to me, it means Johnny was here.

On impulse, I fling the room door open and run into the long hall, down the stairs, and across the lobby onto the curb.

Across the street, a midnight-blue pickup is parked under a streetlight.

The cabin is dark, but the headlights of an oncoming car let me see the driver. Even at a distance, I can tell he’s grabbing the wheel with unnatural tension. As if sensing my gaze on him, his head swivels to the side and our eyes meet.

John’s are brimming with sorrow, regret, and—guilt. Time stops for a second. A million unspoken questions pass between us. I look at my boyfriend. I know him. I know he loves me. So why is he doing this?

Why are you doing this? I ask him telepathically.

I see his resolution waver. For a moment, I think he’s about to get out of that damn truck and come hug me. But then the oncoming car passes between us, breaking our eye contact, and the next thing I know, the headlights of Johnny’s pickup are on and he’s pulling off the street.

“No!”

I gather my dress up and run after him. Johnny must see me in the rearview mirror. He’ll stop now. He’ll stop any minute.

“Johnny, wait,” I scream at the top of my lungs, chasing after the car. “Johnny.”

But the pickup keeps gaining on me and soon disappears into the night.

“Johnny.”

That’s when I realize I’m screaming and crying.

I collapse in the middle of the street and sit on the concrete, my pretty dress a pool of sadness around me.

The road stays empty after that. There’s no traffic, but after a while—I couldn’t tell how long—a police car stops by. Someone must’ve called them.

“Miss, are you all right?” a police officer asks me.

I look up at him, shaking my head, fresh tears running down my cheeks. “No,” I wail.

“What happened?”

“My boyfriend dumped me.”

The officer’s expression switches from worried to sort of exasperated. He looks at his colleague.

“Is she intoxicated?” the other man asks.

“No, just a teenager,” he responds, gently grabbing my arm and pulling me up from the concrete. “Come on, miss, you can’t sit on the street all night.”

He steers me toward their car. “Is there an address we can take you to?”

I give them my home address.

Ten minutes later, we’re pulling up in front of my house. I hate that the first thing I do as I get out of the police car is to check the neighbor’s driveway for John’s pickup. But the truck is nowhere to be seen. Wherever he went, he made sure I couldn’t follow.
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Present Day

“And you never saw him after that night?” Blake asks me once I’m done sharing.

“Nope. He skipped graduation and joined the peace corps for the summer to make sure we wouldn’t see each other again.” I shake my head, cradling my mug. We’re on my couch, nursing two matcha teas. “And then he was off to Stanford, thousands of miles away.”

I take a sip of my tea.

“First time I saw him was ten days ago when he…”

“Took a stroll in your lady parts?”

“That.”

“And you still like him?”

“You know when you told me about seeing Justin again and the only thing you felt was mild disgust?”

“Yep.”

“It wasn’t the same for me. I wish it were, but it’s not how I reacted. My body, my heart, it was like I was sixteen again.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“Yes, it’s a bad thing. I can’t trust that man. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice? Shame on me. I can’t fall for it again.”

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know, but it feels like our entire love story has turned into a ghost. It died in a weird way, and it left behind so much unfinished business. And after living for sixteen years suspended in another dimension, it has come back to haunt me.”

“Time to face your ghosts?”

“Yeah, and bust them, one way or another.”


17


MARISSA


“Gosh, men are so maddening sometimes,” Blake growls. “And they have the nerve to call us complicated.”

I study my best friend. “What do you want to do with Gabriel?”

“Kiss him, kick him, make love to him, kill him.”

“Yep.” I take another sip of tea. “That sounds about right. So you two are over, for real?”

“I have no other choice, Mari.”

“To the contrary, you have all the choices.”

She shakes her head. “I don’t know. At the moment it doesn’t feel like it. What’s a relationship without trust?”

“He made a mistake, can’t you just—”

“John made a mistake, too. So why haven’t you forgiven him yet?”

Our situations are widely different, but tonight isn’t the right time to argue with her. Blake’s heart is still too sore to hear hard truths. That whether she likes it or not, her love for Gabriel is not just going to evaporate overnight. I saw them together. Theirs is the kind of love that sticks to the skin, even when you try to scrub it off in the shower. A love that sinks deep and leaves marks on the soul.

This fight is a bump in the road. A blip she’ll jokingly hold against him until the day they’re ninety, I’m convinced of it.

Instead, I simply reply, “Touché.”

“Can I stay here tonight?” Blake blurts.

“Sure,” I say. “But I have to get up super early tomorrow morning to get my eggs harvested.”

“Harvested?” Blake frowns. “That sounds scary.”

“It is a little.”

“How do they do it?”

“They basically puncture your uterus or fundus, I’m not sure about the anatomical details, with a big-ass needle and suck out all the eggs from your ovaries.” Blake’s eyes widen. “But they assured me I’ll be on drugs and won’t feel a thing.”

I had almost given up on the whole thing before they assured me about the drugs taking away all the pain.

“Long live the drugs.” Blake lifts her tea mug in a toast, echoing my thoughts. I clink mine with hers, and she asks, “And then, what? How do they make the little babies?”

“They’re going to take my eggs and fertilize them with my donor’s sample in the lab. Then they’ll let the fertilized eggs grow for five or six days in vitro, so that the weak embryos will die, and after that, they’ll implant me with the strongest blastocyst and freeze whatever other embryos have survived.”

Blake puts her mug down. “Sounds like a genetic version of The Hunger Games.”

I chuckle. “No hatchets will be involved, I promise. But do you still want to stay, even if I have to get up at the crack of dawn?”

“Yes, if it’s no bother for you?”

“It isn’t.”

“I have a 6.30 a.m. class to teach, so I’ll probably have to get up with you, anyway.”

“Great, should I make up the spare bedroom for you?”

Blake gives me puppy-dog eyes.

“Or we can share my bed?”

“You wouldn’t mind?”

“As long as you don’t hog all my blankets.”

That’s how I end up going to bed spooning my best friend, comforting her as she quietly sobs into the pillow until she falls asleep.
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Even if it’s on a weekday, the harvesting goes smoothly. No run-ins with Dr. Is It Too Late To Say Sorry and the drugs deliver the painless harvesting experience my doctor promised. The implantation appointment falls again on Sunday, so I go into the clinic over the weekend more relaxed than ever.

Still, as I sit on the gyno chair in a dedicated room and stare at an overhead screen showing a hollow ball of 200 to 300 cells, a beautifully developed five-day-old blastocyst as the doctor called it, I get emotional.

That’s my baby.

They’re showing me the embryo before implanting it, then the doctor shoves a tiny tube up my uterus, which I barely feel, and it’s done. There could be a life already growing inside me.

That night, as I go to bed, I feel a little pinch in my lower belly.

I drop my hand over my still-bruised stomach. “Was that you, little one?”

I’ve read somewhere that women are sometimes able to feel the moment the embryo implants. Could that be what just happened?

I don’t know, but I like to imagine so. “Hello you,” I whisper. “Welcome to your home for the next nine months.”

Warmth spreads over my chest and joy swells in my heart. I let myself drift off into a peaceful sleep, dreaming of a future with a baby. A future where I’m not just a successful career woman, but also a mother. A caring, loving mom who will nurture and cherish her child with every fiber of her being.
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JOHN


After my run-in with Marissa on Monday, I wait an entire week to make my next move. Mostly because Marissa is going to be stressed enough with the last steps of her IVF cycle to also have to deal with me.

I overhear from Dr. Townsend in the staffroom that he had a smooth implantation the day before. That must be Marissa; she was the only patient scheduled that day.

Which means Marissa could already be pregnant. And I could have the worst timing in history, but I don’t care. I let her go once because the circumstances weren’t ideal. I’m not making the same mistake again.

This brings me to my second predicament. If she won’t go on a date with me, I’ll have to bring the date to her. I thought of waiting for her on her doorstep—it wasn’t hard to learn her address from common acquaintances—but that’d probably feel like too much of an ambush to her. An invasion of her private space.

Instead, I stake her office building, waiting for her to take her lunch break the following Monday. Bless social media for providing all kinds of information on exes.

As I was coming up with the plan, I made Amada call her office on Thursday and Friday with a bogus request both times at about 12.30 p.m., and on both occasions, the secretary told us Marissa was out for her lunch break.

At 11.45, the day after her implantation, I station myself outside her office building and wait.

Marissa comes out at ten past twelve. My breath hitches in my throat as she walks past the glass sliding doors. She’s so beautiful it hurts.

Her unbuttoned coat is floating in the wind behind her, revealing a chic wool dress, fitted at the chest and short—oh so tortuously short. My mouth goes dry as I take in the few inches of skin visible between the hem of the skirt and her thigh-high boots.

She’s typing on her phone and doesn’t spot me right away. But when she lifts her head and her eyes finally meet mine, her face goes white, and the phone slips out of her fingers.

I pick it up from the ground, checking that the screen is intact, and hand it back to her.

Her eyes narrow. “What do you want?”

“To talk…”

I’m about to launch into my grand speech when a black SUV pulls up next to us and a tall dude comes out from the back seat.

He has dark hair, broad shoulders, and stylish clothes. His entire stance screams confidence and power, except maybe for the dark circles under his eyes that betray a hint of fatigue.

The man clocks Marissa and his jaw sets, his serious expression turning even more determined.

A rock sinks into my chest. Is he after her? An ex-lover? Current lover? Maybe the guy she was dating before deciding to have a baby on her own because he was one of those commitment-phobes who don’t want a family. But now he’s seen the error of his ways and he wants her back.

Before my mind can run away with even more absurd conspiracy theories, the man calmly walks toward us, and says, “Marissa.”

Her eyes widen, then narrow—so he’s in the doghouse as well. It remains to be determined why. “Gabriel! What are you doing here?”

“I need to talk to you.”

She scoffs, throwing me a side glance. “Join the line.”

The dude and I exchange an appraising stare until I break the silence. “I was here first.”

“And I don’t care,” he says, tone flat. “You’ll get your chance.”

Anger pricks down my spine. My chest inflates as I square up my shoulders to the newcomer.

The dude mimics my aggressive stance, taking a challenging step in my direction.

Marissa rolls her eyes. “While you two alpha dogs sort this, I’m going to go on my lunch break. Gentlemen, have a good day.”

She turns on her high heels and walks down the street.

The dude and I follow, looking more like two abandoned puppies than two alpha dogs.

“Marissa, please,” Gabriel calls out. “I really need to talk to you. Can I walk with you?”

Without stopping, or turning, she calls, “It’s a free country, I can’t stop you.”

We both follow her, but at the pace she’s going, and with the other people we have to dodge, neither of us can put two words in.

Marissa enters a taco bar and we follow her inside.

“Table for one,” she tells the hostess.

“For two,” the tall dude says.

“Make it for three.” I give the hostess my most dashing smile.

The poor woman regards our weird trio with a skeptical air, eyebrows rising high on her forehead, and then stares at Marissa interrogatively.

Marissa throws her hands in the air. “I don’t have time to argue. Make it for three.”

The hostess nods and grabs two more menus from her booth, giving us a tight smile and gesturing toward the main restaurant. “Please follow me.”

We sit at the table in awkward silence, the dude and I glaring at each other, while Marissa is pointedly not staring at either of us while turning the menu pages with loud, curt flips.

A server arrives, collects our orders, and takes the menus away, coming back right away with our drinks. Once the glasses are on the table and the server has left, Marissa has no choice but to make eye contact.

Her gaze finally sets on Gabriel. “You go first.”

I bite the protest at the back of my throat and take the punishment like a good boy.

“I know I messed up,” he begins.

My jaw tightens. The dude’s definitely here for the same reason I am. To get her back. It doesn’t matter, I can take him. What’s a little competition? I’m all for it.

To disturb the momentum of his grand speech, I bat my knife against my coke glass. Petty, but effective. Both the dude and Marissa turn to glare at me.

“Oh, is this disturbing you?” I drop the knife and wave at the guy. “Please. Please, continue.”

The dude’s nostrils flare, but he turns back to Marissa. “I messed up, but I’ve learned my lesson—”

“That’s twice you said you’ve learned your lesson,” Marissa counters. “If you’d really learned it the first time, we wouldn’t be sitting here.”

Mr. Perfect frowns as if he doesn’t know what she’s referring to, and I can’t help but wonder what both offenses are.

“The cabin was the first time,” Marissa clarifies.

What cabin? Horror images of them together on a romantic mountain retreat fill my head.

“Right,” he admits, looking mortified. “And I’m sorry. But this time it’s true. Believe me, Marissa, I love her. The past week without her has been the worst of my life.”

Her.

My battling instincts relax a notch.

Marissa’s features soften. “Blake hasn’t been the best either.”

The guy’s eyes fill with hope. “You think she still loves me?”

“Of course she loves you, you dumbass. The problem has never been her lack of feelings for you.”

The dude nods his head in defeat. “She doesn’t trust me anymore, I know. But I want to earn that trust back. I’m going to work hard for it, I swear. All I need is a second chance.”

Now I perk up in my booth. The man is stealing all my lines.

Marissa studies him for a long moment. “What do you have in mind?”

Mr. Sorry begins to expose an elaborate plan to take this Blake to her senior prom. Marissa keeps her eyes on him all the time, but every time the word prom is mentioned, the familiar brick of guilt settles in my gut and a red flush creeps up Marissa’s neck all the way to her cheeks while she studiously avoids looking my way.

Even if she keeps stone still and not looking at me, I know we’re both thinking about that night. The night I left her like the worst coward. The single, most-regretted low moment of my life.

When the dude finally shuts his trap, Marissa gives him another long, appraising look and then says, “Okay, you’ll get your shot.”

The guy’s shoulders sag with relief. “Thank you—”

“But I can’t promise Blake will forgive you,” Marissa continues. “And if she doesn’t, swear you’ll leave her alone, Gabriel. Deal?”

His features set in a terrifyingly driven expression. “Deal.”

Marissa nods and turns to me, elbows folded on the table. “Your turn. What do you want?”

“A second chance.”

Marissa’s reaction is half hysterical laughter, half scoff. “Yeah, right!”

“Why does he get one and I don’t?”

“Because he”—she points at the guy—“waited less than a week to ask for his second chance, you let sixteen years pass. Your window closed a long time ago.”

I swallow. “Then let me at least explain why—”

“Why what? Why you dumped me on prom night?” Marissa says in a steady voice that’s nonetheless simmering with suppressed anger. “The night we should’ve lost our virginity together. Or why you did it with a one-line note you didn’t even dare to deliver yourself? No, no, wait.” She looks at the ceiling, tapping her chin, pretending to think. “It must be for leaving me running after your stupid truck in the middle of the street without even a glance in the rearview mirror. Which one is it?”

Gabriel makes to stand up at this point. “Maybe I should give you guys some privacy.”

“Sit.” Marissa levels him with a stare. “Dr. Raikes has many things to atone for. We don’t want to add making you miss your lunch to the list.”

With a stoic expression, Gabriel sits back, throwing what I interpret as a glance of male solidarity my way before setting his gaze out the restaurant window and doing his best to appear inconspicuous.

“All of it,” I say on an exhale.

“Why?” Marissa hisses. “Why did you do it?”

“Because I couldn’t do it in person. I never would’ve had the strength to say goodbye to you. I loved you too much.”

“If you loved me, why say goodbye at all?”

“Because I was leaving anyway in a couple of months. You were going to NYU, and I was headed to Stanford—”

“We had agreed we’d try the long distance.”

“Long distance never works. And if we had made love that night, if we’d spent the entire summer making love, I was afraid I wouldn’t go—or that I’d be too broken when I did. We both would’ve been. I gave you a clean break.”

“A clean break?” Her voice is so low I almost can’t hear it. “You call what you did a clean break?”

“I gave you a reason to hate me, to move on—”

“Ah,” she scoffs. “That’s just priceless, so I should thank you now?”

“No, that’s not what—”

“You really think you leaving like that didn’t break me? Thank you for nothing, then. Thank you for ruining the most romantic night of my life. Thank you for making me lose trust in men, for robbing me of the capability of opening up to even the possibility of love ever again. Thank you for scarring me for life.” I take on her rage, wishing with everything I had that I could remove the hurt underneath. But Marissa isn’t done. “Thank you for making me lose my virginity with a drunken five-minute screw in sophomore year because I was tired of everybody talking about sex and just wanted to see what the fuss was about. It should’ve been with somebody I loved, who loved me back, and you took that away from me. So, thank you very much for flipping nothing.”

The server arrives at that precise moment and, with an oblivious smile, announces, “Carnitas double tacos?”

Gabriel looks up with the air of a man who’d rather be anywhere else in the world. “That’d be me.”

“Pollo single serve?” the server asks next.

“That’s me.” Marissa stands up, making her chair scrape loudly on the floor. “But I’ve changed my mind, I’ll take my order to go.”

“Perfect, miss. Fish taco for you, sir.” The server places the last plate in front of me. “And I’ll be right back with your box.”

Marissa dons her coat and hooks her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll wait at the counter.”

I make to stand up, but she blocks me with a raised finger. “Do not follow me, I mean it. Stay out of my life.”

I watch her go to the counter, pick up her box, and leave the restaurant.

From the other side of the table, Gabriel picks up a taco and looks at me. “Sorry, man, that was harsh.” He takes a bite and then adds, “And I apologize if I came on too strongly earlier, I was just…” He shrugs. “You know.”

“Nah, man, I get it. You were trying to get your woman back, same as me.”

A minute passes before he talks again. “So you’re the doctor?”

“You’ve heard about me?”

A smirk creases his features, making him look more human and less cyborg. “Only bad things, I’m afraid.”

“Not that I don’t deserve it.” I bow my head. “For what it’s worth, I hope your grand apology goes better than mine.” I stretch a hand across the table. “Name’s John by the way.”

“Gabriel.”

We shake hands and eat the rest of our lunch in companionable, manly silence.
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MARISSA


The Saturday after The Lunch That Shall Never Be Mentioned Again, I set in motion my part of the plan to help Gabriel win Blake back. I scoop her up from her couch, force her to shower, and bring her to her parents’ house where I do her hair and makeup in an exact replica of what she should’ve looked like at eighteen on prom night.

Getting her to wear the dress proves a tad more difficult because by now she’s caught on to me and knows exactly where I’m sending her. To squish all protests, I call in my IOU, and there’s nothing she can do about it. She has to go.

With one last glare, my best friend walks down the stairs to go meet Gabriel who’s already waiting out on the porch.

I go back to her room, tidy all the loose makeup, and sit on the bed for a minute. I don’t want to see Gabriel tie a corsage to her wrist. Or her dad taking pictures of them on the porch. Or them leaving in a limousine.

It all reminds me too much of that night. The last night Johnny and I were together, the last night we kissed, the last night he held me in his arms as we slow danced across the gym. Before everything shattered.

Now that I know what he was about to do, I realize why his gaze had seemed more intense than usual that night, his expression graver. At the time, I’d chalked it down to him being nervous because we were about to lose our virginity. Now I know it was because he had no intention of showing up at the hotel. How long had he known he was leaving? How long had he been planning his escape?

I don’t want to think about it. But I can’t help it; images from that night of so long ago keep flashing before my eyes.

I get off the bed and go to the window. I lean my head against the cold glass and close my eyes, trying to forget. Trying to pretend it never happened.

Unbidden, John’s words from the other day at the taco restaurant replay in my head. I couldn’t do it in person. I never would’ve had the strength to say goodbye to you… I loved you too much… If we had made love that night, if we’d spent the entire summer making love, I was afraid I wouldn’t go—or that I’d be too broken when I did. We both would’ve been…

I shake my head, forcing my heart to keep steady. Lies. Petty excuses. If he loved me that much, he would’ve been broken anyway, same as me. He wouldn’t have fallen in love with another woman and married her. Had a child with her. Shotgun wedding or not.

I get away from the window and go downstairs. In the living room, I hug Blake’s parents goodbye and stroll down her street. I don’t call a car right away. I need to clear my head. The last few weeks have felt like a cosmic conspiracy to bring me back to the one night of my life I wish I could forget. Johnny is everywhere, prom is everywhere.

I hope at least Blake will get her happily ever after out of tonight.

I stare up at the blinking stars, wishing I, too, could have a fairytale ending one day. Then I look down again. The sky isn’t going to magically part and provide me with a happy ending. I’m the author of my own destiny.

I caress my belly. “You will be all the happiness and love I need.”

In the past few days, I’ve been checking myself out in the mirror every morning. I stand in front of the closet first thing as I get up and, turning sideways, I study my profile for any changes, mostly frowning at my still-flat stomach.

It’s another five days before I can take the pregnancy test. Am I pregnant? I don’t feel any different, but every Google search result on the planet assured me it’s too early to feel anything.

Despite the uncertainty, I feel a sense of calm wash over me. This baby isn’t born yet and he or she is already grounding me.

Hand still on my belly, I whisper into the night, “It’s going to be you and me against the world, little one.”
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JOHN


Click.

In the bio lab, I turn to my left and find Amada pointing the camera of her phone at me.

“What are you doing?”

“Documenting your misery.”

“Why?”

“I’m considering sending a picture to your ex as proof of your contrition.”

I sigh. “I doubt it’d help. She’s told me in no uncertain terms that she wants me to stay out of her life.”

Amada drops her phone. “Then I suggest that instead of staring out the window with that forlorn expression, you put your woes to good use and bury yourself in work. As of now, you’re a waste of brainpower and lab space.”

I ruined my relationship with Marissa to get the best possible medical education. The least I can do is apply my degree to scientific advancement.

“What do you want me to do?” I should be the one to tell Amada what to do. But she’s right, I’ve been out of it for the past week. Since Marissa shot down my apology so vehemently.

“Start with those Petri dishes. We need pH readings for each.”

I grab the first glass cylinder, ready to get to work, when the lab door flies open and a panting Carla makes her way in. “Oh, there you are.”

I point a finger at my chest. “Moi?”

Still slightly out of breath, she nods. “Dr. Quinn wants to see you in his office immediately.”

I frown. The clinic director wants to see me?

“Do you know why?”

“No, I was only told to get you to his office ASAP.”

That doesn’t sound good.

Amada peers at me over the microscope. “What did you do?”

“I’ll be damned if I know.” I’m still new here, so I haven’t really made a mark yet.

“Well, in case they fire you and I don’t see you again, you were one of my least sucky bosses.”

“Thank you, Dr. Gonzales. The depth of your appreciation keeps me going at moments like this.”

My associate smirks. “Just remember, I’m allergic to mawkishness.”

Carla clears her throat. She’s holding the door to the lab open for me. I straighten my white coat and follow her out, down the corridor, and up the stairs that lead to the clinic director’s office.

With a worried nod, Carla leaves me at the door and scurries away.

I knock and wait.

“Come in.”

I enter the office and rear in surprise when I find Marissa occupying one of the chairs in front of Dr. Quinn’s desk.

A million possibilities rush through my head. Has she filed a complaint? No, she wouldn’t, would she? Nah, Marissa is not mean. No matter how mad she still is at me, she wouldn’t mess with my job. Did something go wrong with her IVF cycle? If that were the case, her doctor would be here, not me.

What could it be? From Dr. Quinn’s expression, nothing good.

I steel myself for the worst, while still reeling from the usual sucker punch to the stomach seeing Marissa and not having her is. All these years apart, I’d gotten used to the dull ache of being away from her. Almost to the point the pain had become second nature to me, familiar, like putting on old shoes worn from countless miles traveled. So familiar, in fact, I’d forgotten it even existed. I’ve been able to lie to myself, to tell myself I’d forgotten her. Out of sight, out of mind. But now, she’s in my head all the time. Since she’s come back into my life, the pain has become sharper, constant, and impossible to ignore.

Her head turns to me and her jaw drops. “What are you doing here? What is this?” No matter that her eyes are flaring with suppressed rage, I still find them irresistible. And she looks as surprised to see me as I am to see her, so she definitely didn’t file a complaint.

“I don’t know.” I look between her and Dr. Quinn.

“Dr. Raikes.” He gestures at the remaining empty chair in the room. “If you could take a seat. Close the door behind you, please.”

Gingerly, I do as I’m told, throwing another furtive side glance at Marissa before sitting down like a good boy.

Dr. Quinn sighs. “I’ve asked both of you to come here today because I have to deliver a piece of potentially upsetting news.”

My boss’s words compel all my attention and I turn my focus on him.

He stares down at a paper on his desk. “Miss Mayer, you started your IVF cycle with us on September twentieth and had your first ultrasound check-up with Dr. Raikes on the twenty-second, correct?”

“Yes,” Marissa replies in an icy tone that doesn’t match the flush of her cheeks.

“And on that same day.” Dr. Quinn turns to me. “You filed a doctor-patient conflict form and added it to Miss Mayer’s medical record. Correct?”

I nod. “Yes.”

“Miss Mayer, following a standard hormone stimulation protocol, you had a successful retrieval of thirteen viable eggs and were implanted with a five-day-old blastocyst on October eighth.”

Tapping her fingers on the chair armrest, Marissa asks, “Have you called me in with extreme urgency for a recap of my IVF cycle?”

“No.” Dr. Quinn, a usually confident, calm man, lowers his gaze. He clears his throat and, in a raspy voice, announces, “I’m afraid we made a mistake.”

Marissa frowns. “I’m sorry? What mistake?”

“It appears that the lab technician responsible for the creation of your embryos picked the wrong sperm sample. A clerical mishap more than a scientific one, really. He misread the form. See, Dr. Raikes is a donor for our research projects, and his sample was used instead of the donor you’d selected.”

My heart thunders in my chest, thrashing against my rib cage while a million conflicting thoughts fight for attention in my brain. The semen I donated was only meant for lab research—the clinic is doing a detailed study on how temperature affects sperm; it was never intended to be used on an actual fertilization. But if they mistakenly used my sample to fertilize Marissa’s eggs… She could be pregnant. With my baby. Then the hard reality hits; I’ll have no rights. Will I? Where do I stand from a legal viewpoint? Will I have any say in the baby’s life? Can I be recognized as the father? But then mostly, unbridled joy takes over. I could have another child. Nora could have a sibling. And Marissa…

My gaze darts back to her, but she’s just staring uncomprehendingly at Dr. Quinn with her mouth slightly ajar.

I look back to my boss. “How?”

“The doctor-patient conflict form and donor selection form have a very similar… uh… formatting. We believe the technician mistook the conflict form for the donor one, and that’s why they used your sample. You’re new here, Dr. Raikes, they probably didn’t recognize your name.”

I dare another side glance at Marissa.

She blinks. “Excuse me, what?”

A vein pulses in Dr. Quinn’s temple. “I’m sorry, I’m still stunned myself. A human error in the lab. But as a result, you might”—he pauses, swallows, dabbing sweat off his lip with a handkerchief—“as of this moment, be pregnant with Dr. Raikes’ baby.”
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I hear the words. I do. But I can’t make sense of them.

Did he say pregnant? With Johnny Raikes’ baby?

My heart skips a beat and my stomach lurches as nausea rises in my throat.

“No, that’s not possible.” I shake my head as a smile fast-approaching hysterical pulls at my lips. “There must be a mistake.”

The man’s face falls. “Yes, a mistake, in the lab,” the clinic director repeats. “Which resulted in you potentially carrying Dr. Raikes’ baby. Potentially being the key word here.” The man lets out a nervous chuckle. “The whole situation might dissolve in a soap bubble,” he says, his voice cracking with nerves. “The embryo might not have implanted, and you might not be pregnant. Then all that would be left to do would be to decide what to do with the other two. Of course, we would offer you another cycle free of charge should you decide to dispose of—”

I raise a hand to stop him mid-sentence. “Wait for a second; what do you mean the other two?”

The man’s eyes dart from my face to John’s and back. Sweat beads on his forehead as he says, “All thirteen of the eggs retrieved on”—he checks the papers on his desk again—“October fourth were… erm… fertilized with Dr. Raikes’ semen, resulting in the production of three viable blastocysts. You were implanted with one, and the other two have been cryopreserved for future procreation needs. All three embryos were genetically tested and are healthy ones.” He gives me a small smile. “You requested not to know the gender, so that’s not part of the report, but we can, of course, always glean the result from the genetic mapping exam.”

The room remains eerily quiet as I stare at the man, hearing what he’s saying, but refusing to believe him.

I tap my foot on the floor.

Seeing as I don’t speak, the director continues, “You may donate the embryos to scientific research, or use them should the two of you come to an agreement.”

My head snaps to John. He’s staring at me with an intensity that scares me more than everything the other doctor just said. A storm of emotions is brewing in his blue eyes, turning them a few shades darker than his regular color.

I look away, concentrating all my fury on the director. “Let me just recap, here, doctor.” I clench and unclench my hands as rage rolls off of me in waves. “See if I got everything right.”

He nods. “Sure.”

“You’re telling me you’ve taken my genes, mixed them with his rotten ones, and made not one, but three children of Satan?” My voice raises an octave at the end.

The director passes a finger inside the collar of the button-down shirt he’s wearing under the medical white coat. “Ch-ch-children of whom, miss?” His hands are shaking so badly now that he puts down the papers and grips the edge of the desk with both hands to steady himself.

“Satan.” I point a finger at John. “And of these three baby hellions you made, two are in the freezer and one might be growing inside me as we speak.”

“I w-wouldn’t refer to Dr. Raikes as S-S-Satan. He’s a respected member of the medical community… he… he…” The director shuffles the papers on his desk. “What did you say your previous acquaintance was, Dr. Raikes?” His trembling hands travel over the papers scattered on his desk until he finds the right form, the one that apparently unleashed this entire hell on us, and reads. “It says here you were classmates in high school.”

I scoff as my nostrils flare. “Classmates, huh?” The hysterical laugh that has been brewing inside me since hearing all this nonsense finally bubbles out. I chuckle and chortle until my sides hurt and I’m wiping tears from my eyes. Both men stare at me while I try to control the hysteria. “Are there cameras hidden somewhere? Is this a prank?”

“Dr. Quinn.” John speaks up for the first time. “Maybe it’s better if you leave us a moment alone.”

“No!” I stand up abruptly, sending my chair capsizing on the floor. “Absolutely not.” As I speak next, my lips pull back, baring my teeth. “I don’t want to spend another minute in the presence of this man, let alone have his baby.” I gather my things. “You’ll hear from my lawyer. I’ll sue this clinic into the ground.”

The director drops his head into his hands. “I knew I should’ve called in someone from legal to have this conversation.”

“You bet,” I say. Storming out of the office, I add, “A horrible rest of your day to you both.”

The last thing I hear is John telling his boss, “Give me a few days. I’ll try to sort this out.”

Footsteps rush after me. I accelerate. The elevator is waiting at the end of the corridor, its doors open. An escape route. I need to get in before he catches up with me.

“Marissa,” John calls after me.

I break into a run, sprinting down the hall as if my life depended on it. He must start running as well because with every stride I take forward, John’s pounding footsteps sound closer. The open doors are just ahead of me, the metal walls and fluorescent lights a promise of salvation. I gather my forces and speed up, crashing inside the waiting elevator. In a split second, I spin on my heels and maniacally push the lobby button.

The doors begin to close, and I dare look up. Still a few yards down the hall, John sets his jaw and increases his pace, his arms pumping at his sides.

He won’t make it. The doors are almost closed already. Just when I think I’ve made it, there’s a dull thud against the metal doors, and John’s foot slams into the opening.

The doors inevitably reopen for him, and my ex enters the elevator with me.
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“Let me out.”

My demand falls on deaf ears. John stares at me with the same intensity he had in the office and doesn’t move a muscle. His chest is still bobbing with the effort of the run.

With neither of us moving, the doors close behind him and we begin our downward ride to the lobby.

Except, John does the unthinkable and pushes the stop button.

The elevator jerks to an abrupt halt, just as my heart quits beating. The walls close in on me, and the already confined space suddenly feels a thousand times smaller.

“What are you doing?” I panic. “You can’t trap me in here.”

“No one’s trapped.” He raises his hands while simultaneously shifting in front of the buttons so that I can’t unlock the ride. “We’re just going to talk, in the safe, private space of the elevator.”

“Do you want to add kidnapping to the charges I’m going to file against this amateurish clinic?”

“Marissa.” My name rolls out of his mouth in a long exhale, sending a shiver right down my spine. “I get that you’re upset. And you’re right, the clinic is 100 per cent to blame. But it was a mistake, one mistake. This is a state-of-the-art clinic that employs hundreds of people, where we carry out invaluable research projects. Clinlada is one of the few clinics in the country that offers pro-bono fertility care for couples who can’t afford it. If you sue us, yeah, you’ll probably win, make us shut our doors even, but you’ll also hurt many people in the process and that’s not you.”

“Is that why you came after me?” I hiss. “To do damage control? To save your job?”

He takes a step toward me. “I’m a world-class neonatal surgeon with board certifications in Obstetrics, Gynecology, and Fetal Medicine. All I have to do to find another job is snap my fingers”—he does so, too close to my face— “and I’ll have my pick.”

He’s pure confidence, pure masculinity as he stares into my eyes. Gone is the boy I used to know. A man is standing in front of me. An impossibly gorgeous man with smoldering eyes and the most sensual lips.

My gaze drops to them and heat pools in my core as I imagine for a second how all this boldness would translate in bed. Then I mentally slap myself for even having the thought and take a step back. Not that I have much space to travel. My back soon hits the cool metal of the elevator walls and I lean against it.

John’s features soften.

“What do you want from me?” I whisper.

“Don’t shut me out,” he pleads. “We’re in this together.”

I study his face for a long time until I can finally pin what’s not sitting right with me. “Are you happy this happened?” I accuse.

The soft smile on his lips confirms all my suspicions. “A child is always a blessing, and if you’re carrying my baby, of course I’d be happy.”

“This has nothing to do with you and me.”

“I agree.” His words take me by surprise. “I got married once because her birth control malfunctioned, I’m not going down that road again.” It’s his turn to laugh hysterically. “Seems the only way I can have children is by freak accidents.” He turns serious again. Mood swings, apparently, are a side effect of unexpected pregnancies also in dads-to-be. “But Marissa.” He gently grabs me by the shoulders. “A baby is a blessing; you will never love anyone more. And even if you hate me, I can promise you will never regret this happening.”

The enormity of the situation finally slams into me. The fluorescent lights overhead seem to flicker and double, and before I know it, I’m swaying.

I brace for the impact with the floor, but it never comes. Instead, I find myself crushed against warm, hard flesh. John’s chest.

I’m in his arms.

In my state of half stupor, I allow myself to pass a hand over the length of his bicep and to experience the tremor my touch elicits.

“When was the last time you ate?” John asks against my head, his lips brushing my hair.

“Breakfast,” I say, still too fascinated with the feel of his muscles under my fingertips.

“And what did you have?”

“Coffee,” I mumble. “I thought I’d grab lunch after coming here.”

The world shifts and I’m suddenly horizontal, being carried in Johnny Raikes’ powerful arms.

I stare up at him.

Big mistake.

His eyes are smoldering, stormy, intense. And his mouth… mmm… it looks delicious. My tongue darts out to wet my own lips, and the intensity in John’s stare turns up a notch if that’s even possible.

He looks away. Maneuvering me into the cramped space of the elevator, he reaches for the buttons with the hand under my knees and we start to descend again.

I accept that I have no control over the situation and drop my head on his shoulder. The last place in the world where I should feel safe is cradled in his arms, but somehow, I do.

“Stay with me, Marissa,” John orders. “No sleeping.”

As the elevator comes to another stop, my eyelids flutter open.

John carries me out in his arms, through to what looks like a different floor to the lobby.

“Breathe,” John murmurs close to my ear. “It will pass. You only need to eat some food.”

A few more steps and John kicks a door open, depositing me on an examination bed.

Suddenly deprived of his body heat, I shiver uncontrollably.

“It’s okay.” He’s at my side in an instant, covering me with a blanket. “Here, eat this.” He passes me a granola bar.

I take a quick bite, the sugar immediately flooding my system and making my head less spinny.

“I’m fine.” I try to get off the bed and out of John’s presence. Not because I’m particularly eager to get away from him, but exactly because I’m not. Been there, done that. I don’t care for a repeat.

John gently, but firmly, holds me in place with a hand on my sternum. “Eat.”

I take another bite and then ask, “Do you always carry these around in case one of your patients swoons at your feet, Dr. Smoldering?”

Okay, maybe I’m not fine, because that sounded an awful lot as if I was flirting with Johnny Raikes, which I wouldn’t do, not for love nor money.

“I have had no swoons since moving,” he says, his lips parting in a smile so open, so sincere. So familiar and yet so different. But above all, so dangerous. Dangerous for the way it makes my heart trip over itself in my chest. That’s my smile. The one he used to reserve for me and wouldn’t let anyone else see.

I close my eyes as the sensation of warmth pools in my center. The present and the past merging into the unknown.

“Do I make you uncomfortable, Marissa?”

I keep my eyes shut. “Yes.” That one small admission releases a barrage of emotions—fear, longing, anger, sadness, and a strange sense of excitement—that bombard me with such force I’m left breathless, my heart thumping uncomfortably in my chest.

“Look at me.”

When I comply, I find myself looking into two deep blue pools.

“We can’t have that,” he says, serious. “You’re safe with me.”

I swallow, the air in my lungs growing thin. “I don’t believe you, John.”

He grabs my hand over the blanket. “I promise to work hard until you believe in me again, Mari. I messed up, I did everything wrong last time. But I’m not running away this time. I’m launching myself straight into the fight. I’ll have enough faith for the both of us.”

“I’m really tired,” I hear myself say, as my head drops onto the thin mattress.

“You’ve earned a nap,” he says, caressing the hair away from my forehead. “I’ll be here when you wake.”
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After a lot of coaxing and overcoming of stubborn objections, I convince Marissa to share a cab back to her place after her hour-long nap.

When the car pulls up in front of her brownstone—not in our old neighborhood, but not far from it either—she insists on paying for the ride. Pigheaded woman. She throws a bunch of bills at the cab driver and tells him to keep the change and then waits until the taxi has disappeared before turning to me with a sour expression on her face.

“Are you going to go back to your place now?” is the first thing out of her mouth.

“Nope,” I say. “I’m going to get you inside. Make sure you have a healthy meal other than a granola bar and that you are not going to pass out again before I leave.”

“Thank you, but that won’t be necessary. I’m feeling better now.”

I shove my hands in my pockets and roll on the balls of my feet. “Not getting rid of me, Mayer. It’s better if you accept it.”

“Is that why you insisted on getting me home?”

“Yep.”

She looks like she’s about to put up a fight, but then her eyes glaze slightly, and she sways to the left.

I catch her at the elbow. “Exactly my point.”

We traverse the fallen-leaves-laden sidewalk up to her front door. Marissa is so confused by the low blood sugar, I have to fish the keys out of her bag and unlock the door.

“You want me to carry you inside?” I ask, seeing how she’s still listing to the side.

The fight rolls back into her. “Absolutely not.”

She pushes me aside and goes into the house. I follow her in and order her to lie down on the couch.

Begrudgingly, she complies.

I throw a crocheted blanket over her, ignoring the glare the gesture earns me, and move into the kitchen.

When I open the fridge, I’m greeted by bare shelves. Nothing inside but a few condiment bottles, a jar of jam, and leftover take-out boxes. I lift the lid of one box and the sight of cold, congealed pasta makes me cringe.

I remove all the boxes and dispose of the contents and packaging in the recycle bins. Marissa’s cupboards are equally desolate. I only find a box of instant ramen, a bag of rice, and a reserve of coffee that could feed an army.

“What are you doing?” comes Marissa’s voice from the living room.

“Trying and failing to find some fresh ingredients to make you a healthy meal.”

“I work a lot. I don’t have time to cook. I usually order take-out.” A pause. “Healthy take-out.”

I order a few groceries from a local supermarket that has a one-hour delivery service and, searching behind the battery of coffee cans, I find a dusty tin of tea. I boil some water and bring Marissa a steaming mug of the infusion filled with sugar.

She smells it, wrinkling her nose. “I prefer coffee to tea.”

I sit on the coffee table in front of the couch.

“Tea is better for you right now.”

“Yes, Dr. Annoying.”

I smirk. “I preferred Dr. Smoldering.”

Her eyes widen and her cheeks flush. “I’m not responsible for anything I said while my brain was sugar deprived.”

I tilt my head. “I won’t hold it against you.”

Her gaze drops to the mug in her hands.

“Drink up.”

She glares at me. “Don’t tell me what to do.”

I point toward the steaming mug. “Drink your tea, doctor’s orders.”

Eyes never leaving mine, she blows on the steam and takes a sip.

What would I give to know what she’s thinking right now.

The silence between us is comfortable, interesting even, for the first time since bumping into each other.

But does that mean she’s starting to drop her walls?

In sixteen years, they’ve turned into fortifications. But I’ll break them down, brick by brick if I have to.

“You’re staring,” she says.

I am, I could stare at her forever. “I’ll stop, but only if you tell me what you’re thinking right now.”

“No.”

I run a hand through my hair. “I have all day.”

“Don’t you have places to be? Work to do? A daughter to care for? Someone else to boss around?”

I check my watch. “Nora doesn’t get out of her fencing class for another hour, and the clinic would probably consider me taking care of our most angry client a good use of my time.”

The staring contest resumes until Marissa’s doorbell rings.

“Uh, saved by the bell, Mayer.”

I go get the door and come back to the living room with two bags filled with fruit, vegetables, and other healthy foods.

Marissa’s eyes widen. “What’s all that? I wasn’t expecting any deliveries.”

“I ordered you groceries and I’m preparing you lunch, just like I said.”

“It’s four in the afternoon.”

“Then we’ll call it an early dinner.” At her panicked expression, I add, “Don’t worry, I’m not inviting myself over. I already texted my mom. I’ll surprise Nora at her gym. I’ll cook and then be on my way. Consider me the help.”

Marissa looks at me like I’m a puzzle she can’t quite figure out.

“I’ll get started right away.” I lift the bags. “And be out of your way in a jiff.”

As I walk back into the kitchen, I hear her muffled, gritted comeback, “That’s your specialty.”

Yeah, definitely not out of the doghouse, but still making some headway if she’s allowing me to cook for her.

I put the groceries away and start chopping vegetables to make her a chicken and veggie soup.

Once it’s ready, I search the cabinets and find one of those breakfast-in-bed trays. I lay it with the bowl of soup, a spoon, and a glass of water, and bring it to Marissa.

She sits up on the couch and allows me to place the tray over her legs.

“There’s more in the pot if you’re still hungry afterward. Otherwise, put it in the fridge and it’ll also be good tomorrow.” From one of the grocery bags, I take out a packet of homemade granola bars the supermarket makes and drop it on the tray. “From now on, I want you to carry one of these wherever you go.”

After giving her a small smile, I’m about to go when she asks me, “What are we going to do?”

I know she’s not talking about meal plans. “When were you told to take the pregnancy test?”

“Two days from now.”

“Let’s wait and keep our fingers crossed.” I flash her a fish-eating grin.

“You’re not seriously hoping I’m pregnant? With your baby?”

“Whether or not you’re carrying my baby, I don’t want to lose you again.”

“You don’t have me, so you can’t lose me.”

“And I’m going to do my best to change that.”

“You’re crazy.”

“And you’re beautiful. I’ll go now. Call me after you take the test, either way.” I drop a business card on the coffee table. “This is my number.”
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From John:


Have you taken the test?




The text message lands on my screen late on Wednesday night as I’m already in bed. Today I was supposed to take the pregnancy test and didn’t.

In the past couple of days, I pushed the notion of potentially being pregnant with John’s baby out of my head. I used my preferred coping mechanism and buried myself in work instead, both for WeTrade and The Ex Files. I’d rather think about anything other than a pregnancy test. What if it comes back positive? I’m terrified by the thought. And if it’s negative?

My hands shake around the phone.

No. I want the test to be negative. But I also want and love this baby that I don’t even know exists so much already.

Another text brings me out of my momentary state of panic.

From John:


Still waiting for an answer




To John:


How did you get my number?




From John:


Irrelevant




Did you take the test?




Contrary, invasive, insufferable man.

To John:


No!




From John:


Why not?




To John:


I didn’t have time today




The jerk has the nerve of sending me a raised eyebrow emoji followed by another text.

From John:


Avoiding much?




To John:


Not enough apparently




Another emoji, now a devilish smiling one.

From John:


My expert doctor opinion is that it’s always better to rip off the Band-Aid




My lips twitch at the tiny-horns emoji, and I shake my head.

To John:


I’m too tired to deal with you




From John:


Then I’ll let you go to sleep, but please take the test tomorrow




Good night




*kiss emoji*




I don’t reply.
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The following evening, the moment my phone chimes, I already know who it’s going to be and what the text is going to say.

From John:


Did you take the test?




To John:


No!




From John:


Why not?




To John:


Because the idea of being pregnant with your child is extremely unappealing




From John:


Ouch, harsh




*broken heart emoji*




But not taking the test won’t change anything




I send him a “Put your arms up in the air like you don’t care” GIF back.

From John:


Very mature




Take the test




Again, I don’t respond.

The next evening, Friday night, I anticipate him and write to him before he can start harassing me.

To John:


No, I haven’t taken the test. I’ll do it in my own time




Now I’m turning my phone off so don’t bother replying




On Saturday morning, I wake up feeling a little out of it. I’m not immediately sure what it is until I feel the small cramp in my lower belly again.

My period is coming. I’m not pregnant.

I sink back on the bed, my heart racing for no reason as I process the information.

I’m not sad.

Another spasm seizes me, and I feel it more like a pang to the heart than the uterus. Like I’ve lost something, someone.

I put both hands on my belly and try to fight back the tears. “So you weren’t in there after all, my sweet little baby.”

I’m being irrational, emotional. Must be all the hormones I’m still taking and that I can stop ingesting now. I’ll go back to being my normal self. To a babies-of-John’s free life.

Reassuring thoughts, exactly what I need to calm myself, but they do nothing to ease my distress. The weird sensation of loss lingers. My stomach knots in a jumble, and I’m anxious.

A loud pounding at my door makes me jolt. I put on a warm robe and rush downstairs.

From the peephole, I see the last person I needed on my doorstep, especially right now.

I lean against the door. If I don’t make a sound, he’ll go away.

John knocks again.

I don’t move.

Silence ensues.

I’m hoping he’s left when something brushes against my leg, making me squeal. The letterbox.

“Busted,” comes his deep voice from the other side. “Marissa, I know you’re in there. Open up.”

“I don’t want to see you now,” I say in a wobbly voice.

“Why? Did something happen?” The worry in his voice is agonizing.

“No, nothing,” I reply, sounding unconvincing even to myself.

“Marissa, open this door now or I swear I’ll knock it down.”

I fling the door open and face Dr. Relentless on the other side. “What do you want?”

“Did you take the test?”

“No, but I’m not pregnant, so I don’t need to.”

“How do you know you’re not pregnant?”

“I have cramps, my period is coming.”

“Menstrual cramps are very similar to first trimester cramps.”

“You’re very similar to menstrual cramps.”

“Nah, I’m too cute.” He flashes me an infuriatingly sexy smirk.

I smile, then catch myself and scowl. No, no, what does he think he’s doing?

His grin widens. “And if you’re so sure your period is coming, you’ll have no problem taking the test.” He pushes a paper bag in my face. “I brought a wide selection. You can choose the one you like the most.”

“Fine.” I snatch the bag from him and storm into the bathroom.

I lock the door, pick the first box out of the paper bag, and tear it to shreds.

Without even reading the instructions, I wield the plastic stick like a sword and pee on it just to prove him wrong. I know my body; I can recognize PMS.

I drop the stick on the counter and pace the bathroom for a minute before checking the result.

When I look back at it, a pink plus sign greets me, unmistakable against the white background.

Oh crap!
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I exit the bathroom.

John is pacing the living room like a caged lion, but the moment he hears me come out, he stops. He turns toward me and our eyes meet, collide, the same as our worlds just did—for the second time.

“You’re pregnant,” he breathes.

I don’t know how he knows, if I have a plus sign printed on my forehead, but he knows.

I give him the tiniest nod. In response, his entire face is transformed by a beaming smile. The room brightens as if a brilliant sun ray had burst from behind the clouds. His eyes wrinkle at the corners, shining with an emotion so powerful it threatens to shatter me.

“You’re pregnant,” he repeats.

John surprises me by whooping and dropping to his knees before me. He hugs me, pressing the side of his face to my belly and then planting a kiss on it, whispering, “Hello you, welcome to the world.”

Before I can do or say anything, John stumbles backward, falling on his butt, then he springs up again just as quickly, scratching the back of his neck with a hand and putting the other forward in an apologetic stance. “That was widely inappropriate, I’m sorry. I don’t want to make you uncomfortable. I know how to keep boundaries, I swear, I…” He walks in a circle. “Lost my mind for a second there.”

Yeah, I know the feeling.

“But I have good news for you, Mayer,” he continues without letting me get two words in. “You’re not alone anymore.”

And it’s like he pulled a thread from my heart, linking me to him forever. My throat closes up and I have trouble swallowing.

John must sense the change because he stares at me, deadly serious now.

Coming closer, but still keeping his distance so that he won’t crowd me, he says, “You might not trust me as someone you want in your life, you might not even like me that much—I plan on changing that, but you can trust one thing, Marissa.” I’m afraid of what might come out of his mouth next. “I’m a good father. If you’ll let me, I’ll be there for this kid. You’re not alone anymore.

“I’ll build the crib, help you set up the nursery, the stroller, bottles, diaper genie… I’ll come with you to doctor’s appointments. You need to clean up projectile vomit? I’m your guy. Change diapers, take night feeds, or just take the little guy—or girl—for a stroll when you feel you’re going to go insane if you hear another minute of crying, I’ll be there. Just as I’ll be there the first time the baby gets a fever and you’re going to panic as all new moms do. I’m a doctor, so that should help, too. Everything you need, Mari, I’m here. You don’t have to do it alone.”

I close my eyes, not knowing what to say. I realize I haven’t said a word yet, but I literally have no idea what to tell him. His words ring in my head, and I hate the relief they bring. I’m not alone. I believe him. He might’ve been a crappy boyfriend at eighteen, but I know he’s a good father. Everything Teresa told me proves it, and even if my sister hadn’t told me how he’s raising his daughter alone, I’d just know, instinctively, he’s telling the truth.

He must read the acceptance on my face because that sunbeam smile of his makes another appearance.

Instead of smiling back, my lips wobble as all the other things he listed sink in. Strollers, bottles, diapers, night feeds, projectile vomit? I knew all of it was coming. But until now, I hadn’t fully realized the enormity of the journey I’ve embarked on. Until I saw that plus sign on the test all of it seemed just abstract, but now it’s real. Oh, so real.

John frowns. “I’ve upset you, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

Before he can continue, I’m full-on crying. “It’s not you,” I wail before I slump to the floor. “I’m just in over my head.” Between sobs, I hiccup the words, “I’m not ready to be a mom. I don’t know any of the stuff you’re talking about.”

John sits next to me, his presence calming for once as opposed to destabilizing.

“It’s okay,” he says. “No one’s ever fully ready to become a parent. But the first time you hold your baby, oh, Marissa, it’s not something I can describe. It’s pure instinct. You will know what to do. And we have months to prepare.” He winks, and my stomach flips.

I drop my head against the wall. “Are you sure?”

“One hundred per cent, I promise you. Plus, I know you. By next week you’ll be a guru in all pregnancy and newborn related stuff.”

We sit in silence for a long time until John turns to me. “Anything I can do for you now?”

“Yes.” I look at him. “Please leave.”

His face falls and I quickly add, “In a good way.”

He gives me a cute frown.

“I need some space to think, to clear my head.”

“Okay, but you’ll allow me to be this baby’s father?”

“Yes, John, I don’t hate you that much.”

“Low levels of hate.” He tilts his head and smirks. “I’ll take what I can get.”

He stands up and offers me a hand. I clasp it and let him pull me up.

Once we’re both standing, he lets go of my hand and asks, “Co-parents, then?”

I nod. “Co-parents.”
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MARISSA


The moment John leaves, I call Blake.

When she picks up, I skip all pleasantries and launch straight into a ramble. “I don’t care if you’re in the middle of a post-reconciliation sex marathon, I need to talk to you. Are you at your place?”

“Gabriel’s actually, and we already copulated three times today; we’re good for the next few hours.”

I half-cringe. “Good, ’cause I’m crashing your party and you’d better have a wide chocolate selection available.”

“I’ll see what I can put together.”

“Okay, text me the address.”

Forty-five minutes later, I’ve stolen all of Gabriel’s chocolate, his cat, his couch, and his girlfriend’s ability to talk.

Blake stares at me from the other section of the angular sofa, opening and closing her mouth, shaking her head, but eventually not saying anything.

I absent-mindedly pet Gabriel’s cat, Latte, who’s sitting in my lap, and say, “Keep doing that for another hour, and you’ll be where I’m at.”

“Sorry.” Blake gets out of her stupor. “I literally don’t know what to say. Congratulations, I guess?”

“Yep.”

“I can’t speak for sixteen years ago,” Gabriel says. “But the guy seemed okay the other day.”

Blake’s head snaps to him. “You’ve met him?”

“Yeah, when I went to beg Marissa to help me get you back, he was there imploring her to take him back.”

Blake stares at me now. “You never told me.”

“Because there was nothing to say. I shut him down, and that was it. Your boyfriend can confirm.”

Gabriel nods. “You could wipe the floor with the guy after she left.”

“I want to meet him now,” Blake says. “Is he handsome?” she asks Gabriel.

Her boyfriend shrugs. “If you’re into high cheekbones, square jaws, and piercing blue eyes, then, yes, I guess.”

She turns to me with a wicked grin. “Sounds very handsome to me.”

“Not relevant.”

Blake places her hands under her chin and bats her lashes. “Oh, I think it is. And at least your babies will be beautiful.”

“Baby, singular.”

I’m about to revoke her best friend status when Gabriel’s buzzer rings.

“Were you waiting for someone?” Blake asks.

“No.” Gabriel shrugs, standing to get the door. “You?”

“Nope.”

Five minutes later, another tall dude, who looks remarkably like Blake’s boyfriend except for having lighter hair and hazel-green eyes instead of brown, plonks on my section of the couch with a heavy sigh. “Hi, everyone,” he says.

“Thomas,” Blake greets him, confirming this is Gabriel’s brother. “What’s up with you?”

The brother stares at the ceiling with a lost expression. “I’ve met the woman of my dreams.”

Blake frowns. “And that’s a bad thing?”

“Yes, since she wants nothing to do with me.”

“Honey?” Gabriel turns to Blake. “Did you change the name on the door to The Lonely Hearts Club or something?”

“No.”

“Then why are everybody and their mother coming over to complain about their love lives?”

Thomas turns to me. “You’re here for the woes of the heart, too?”

“Well, not exactly, but in a way…”

Thomas nods at me and then pouts at his brother. “You’re the happy couple in a grown-up relationship. The least you could do is listen to close family’s and…” He looks at me.

“Best friends,” I offer.

“…and best friend’s relationship troubles.”

“They had sex three times already today,” I say, supporting Thomas’s claim.

If Gabriel were a man who blushes, he’d be blushing right now.

“You told her that?” he accuses Blake.

She waves him off. “Women talk, get over it.”

“Only three times, Gabriello?” Thomas teases. “You’re getting old.”

“Quit it, Thomas, before I kick you out of my apartment.”

Unfazed, Thomas cups a hand over his mouth and turns to me. “He’s joking. I’m his favorite brother.” If I’m right, they’re each other’s only brothers. Next, the younger Mercer offers me his hand. “Thomas, by the way.”

I shake it. “Marissa.”

“Ah,” he says. “I’ve heard about you.”

“Likewise,” I say.

He smiles at me and then turns to the other two. “Anyway, I need advice.”

“Wait a minute, I was here first,” I protest.

“I’m sure your situation can’t be worse than mine.”

“Oh, really? I’m accidentally pregnant with my ex-boyfriend’s baby.”

“Accidental how? Unless the condom broke or something, it was no accident.”

“No condom broke,” Blake interrupts in a high-pitched voice.

We all turn to look at her.

She flushes. “What I meant to say is that Marissa was trying to have a baby on her own through IVF. Only, in a fluke of fate, instead of using the anonymous donor she’d selected, the clinic made her pregnant with her ex’s baby, who is a doctor there. That was what I wanted to say.”

Thomas raises both his eyebrows. “Seriously?”

“Unfortunately,” I confirm.

“And what’s the problem? You hate the guy?”

“Not exactly.”

Thomas smirks. “Ah, you still like him. Is he some kind of dirtbag who wants nothing to do with the baby?”

“The opposite. He’s all in.”

Thomas frowns. “And that’s an issue because?”

“I don’t want to like him. I don’t want him to say all the right things.”

“Are you afraid he’s going to be a terrible father? Because he was a crappy boyfriend… how many years ago?”

“Sixteen. And, no, I know he’s a good father. He’s raising his daughter alone and that’s the other thing, single dads are just so…” I sigh.

Blake sighs.

“Wait, wait.” Thomas sits up straighter. “Do women think single dads are hot?”

“Yes,” Blake and I say at once.

Gabriel frowns at his girlfriend. “Excuse you?”

“Sorry,” she says, joining her hands in front of her chest. “There’s just something tragically sexy and heartwarming about doting single fathers.”

“Maybe I should adopt a kid,” Thomas mumbles.

“Start with a kitten, perhaps,” Gabriel says, flashing Blake a smirk. “It worked wonders for me.”

“Well, I sort of have already adopted her droid,” Thomas continues. “That should count for something, right?”

“Her droid?” Blake stares at Thomas with a teasing glint in her eyes. “How is this mysterious woman resisting your charm?”

“She thinks I’m a spoiled, rich brat.”

Blake raises an eyebrow. I know she’s called the Mercer brothers, both billionaire sons of a billionaire, spoiled, rich brats many times.

“And she probably thinks I’m an idiot,” Thomas continues. “Only because I don’t have three PhDs in math, engineering, and mechatronics.”

I frown. “I’m sorry, how old is this woman? How can she have three PhDs?”

“She doesn’t. But she has a bachelor’s degree in mechanical engineering, a master’s in mechatronics, and a PhD in applied robotics, all of which she completed early because she’s some sort of genius.”

Gabriel frowns. “Where did you meet this woman?”

“Oh.” Thomas sighs. “Dad has decided I should head the robotic division at Mercer Industries and has put me on rotation in the R&D department for three months. Reese is the department head.”

Gabriel’s scowl deepens. “Should you be fraternizing with the employees?”

“Don’t worry, relationships between employees aren’t discouraged. We have many married couples who met at work. The issue is she doesn’t want to fraternize with me. What should I do?”

With a wicked smile, Gabriel says, “Kidnap her and bring her to a mountain cabin until she puts out?”

Blake scolds him. “Ha, ha, hilarious. Maybe you should—”

“Hey,” I interrupt. “I thought we were still discussing me!”

Thomas looks at me. “Your problem is a non-problem. You have a doctor, who’s a wonderful dad and wants to be the father of your child and take tender loving care of you. What’s the matter? Just say yes and go live happily ever after!”

I flare my nostrils. “The matter is that last time we were together he dumped me with no warning, he totally blindsided me—”

“To be fair,” Gabriel cuts in. “His reasons seemed noble.”

“They weren’t.”

“Wait, he gave her reasons?” Blake asks.

Gabriel nods. “As part of the grand apology.”

“I want to know.”

“Not now,” I say, I’m already confused enough without having to go over John’s “I loved you too much to say goodbye” speech a second time.

Gabriel mouths to Blake, “I’ll tell you later.”

“What if he does it again?” I ask. “It’s sixteen years later and I haven’t recovered. I wouldn’t survive a second heartbreak.”

Thomas seems to ponder. “Excuse me, how old were you when the first breakup happened?”

“Eighteen,” I say.

He laughs. “You’re kidding, right?”

With a death glare, I say, “No, why?”

“If I had to be judged by how I was at eighteen, I’d still be the guy who broke up with his girlfriend by bringing her an ex-Mas present.”

“What’s an ex-Mas present?”

“I thought it was a cool way to break up with her. Instead of a Christmas gift, I bought her an ex-Mas one. I didn’t think she was that into me, to begin with. I even had the card and everything.”

“What did you give her?” Blake asks.

“I don’t recall, but she smashed it on my head pretty hard.”

“As she should,” I say.

“What a tool,” Gabriel says.

“As if you’re one to talk,” Thomas snaps. “Remember that time you forgot it was Georgia Williams’s birthday and broke up with her on her porch? And then she entered the house with makeup running down her cheeks just as a million people shot up from behind the couch and yelled, ‘Surprise,’ while as many phone cameras took her picture.”

Blake turns toward her boyfriend, scowling. “Shame on you.”

Gabriel glares at his brother. “At least I didn’t do it on purpose and buy her a birthd-ex present! Mine was an honest mistake.”

“My point is.” Thomas faces me again. “Boys at eighteen are dumb. Give the guy another chance. What’s the worst that could happen?”

I have to force my lips not to twist with terror as I say, “He could break my heart again.”

“Then be safe and single and sad…”

I meet Blake’s eyes. “Is he always like that?”

She nods. “You get used to it after a while.”

Thomas bats his lashes at me. “Ladies usually love me.”

I give him the sweetest smile. “Unless they’re PhD smart.”

“Ouch, Marissa, below the belt.” His gaze drops to his lap. “I was just trying to be helpful, give you a man’s perspective,” he says in such a saddened tone I immediately feel guilty and teary. The smallest things make me cry these days. I was tough before, I swear, but this pregnancy thing has turned me into a crier.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“No, it’s okay.” He sighs. “Maybe petting the cat would help.”

I hand him Latte.

Once the cat is secure in his lap, Thomas raises his head with a wicked smile. “Okay, so what advice do you brilliant people have for me?”

I shove him aside. “You’re such a jerk. Give me the cat back.”

“Naaah, I’m feeling vulnerable again.” He makes big, puppy-dog eyes.

Despite myself, I laugh and shake my head.

Thomas winks at me. “See? You’re smiling finally. Everything will be all right.”

If only I could believe him.
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JOHN


“Dad. Daaaad. Dad. DAD!”

I turn at the dinner table to find Nora staring at me intently. “Did you say something, honey?”

“I was trying to,” she replies, begrudgingly shifting the vegetables on her plate with her fork. “But you were miles away.”

I pass a hand over my forehead and try to wipe off the million thoughts that have been swirling incessantly in my head since finding out Marissa is pregnant. “I’m present now. What was it you wanted to talk about?”

“What were you thinking about?”

“Nothing important, sweetheart. We can discuss whatever you want.”

She zeroes in on me. “Dad, after Mom left, you promised you wouldn’t keep secrets from me, ever.”

How do I explain to her about the accidental baby? I can’t. I don’t even know who Marissa has told. If she’s ready to share the news, especially that I’m the father.

But it’s true I promised my daughter honesty. “I was thinking about an old friend, well, not exactly a friend-friend.”

“You mean a lady friend, Dad?”

“Yes, Marissa is a woman, but she’s not… that kind of friend at the moment…”

“Do you like her?”

“Yes, but—”

“And were you worried I’d get mad about it? Don’t worry, Dad, I want you to be happy.” She shrugs. “I’m okay with you dating.”

The maturity of the speech surprises me. “Thank you, darling.” Touched, I take Nora’s hand across the table. “But I’m not dating Marissa.”

“Why not?”

“It’s complicated.”

She stabs the last piece of carrot on the plate and says, “I’m all ears.”

“Well, Marissa used to be my girlfriend a long time ago, before I met your mom, but I broke up with her, and she’s still kind of upset about it.”

“Why did you break up with her?”

“We were moving to different cities, and I didn’t want to do the long distance.”

“Like you and Mom now?”

“Not exactly. We weren’t married, and we didn’t have children.”

Nora shrugs. “Don’t worry, Dad, as long as you didn’t act like Daniel Thomas, you’re fine.”

I blink. “Daniel who?”

“Daniel Thomas, a boy in my class. He held hands with Polly Craig at recess for two days in a row and then totally ignored her in the cafeteria for the rest of the week. What a hobknocker. But as long as you weren’t too mean like Daniel and say sorry for what happened before, I’m sure she’ll forgive you.”

“Ah, well, I…”

“No, Dad, don’t tell me you ghosted her?”

“I’m sorry, ghosted? How do you even know what that means?”

“It’s what Daniel did to Polly. Anyway, Marissa is right to be angry at you if you ghosted her. How are you getting her to forgive you?”

“That, sweetheart, is the million-dollar question.”

Nora considers for a bit. “You should invite her to have breakfast with us. No one can resist pancakes.”

“I don’t think pancakes are going to cut it.”

Taking her plate, Nora skips to the sink. “It’s a start. Grandma always says that even the biggest tree started out as a tiny seed.”

I follow her to the sink with my plate and ruffle her bangs. “Ah, we can’t discard Grandma’s wisdom. Come here.” I pick her up. “Let’s go brush our teeth and get ready for bed.”

“Can I have three stories tonight?”

I widen my eyes. “Three?” Usually, even when she’s trying to upsell me, she asks for two. “Why do you deserve three stories?”

“One, per usual. Two, for my solid advice. And three, because I promise that if you take me to breakfast I’ll be extra cutesy and help you win over Marissa.”

She makes big eyes at me, and I can’t resist.

Despite the tough negotiations, she falls asleep halfway through the second story. I kiss her forehead and exit the room. In the corridor, instead of heading for the master bedroom, the room I still think of as my parents’ room, I go to my old one. I lie on the twin bed, cradling my phone in my hands, and stare at the dark window across the lawn.

What the heck. Nora is right. We have to start somewhere.

I unlock the screen and text Marissa.
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MARISSA


I’m in bed, reading a pregnancy book. Since leaving Gabriel’s house this morning, I’ve purchased a stack of manuals on all things baby. Got myself on the waiting list for three of the most prestigious pre-Ks in the city—even if that’s still four years away. I’ve watched a gazillion tutorials on breastfeeding and researched the best organic meal plan services for when the baby will be weaned. I also signed up with an agency to begin interviewing potential nannies.

The planning feels good even if I’m still feeling a little disoriented. That’s when a text lands in my inbox like a hand grenade.

From John:


I know you said you needed space, but… have breakfast with me tomorrow?




My already confused head spins with even more confusing thoughts, just as a second message appears on the screen.

From John:


In public, no risk of me getting inappropriate again




Pancakes, my treat




Another notification pops up on my screen, a request from Danika. And since work sounds a million times more appealing than my messy life, I drop the phone on my nightstand and take my laptop out.

Danika is having problems sorting the restore-your-ex-in-your-camera-roll add-on. Whenever she tested the function, the restored pictures came out in poor quality, and we still haven’t figured out why.

I crack my knuckles and open the program, ready to tackle the hundreds of lines of code.

By the time I locate the glitch, my eyes have gone red from staring at the screen too long. The bug is a repeated command in the image encryption loop that’s causing the images to be compressed multiple times, as opposed to just once.

I don’t have the energy to fix the code myself. I send Danika what I found, adding a “Should I be worried you’re working on a weekend?” note at the end.

Her reply comes in two seconds later.

Danika: I’ve taken a personal day Thursday and I’m making up for lost time today

I try to keep a super flexible work schedule for my employees. They can take personal days or mental health days whenever they want and they know they technically don’t have to “make up” for the time lost. But the more I tell them not to work too much, the more they do. Or maybe Danika is dealing with her own ex-boyfriend problems and she, too, would rather work than deal with her love life.

I put my laptop away, scoot under the covers, and reopen the chat with John.

I’m tapping my nail on the screen, trying to decide what to answer or if I should reply at all when another message pops up.

From John:


Hey you, welcome back




Are you done avoiding me with whatever work issue you buried yourself in? *wink emoji*




How did he—

Before I can even finish posing the question in my head, the answer materializes on the screen.

From John:


I know you, you used to take practice SAT tests to de-stress at night




Figured now it’s work stuff




So, breakfast?




To John:


Did you stare at your screen for two hours waiting for me to return?




From John:


Pretty much




But I’m not a stalker, I swear




To John:


What are you then?




From John:


Determined




Breakfast?




I roll my eyes. He’s impossible.

From John:


Don’t roll your eyes




Just say yes




I shouldn’t. I’m about to type no, when Thomas Mercer’s words ring in my ears, “Then be safe and single and sad…”

I mean, it’s only breakfast. I’m not committing to anything.

To John:


When and where?




From John:


Nine-ish? Is the place on Third Avenue okay?




To John:


Yes




From John:


It’s a date then




To John:


It’s NOT a date




From John:


*cool face emoji* See you tomorrow, Mayer
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The next morning at five past nine, I turn the corner on the opposite side of the road to the café John suggested we meet at. I’m about to cross the street when I spot him. He’s waiting outside the coffee shop, holding the hand of a girl—his daughter! She’s looking up at him and is smiling while he explains something.

My heart gives a pang.

Oh, the bastard!

I see his game.

I’m about to make a run for it, turn the corner, and sprint for my life when he raises his gaze and our eyes meet. He waves at me. The girl, following her father’s stare across the street, spots me and waves as well, destroying my ovaries with a tooth-gaping smile.

I want to cry. I hate being pregnant. Everything makes me cry. She’s adorable.

Marissa, don’t rely on first impressions. Maybe his daughter will prove to be a horrible brat, and my reproductive organs will get back in check.

I straighten my coat and cross over to their side.

“Marissa, hi,” Dr. Not Playing Fair greets me. He makes an awkward attempt at going in for a hug, but I take a step back, making it clear physical contact is a big no-no.

The embarrassing moment is broken by his daughter stepping forward and offering me a hand. “Hi, I’m Nora, I’m in the first grade.”

I squat down and shake her hand. “Hi, Nora, I’m Marissa.”

“You’re beautiful,” she says. “You look like a Disney princess.”

Instead of toughening up, all my reproductive organs melt. “Thank you, Nora, you’re beautiful, too.”

She is. She has strawberry blonde hair, clearly not her father’s, but everything else is a dead ringer for John: the blue eyes, the strong jaw, the cute dimples…

“Thank you,” Nora says. “I’m smart, too, you know? One day, I’m going to be an inventor.”

And she’s no brat.

I manage a small smile. “That sounds like a wonderful career plan.” I stand up and glare at her father.

“Nora Bora, why don’t you go ahead inside and ask if they have a table for three?”

“Sure, Daddy.”

I wait for her to disappear behind the glass doors before I spit, “Pawning off your beautiful child won’t earn you any brownie points.”

John cocks his head, making an innocent face. “I’m not pawning her off.”

“What are you doing, then?” I ask Dr. Innocent, who’s clearly fighting to suppress a smirk.

“Showing you that even my rotten genes can produce a perfect human being…”

The smile finally breaks on his beautiful face.

I scowl.

He’s won this one, and he knows it.

Nora beckons us from behind the glass. John makes a sweeping gesture with his arm, saying, “After you.”
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JOHN


Watching Marissa and Nora together is pulling all kinds of strings in my heart. They’re sharing a booth while I’m on the other side of the table.

They’re not doing anything special, just bouncing around ideas for Nora’s science fair project. But the way Marissa is with her shows what kind of mother she’ll be. One who would stay, who would be a steady presence, and be there when one of the kids wakes up at night scared by a bad dream or needing a hug. Whatever the decision the little ones made, Marissa would be ready to listen and support them.

To hell with the co-parents thing. I want us to be a real family.

“Dad!” Nora’s voice jolts me out of my thoughts.

My daughter sighs. “He’s doing it again,” she tells Marissa.

“Doing what?”

“Daydreaming about you. He’s in love with you, you know?”

I’m not sure whose ears get redder, mine or Marissa’s.

“L-love? No one’s in love with anybody,” Marissa stutters. “Your dad and I are just friends.”

“That’s not true,” Nora says. “You used to date. And I get why you’re still mad at him.”

Marissa can only stare at my child utterly stupefied and blink.

“If someone had ghosted me, I wouldn’t want to give them a second chance either.”

My neck heats up in shame, still I can’t help but smile at the shock on Marissa’s face. Yep, kids nowadays are that ahead.

“He… he told you about that?”

“Not exactly what he did. I think he was too ashamed of himself. But I promise he’s really sorry, and if you give him a second chance, he won’t mess up this time.”

Marissa stares at me as if to say, a little help here.

But I just flash her a fish-eating grin. “What she said.”

Marissa gives me a narrowed glare before turning her attention back to my daughter.

“You really think so, Nora? That I should forgive your dad?”

“He’s the best dad ever.”

Marissa’s lips quiver. Trying hard not to smile, she forces her mouth in a straight line as she says, “Well, he still has a lot to prove to me.”

Nora smiles. “Then I’m not worried. He’ll show you he’s not a silly boy anymore.”

That cracks her. Marissa starts to laugh and our eyes meet across the table. Mine say, ‘Game on.’ Hers say, ‘Get lost, I hate you.’ I cute frown. Marissa shakes her head and looks away.

“Can I have your maple syrup now, Dad?” Nora asks.

“Sure.” I hand her the small paper cup filled with syrup and turn to Marissa again. “I’m really glad you came. I know it’s not easy for you, but it means a lot to me.”

Nora speaks before Marissa can. “That’s a little corny, Dad.”

Marissa cracks up again, at least until I say, “It’s true though, sweetie.”

My daughter grins. “I know, Dad.” She leans over the table to give me a quick kiss on the cheek.

Marissa’s eyes become so big I pretend like I’m not aware of her staring at me, but at the last second wink at her.

As Nora scoots back on her side of the table, she announces, “I need the restroom.”

“You need help?”

“I’m six, Dad, not three.” She scowls at me and leaves in search of the restroom.

Marissa stirs a bite of pancake in the syrup. “Getting your kid to do your dirty work like that. I should report you for child exploitation.”

I ignore the jab. “When is your first ultrasound appointment?”

“Dr. Townsend told me to call if the test was positive. He wants to do a blood test to confirm the result and if it’s positive, he’ll see me in two weeks.”

“I want to be there.”

“You didn’t tell Nora about…”

“No.” I smirk. “In case you haven’t noticed, she has a big mouth. I want you to tell people on your own terms.”

Marissa stares at me for a long time before saying a simple, “Thank you.”

“I can’t wait to see them,” I say.

“Who?”

“Our baby.”

The surrounding air becomes heavy and a little… electric?

Marissa takes a sip of juice. “According to all the pregnancy apps he or she is still only a poppy seed.”

“Wait until you hear the heartbeat. The first time is special.”

Marissa’s eyes are huge again.

I’m about to reach for her hand across the table when Nora makes her grand return. “That toilet stank.”

Way to kill the mood, kiddo.

“Did you wash your hands?”

“Yes, Dad.”

Our server arrives with our bill, saying, “Please take your time,” while really meaning, “It’s a busy Sunday morning and we need the table.”

I put the credit card in the leather folder and hand it back to the server.

“Dad, can we go buy the pumpkins to carve next?” Turning to Marissa, Nora adds, “We still haven’t decorated for Halloween.”

“That’s a real shame.”

“You want to come with us?” Nora asks.

Marissa hesitates for a second, which I take as a good sign. She’s tempted to say yes. But then she throws a furtive stare at me and I know I’ve lost her. “Thank you, sweetheart, but I have work to do.”

Nora frowns. “Isn’t it Sunday?”

“I’m not going to the office, but I still have the grown-up version of homework to finish.”

“I understand.”

Marissa stands up and drags her bag out of the booth, saying, “Thanks for inviting me to breakfast, Nora, it was delicious. Have fun carving.” Marissa turns to me, her tone growing a notch colder. “Bye, I guess.”

I stand. “I’ll text you.”

Nora gets out of the booth as well and gestures for me to pick her up. We watch Marissa leave the café, and once she disappears down the road, my daughter turns to me. “I like her, Dad.”

“I know, kiddo, but don’t get your hopes up. She might never forgive me.”
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MARISSA


Monday evening, I have to go to Clinlada to take the blood test and confirm my levels of beta hCG, the pregnancy hormone, are high enough.

I consider texting John to let him know I’ll be at the clinic but decide against it. I’m still too dizzy around him, and this is just a blood test. No images of the baby will be involved, so it’s not like I’m making him miss anything.

I give my name to the receptionist and she escorts me to an examination room, where she tells me to wait for a nurse.

Five minutes later, Dr. Gorgeous walks in instead.

“Marissa,” he greets me, keeping a straight face.

“I thought a nurse was supposed to take my blood.”

He moves to the cabinet and prepares the material. “You received a free upgrade. Please roll up your sleeve.”

Having my blood taken should not be sexy. Needles aren’t sexy. Syringes aren’t sexy. But mix in the fact that John gives me way too much eye contact and has to touch the bare skin of my arm to take the blood, and I’m feeling all tingly.

When he’s done, he puts the sample away and comes back to disinfect the small puncture. Holding my arm while he gently presses the cotton ball on my inner elbow, he locks eyes with me. “By the way, I told the receptionist to alert me whenever you have an appointment. Please don’t shut me out.”

Before I can protest or defend myself, he lets me go and, collecting the sample, heads for the door. “I’ll be in touch.”

And he means it. John texts me every day of the following week. It’s a mix of health inquiries, pregnancy fun facts, corruption attempts for me to agree to go on a real date with him—I hold strong and say no each time— and a few “just because I was thinking about you” texts. Mostly pictures of kittens, or adorable babies with adorable cats.

His texts are the last thing I read before I go to bed. He’s pushing his way back into my life inch by short inch, and I’m not sure how long my defenses can resist.

When someone bangs on my door the next Saturday morning, I’m convinced it’s him. That like with the pregnancy test, he got tired of waiting and is taking me out on a date whether or not I want to go. Do I?

Instead, I find an agitated Blake on my doorstep.

“I’m late,” she announces, pushing her way into my house.

I frown, closing the door behind her. “Late for what?”

“My period, my period is late.”

“Oh. Oooooooh.” The urgency of the situation distracts me from the momentary pang of disappointment I felt upon discovering it wasn’t John on my doorstep after all. No, I’m not disappointed. The churning in my stomach must be the famous morning sickness making its debut. I’m not upset John isn’t here. I’m not. “Are you usually regular?”

“Like clockwork.”

“And have you and Gabriel been trying, or were you just… careless?”

Blake stops her pacing of my living room to point a finger at me. “This is all your fault.”

I raise my eyebrows in surprise. “My fault how?”

“We had makeup sex in the back of the limo on prom night—you sent me there.”

“And you didn’t use protection?”

“Of course we did, but we used one of those wallet condoms you’re not supposed to use and, of course, it broke.”

“Clearly making it my fault if you’re pregnant.”

“Duh!”

“Have you taken a test?”

“No, are you crazy? Why would I take a test? What if it’s positive?”

And if a short few days ago I would’ve classified that answer as cuckoo, now I find it a perfectly acceptable response.

“Fair enough,” I say. “But let’s talk hypotheticals… If you were pregnant, would you be sad about it?”

“More scared.”

“Why?”

“I’m only twenty-six. I’m too young to have a baby.” She sits on the couch and I join her. “I already missed out on enjoying my teen years because I was building a business. I wanted to at least live my twenties carefree. And Gabriel and I have been dating for only a few months. Heck, we just got back together after a breakup. It’s too soon to start a family.”

I nod. “All valid points… but…”

“But?”

“I had even more reasons not to want to be pregnant with this baby. John and I are not a couple, our relationship is more complicated than ever… but the moment I saw the plus sign on the test I just… I don’t know, it’s like my heart had suddenly swelled to twice the size. I already love my poppy seed.”

“Poppy seed?”

“That’s the size of the baby right now.”

“Aww.”

“I promise you, hypotheticals and real babies are two different things.” I pat her knee. “Are you worried about how Gabriel would react?”

“No, he’s older, he’s ready. We already discussed the whole family scenario. He’d probably be over the moon.”

“So what’s the matter?”

“I told you; I feel like my youth is escaping me again.”

“Some argue being a young mom is more fun than being an old hag like me.”

She playfully shoves me away. “You’re not old!”

“I’m only a few months shy of being considered a geriatric mother.”

Blake laughs. “Seriously?”

“I kid you not. Apparently, you hit thirty-five, and that’s it. Your reproductive organs are geriatric.”

Blake frowns. “Why are you smiling while you profess your venerable status?”

“Can I say something really selfish?”

“Sure.”

“I wouldn’t mind being pregnant at the same time as my best friend. We could shop together, get informed on everything we don’t know, swap nursery ideas…” I shrug. “It’d make me feel less alone.”

“Aww.” Blake’s eyes become huge and shiny, and she closes the distance between us to pull me into a hug. “You’re not alone, ever. And now you’re making me cry.”

“It’s not me, it’s the pregnancy hormones. Trust me, in a few weeks you won’t be able to stare at a banana without finding it incredibly poetic and being moved to tears.”

She squeezes tighter. “Don’t joke.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to take a test?”

Blake pulls back. “Why? You have one?”

“Yeah, John left an entire bag of unused ones behind.”

“John, huh? He’s not Dr. Evil anymore?”

“No, he’s still plenty evil.”

“How?”

“He’s being sneaky.”

“As in?”

“He keeps texting me, being attentive, sweet, funny. He made me meet his wonderful daughter. He’s not too present but just present enough to let me know he’s there if I need him.”

“What a monster.”

“I know. He’s just roping me in, making me feel safe, and then, when I least expect it, BAWAHM!” Blake jumps back at my sudden shout. “He’s going to whack me on the head worse than a game of whack-a-mole.”

Blake blinks. “I really don’t think that’s his endgame.”

The last thing I need is to hear positive reinforcements about John’s noble motives. I wave her off and go to the bathroom to retrieve the paper bag with all the pregnancy tests. “Here.” I give it to Blake.

She opens it and peeks inside. “There are a lot of pregnancy tests in here.”

“Yeah, either I give them to you or I’ll open a black market shop.”

Blake closes the bag and stands up. “I think I have to do this with Gabriel.”

“Sure, honey.” I hug her goodbye and walk her to the door. “Let me know how it goes.”

That night, as I go to bed, I receive two texts. One is a picture of a cat and a baby drinking spilled milk straight off the floor. The other is a photo of a pregnancy test with a double pink line.
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“Trick or treat?” a trio of little monsters asks when I open the door.

From the small cabinet in the entryway, I pick up my black plastic cauldron filled with candies and drop a handful into each of the kids’ baskets. The cauldron is the perfect complement to my pointy hat, white-and-purple stockings, and pointy shoes costume.

“Thank you, witch lady,” the middle kid says, and they’re on their way.

I close the door only for it to ring again a second later. Maybe I should just wait on the threshold until all the little munchkins have gone to bed.

It’s a girl this time. Under the white foundation, straight black hair wig, and dark lips costume, it takes me an extra second to recognize Nora, and for my gaze to snap up to her escort.

John is dressed in a firefighter uniform and smirking. As if scrubs weren’t plaguing enough, now I will have this sexy fireman fantasy to deal with as well.

“Trick or treat?” Nora announces.

“Hi, Nora.” Looking behind her at her dad, I add, “Long way from Bay Ridge.”

“It’s only a few blocks,” John says.

His and my definition of “a few” are not the same.

“So you were casually strolling right to my doorstep?”

“No, we came on purpose,” Nora, the voice of innocence, says. “Dad said I could stay up an extra hour if I didn’t complain about walking all the way here.”

I cross my arms on my chest and raise an eyebrow at Dr. Busted.

With an unapologetic grin, he puts a protective hand on Nora’s shoulders. “We’re still working on discretion. But we’re glad we found you home.”

I ignore the sexy daddy and squat down to be at eye level with Nora. “And I’m glad you came to visit me. You have the best costume.”

“I like yours, too. And I didn’t mind walking. Even if it’s cold, it’s the best night to be out,” Nora says. “Have you been home all night?”

“Yes,” I confirm.

“But that’s too sad. You want to come trick or treating with us?”

I look up at John’s hopeful expression. Say no. Say no. Say no!

“I’m sorry.” I lift the cauldron as an explanation. “But I’m on candy duty. I can’t abandon my station and leave the little ones without sweets.”

I keep my gaze trained on Nora and her little pout of disappointment, ignoring whatever reaction her dad is having.

“What if you left the cauldron on the steps,” she suggests. “Then the kids could help themselves.”

“But what if one takes all the candies and leaves nothing for the others?”

“We can stick a note to the cauldron, only take one, or you’ll be turned into a toad.” Nora makes big, sweet eyes at me. “Please join us.”

I look up at her dad who, hands shoved in his fake uniform pockets, is rolling on the balls of his feet and giving me a satisfied, try-to-say-no-to-that smirk.

I roll my eyes at him. “Why don’t you come inside?” I ask. “Nora, you want to help me make the sign?”

“Yes! I’ll draw the toad, so even little kids who can’t read will get the message.”

I stand up and lead them back into my house. John stays a few steps behind us, conspiratorially whispering, “You’re a good kid, Nora Bora.”

“Does that mean I can get the Barbie pink camper for Christmas?” she asks in response.

I have to respect the kid’s constant hustle.

“Let’s enjoy Halloween for now, one holiday at a time, kiddo.”

“All right, Daddy, I love you.” She blows him a kiss, causing my uterus to beg me to please make ten babies STAT.

One kid at a time, I tell my ovaries.

Nora and I draw the sign at the kitchen island, while John leans against my fridge in amicable silence. Still, seeing my ex-boyfriend turned future baby daddy casually draped over my fixtures is causing me all kinds of discomfort. The three of us making Halloween signs in the kitchen feels too much like playing house, especially when he looks that good in a firefighter uniform.

He catches me staring and winks, prompting my face to grow hot and my heart to beat a little faster.

A few minutes and crayon scribbles later, Nora is positioning the cauldron and sign on the front steps while I get my coat.

“Penny for your thoughts,” John whispers in my ear as we wait for Nora to be satisfied with her work.

“You don’t want to know.”

“Really, why not?”

“Because I was considering what curse to use to turn you into a toad.”

“I wouldn’t mind.”

I frown. “You’d like to be green, scaly, and slimy?”

“Not particularly.” He shrugs. “But you know what they say about toads…”

I wait for the punch line.

“Kiss one and he’ll turn into Prince Charming.”

Darn me, my gaze immediately drops to his mouth now curling up at the corners in the most infuriating, smug, tempting smirk.

When our eyes meet again, John’s are smoldering and he might be dressed like a fireman, but he may as well be a wizard pulling me into his thrall.

“All done,” Nora announces, breaking the spell.

I finish buttoning up my coat and squeeze out the door past John, glad to avoid more troubling eye contact.

We’re both quiet while we walk down the road. The silence, if not exactly comfortable, is less awkward than it would’ve been only a couple of weeks ago.

Nora chatters nonstop but thankfully doesn’t need us to provide much input to the conversation.

We have to queue outside a few of the most decorated houses, but mostly we knock, get a ransom in candies, and move on to the next house, slowly making our way back to Bay Ridge.

Nora tires after a while and asks to be carried on her father’s shoulders.

That’s my cue to break free of the impromptu reunion. “I should probably walk back home as well. It’s getting late.”

“No, you can’t,” Nora protests from her high position. “I want to show you my room. Grandma bought me a book of spells and you just have to see it,” she adds. “Witch to witch.”

Nora makes the big eyes again, and I suddenly realize I’m going to be the worst parent. My baby will grow up spoiled and overindulged as I, apparently, can’t say no to big, pleading, childish eyes.

“Okay,” I concede. “But I can only stay five minutes.”

“Just the time to read me a story.” Nora smirks.

Holding her in place by the ankles, John bumps shoulders with me. “It gets easier to learn how to say no,” he whispers in my ear. “You only need a little practice.”

“What are you two talking about down there?”

“Nothing, sweetie,” John says. “Just asking Marissa if she’s cold.”

“We can make you a hot chocolate at home if you’re cold,” Nora offers.

“Thank you, but I’m fine,” I say. This entire trick or treating stroll is becoming a bit too cozy. Yes, John and I are having a baby, but that’s it. I need to set some boundaries. Even if Nora has no blame in the situation.

We push forward until we get back to our old street.

Nora wiggles to get off her dad’s shoulders and runs up the driveway. Going inside John’s old house instead of my parents’ is the weirdest experience. I walk fast toward the door and hope Mom and Dad are standing far from their windows and not looking out.

The interior of John’s house has the same layout as it used to have, but of course it has been renovated. Nora insists on making hot chocolate, and all my resolutions to keep boundaries in place crumble. I’m definitely going to be the mother of a spoiled brat.

As I sit at the kitchen island sipping the hot drink, I reminisce about the countless afternoons John and I spent here doing homework, sneaking in kisses whenever his parents weren’t around.

When the hot chocolates are consumed, Nora runs up the stairs calling, “Come on, Marissa, I want to show you my room.”

Funnily enough, whatever room she’s staying in, I will already have seen it. Being inside this house again after so much time is mind tripping.

Just like with John and I, everything is the same and yet so different.

John drops his voice again as we enter the hall, Nora waiting for me on the stairs. “You don’t have to stay long. And I’ll call you a cab later to get back home.” He winks again. “Call if you need help.”
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Marissa comes back down the stairs forty-five minutes later, just as I was about to go rescue her.

“Nora is asleep,” she says, her hair ruffled as she walks into the living room.

From the couch where I’m sitting, I turn to look at her.

“I’m sorry I didn’t brush her teeth or make her change clothes,” Marissa continues. “We were reading the spell book, and she snuggled into me and passed out. I put a blanket on her.”

“Kids are prone to such behaviors.”

“Are you sure she’ll be okay with all that makeup on her face?”

“Nora? Yes. The bedsheets, probably not so much.”

I stand up and circle the couch to lean against it from the other side, studying Marissa’s face. She looks frazzled, skittish. Even her soft curls seem less bouncy. And she refuses to meet my eye.

Nora is a lot, but I’m sure a bedtime story and a little unwashed makeup can’t be the causes of all this discomfort.

Look at me, I plead inside my head.

She doesn’t. So, I talk.

“Are unwashed teeth and going to sleep in a Halloween costume the reasons for the long face?”

Her eyes finally lift. Wary but also determined. “No.”

“Was the spell book that bad then?”

She ignores my question and takes a step toward me, eyes big and searching. “What are we even doing here, John?”

“Getting to know each other again. Why?”

“I don’t want Nora to get the wrong idea.”

“Nora? Or me?”

“Both of you. I don’t want you or her to get fabricated ideas we’re going to suddenly turn into a happy family.”

“And I explained it to her. She knows we’re only friends for the moment—”

“Forever.”

“—but you’re going to be the mother of her little brother or sister, which means you’ll be in her life regardless. I want Nora to get to know her sibling and for them to spend time together, no matter what our situation is. Would that be okay with you?”

“To allow Nora into my life? Yes. It’s you I’m not sure about.”

“Why not?”

Marissa takes a step back, then she moves to the other end of the couch to lean against the backrest only to spring up a second later. As if she doesn’t know what to do with herself, let alone what to say.

“You know why,” she says in the end.

“Because you hate me?”

She stares at me in the near darkness. “I don’t hate you.”

“I know.” I take a step toward her. “The problem is how little you hate me.” Her brows knit, but she stays her ground as I take another step forward. “In fact, I think you want to kiss me right now.”

“What makes you say that?” She sounds agitated, unsettled.

“The way your gaze keeps dropping to my mouth.”

Her eyes immediately lower to my lips, making a pulse of adrenaline jolt through my veins.

She’s so busted. Marissa looks like a deer caught in the headlights, trapped between wanting to kiss me and hating that she wants it so much. I have to change that, to make her see I’m not the enemy. That she can let go. That she’s safe with me.

I smile, making her gaze snap back up to meet mine.

“Don’t deny it.” My voice is low and thick with emotion as I raise my hand and lift her chin up with my finger so that I can stare directly at her. “I can see it in your eyes.”

“I might still be attracted to you, or want to kiss you.” Marissa’s words come out in a breathless rasp. “In time, I could even go back to loving you, but the problem remains, John…” She pauses as if unsure of what words to use. “I will never trust you again.”

The declaration sinks into my heart like a double-edged knife.

It’s my fault.

I did this.

The way I treated her, the way I treated myself. I hurt us both.

“I’m sorry.” I wrap my arms around her and pull her to me. She doesn’t resist me. “But never is a long time, Mayer.” I kiss her forehead. “I’ll earn your trust back.”

“How?”

“By showing up every day.”

“You showed up every day for three years and then just disappeared in a cloud of dust.”

My stomach hurts with guilt. My heart is breaking all over again. I made a mistake. I was young and stupid. But I’m not an idiot anymore. Happiness is staring me in the face and I won’t let it slip through my fingers again.

“Three years is nothing. We have a lifetime ahead of us for me to prove myself to you.” I cup her cheek and lower my face so that my lips hover above hers. I look into her eyes and wait for two full seconds before continuing, “Tell me you want me to kiss you.”

“No.”

I drop my forehead on hers. “I can’t kiss you if you don’t tell me you want it as much as I do.”

She sighs. “It’s not about just wanting it.”

“I know.”

“I don’t know if I can forgive you.”

Still, she doesn’t move or pull away.

“Tell me what I have to do, Marissa, tell me and I’ll do it.”

I’m begging, begging to be given a second chance. I’m this close to dropping to my knees and begging for real.

Her voice is barely above a whisper now. “I’m not sure there is anything you can do.”

“There has to be something,” I whisper.

“I need time.”

No! No more wasted time. The words echo in my head. I feel like I might die if I don’t kiss her now. But she’s right. I can’t force things to happen at my pace. If she says it’s too soon, then it is. I pull her into a hug and whisper into her hair, “You have time, Mari. However long you want. I’ll wait for you, forever if I have to.”
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John’s breath is a warm caress on the side of my face. It smells like candy and first love. We’re standing too close. The air between us is crackling. My skin burning.

He makes to release me from the hug, but I’m not ready to let him go. Instead of allowing him to pull away, I clench my arms around his waist.

He chuckles into my neck. “I forgot you’re a snuggles hoarder.”

“Only because I’m cold,” I say.

He tightens the embrace, pressing us even closer together, making me feel every heartbeat we share.

I rest my cheek on his chest, listening to the tempo of his heart. The need to believe I’m still in there is stronger than ever.

John rests his chin on the top of my head. And we stand in his living room holding each other in the dark.

The more time that passes, the more comfortable I get wrapped up in his arms, in his scent, in his warmth.

I look up at him, my eyes searching his. Could I really trust him again? As my gaze explores his chiseled features, I let my hands explore his body. I trail my fingertips up his chest, around his neck, sinking them in the soft hair at the nape and letting the silky locks fall between my fingers.

He looks down at me, standing still like a statue. I’m not even sure he’s breathing right now, but his gaze on me is so intense, so pulsating.

He won’t try to kiss me again or ask. He’s letting me be in charge, but I don’t want to be. I want to give control away. To have someone else decide for me.

I trace his lower lip with a thumb. John’s lids fall closed and he shivers, fighting the urge to touch me back. To take me in the dark. His grip on my hip tightens, gentle but firm. His lips are just a breath away from mine, but he doesn’t close the distance.

“How do I know you won’t break my heart again?” I ask.

“Because I won’t,” he answers, his voice as rough as sandpaper. “Doing it the first time is my biggest regret. If you’ll let me, I can make you happy, Mari.”

“Give me a reason to trust you, now, in this moment. Not in a year or two. How can I?”

“Look at me.” His eyes open, looking like two burning blue diamonds in the night. “You can trust me, Marissa, trust that it would end me to lose you again.”

I’m not sure what he’s saying even makes a difference. Lust has taken over. The need to taste him has become too strong.

“Show me,” I whisper. “Kiss me.”

He keeps his eyes locked on mine for an extra second before his lips come down to my mouth. The kiss is soft, gentle, but it sends shockwaves through my body. My fingers sink into his dark hair and I pull him to me, telling him I want more, I need more. He parts my lips with his tongue, caressing mine, tasting me. One hand stays flat on my lower back. The other moves from my hip, sliding up the side.

His touch is electric. Heat spreads all over my body, pooling in my abdomen and making my head spin. My heart is pounding in my chest. Everything is spinning out of control, and I want it to.

His hand moves up to my face, tracing my jaw before his fingers tangle in my hair, gripping the strands as he holds me against him. The kiss grows more intense, more passionate.

His lips slide across my cheek. I shiver as his stubble scrapes the side of my face. John leaves a trail of burning kisses down my neck.

I groan and my head falls back. He presses his mouth to my collarbone and his hands squeeze the flesh just above my hip. I push against him and he lifts me. My legs automatically wrap around his waist as he leans against the back of the couch.

We shouldn’t be doing this, not here in the dark, not with his daughter sleeping upstairs, but I’m so tired of fighting the attraction between us.

Our lips meet again. Savage. Hungry. Desperate.

He sucks on my bottom lip, tugging it between his. I whimper when his hand brushes lower on my back, bringing my body in line with his. He lets go of my lips and I press my face into his neck and kiss him, taking in the smell and taste of his skin.

I lose myself in him for a few moments, and nothing else matters.

As I bite down on his earlobe, a rumble comes from deep within him. His hands move over me, cupping my face, holding me in place. His kisses grow wilder, like he can’t get close enough to me. And I feel the same. I push, push to be closer to him.

Only, I might push too hard because one second we’re half-standing against the couch backrest, and the next we’re tumbling over, landing on the sofa cushions in a pile of limbs.

In the semi-darkness, John looks up at me, his lips parting in a megawatt smile. “Careful, Mayer,” he teases. He’s breathing hard, panting, like he just ran a marathon and then didn’t stop at the finish line.

I adjust my body on top of him, the fact that we’re now horizontal and I’m straddling him is not lost on me. I should be embarrassed, scramble to my feet, and go home, but this feels so right. So familiar and yet so new.

“Did I hurt you?” I ask, worried about the tackle and consequent fall. “Have I cracked a rib or something?”

He laughs. “I’m fine.” The smile dies on his lips. “I’ve never been better.”

His hands move up my thighs, while my stomach drops to the floor.

John slides his palms up, following the curve of my body to my hips.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” My palms rest on his chest.

“Relax,” John whispers. “You won’t hurt me. Not unless you want to,” he adds with a wink.

I push against him. “Does this hurt?”

“In the best possible way.” His voice is a low rasp.

I move on top of him again. “And this?”

His eyes roll back in his head. “Are you trying to kill me?” His hands slide up my back, sending shivers down my spine. I tremble against him. “Because I’d be happy to go this way.”

I lower my face to his, kiss him, then let my lips wander up his neck. His pulse is pounding in his throat. His breathing hitches and slows when my mouth finds his ear. I latch onto the lobe, sucking slowly, teasing. He groans. I nibble on his earlobe, causing John to sigh. His hands go to cup my behind, pulling my body against him.

My senses are on fire, his warmth, his scent, his touch.

His lips find mine again, and he kisses me deep and long. I lose myself in the sensations. It’s just him and me. The past, the future no longer exist. Only the present, this one moment in the night, in John’s arms. And still, it’s not enough.

I pull back. “I know I said I was cold, but now I feel like I’m wearing too many clothes.”

John cups my nape, giving me solid eye contact. “Are you sure?”

“Johnny Raikes, you made me wait sixteen years for this moment. I’m tired of waiting.”
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Marissa’s words land straight in my groin, but I have to keep thinking with my brain.

“Are you sure?” I repeat.

“I want you,” she whispers, her eyes glazed with lust.

I say nothing, only grab onto her hips and pull her up to me. I want to kiss her again, so raw and honest. Instead, I ask, “Why now?”

She looks at me for a moment, confused by the question. “Because you kissed me after all these years. And now it feels… I don’t know, like a good time.”

A good time, sure. Not what I’m aiming for, though. I want more. I want everything.

I pull up onto my elbows and straighten up so that she’s still straddling me, but we’re both seated. “Tell me you trust me. Tell me you believe I won’t hurt you again.”

Her eyes come back into sharp focus. “Why?”

“I can’t be half in, Marissa.”

“Half into what?” She scrambles off me.

“This, us.”

“This is just sex,” she says, getting off the couch and putting even more distance between us. “Or was going to be just sex. Now you’ve ruined it.”

“We both know that’s not true.”

Her lips press into a hard line. She hates being wrong. “What do you want from me? You insisted we kissed.”

I stand as well. “And I don’t regret it. But I also don’t want you to have any regrets and wake up tomorrow morning thinking about tonight as a mistake.”

“What do you want then?”

“You, all of you. I want the full package. To be with you, to be a family.”

“That’s too much, John, too soon.”

I smile, taking a step toward her. “Exactly my point and why we should wait to…” I waggle my eyebrows.

She scoffs, throwing her hands in the air. “You’re impossible.”

I grab her by the hips again. “I want you to fall in love with me again before anything happens.”

“And what about you? Shouldn’t you be in love?”

“I’m already there.”

Her eyes narrow. “You seriously want me to believe you’ve fallen back in love with me in a month?”

“No.” I push a lock of hair away from her face. “Because I’ve never fallen out of it. Seeing you again only reminded me of what I’ve been running away from all this time. But I’m here now. For you, for our baby.”

“You’re only missing ‘until death do us part’ at the end of that sentence to sound any more ridiculous.”

“Why? I’d marry you in a heartbeat.”

“Are you serious?” She makes to push me away, but I don’t let her.

“Yes, marry me.”

“No, are you asking just because I’m pregnant with your baby?”

“You could not be pregnant, you could be pregnant with another man’s baby, and that still wouldn’t change the way I feel about you. I want us to be a family, but only if you love me back.” I blow out a long breath and smile. “Am I happy you’re pregnant? Yes! Do I want you to be with me because of the baby? Nope. Never. I want you to be in love with me.”

“Are you crazy?”

“Yes, about you.” I hug her, burying my face in her neck. “And you’re crazy about me, or will be again soon.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Hey, I’m not the one who almost tackled the other into an ER visit.”

She pulls back. “You said I didn’t hurt you.”

“Don’t worry, my ribs can take the hit, but my heart can’t, not again, and neither can yours. So until we’re both all in, I’m confining our interactions to kissing only.”

She scowls, pointing at the couch. “That was a lot more than kissing in my book.”

“As long as the clothes stay on, we’re fine.”

“And I have no say?”

“No, sorry.”

“So what now?”

“I’ll call you a car and you go home.” I inch my head toward the stairs. “Unless you want to go upstairs and snuggle with me?” I tease.

“Yeah, no thanks.”

“Fine.” I know not to push my luck.

“Fine,” she repeats.

The car arrives ten minutes later.

I escort Marissa to the door and lean on the frame. “Text me when you get home. Let me know you got in safe.”

She grunts something that sounds vaguely like a yes and walks down the driveway to the waiting Uber.

I wait until she gets in to go back inside. Not the least interested in sleep, I still go through the motions of getting ready for bed while waiting for Marissa’s text. It arrives shortly later, curt and pragmatic.

From Marissa:


Home safe




No good night, no sweet dreams, no kiss emoji. Ah, well…

I search online for a kitty picture and send her one of a black kitten wearing a witch hat captioned:

To Marissa:


Should we get Nora and the baby a kitten next year?




I know it’s not possible, but even the incoming notification sounds angrier when a new text lands in the chat.

From Marissa:


WE are not getting anything because WE are not going to live together




To Marissa:


Is it still a solid no on my proposal?




From Marissa:


Yep, solid no




To Marissa:


*broken heart emoji*




From Marissa:


*eye-roll emoji*




*sleepy face emoji*




To Marissa:


Good night




*kiss emoji*




From Marissa:


Night




The three dots disappear, letting me know Marissa has logged out of the chat.

I flip onto my side and let out a long sigh, curling my left arm under my head, and caressing the empty side of the bed.

She’s coming around. It’s only a matter of time. I’ll wait her out, fight for her, convince her we belong together, show her she can count on me.

I fall asleep with a smile on my face, dreaming of a future where Marissa and I are married and live with Nora and the baby. One big, happy family.
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MARISSA


I stare at that stupid kitten-in-a-witch hat picture and shake my head.

What in the heck was tonight?

As I lie in bed, clutching my phone, I’m not even sure if I’m more relieved or despondent John and I only kissed.

I swap apps and log on to The Ex Files community app.

Nea: Gals, I did the unthinkable and kissed my ex

Even if it’s nighttime in the States, users are from all over the world and someone is always active. A flood of replies comes in at once.

AnnLovesBooks: Was it good?

ReyLon: Are you getting back together?

Musa: Only kissed *skeptical emoji*?

Alina: Oh my gosh, did he hit on you?

Nea: He initiated the kiss, and it was great, too great. I wanted to do more, but he said we could only kiss

ReyLon: Did he say why?

Nea: Because before we go any further, he said he wanted me to be all in, that he never stopped loving me, and doesn’t want to just have sex

AnnLovesBooks: Aww. If you pass on that proposition, can I get his number?

Musa: Go all in. What’s the holdup?

ReyLon: Do you still love him?

Nea: IDK how I feel. And I’m too afraid to go back all in. What if he breaks my heart again?

I love how in this anonymous community I can be myself. Admit even my darkest flaws and fears.

ReyLon: Then perhaps he was right to ask you to wait

Alina: Give it some time, see if he sticks around

I hate when John is right and I’m wrong.

Nea: Thank you, everyone. I’ll think about everything you said. Now I have to go to sleep. It’s really late here. Talk soon

That night my dreams are haunted by ocean-blue eyes, pillow lips, and sexy scruff. The next morning I wake up deeply unrested and sexually frustrated.

My phone chimes on the nightstand.

It’d better not be another kitty picture or I’m going to murder someone.

It’s a text from Teresa.

From Teresa:


Dear little sister, how nice it is to never EVER hear from you when you don’t need something from me




To Teresa:


Sorry, I’ve been swamped at work. But I love you from the bottom of my heart *hands making a heart emoji*




From Teresa:


And you don’t have anything to tell me?




I involuntarily blush, immediately thinking of the kiss with a flare of guilt. Then I consider for a second. Teresa lives in Silicon Valley. There’s no way she could know about the kiss. She or anyone else on the planet—okay except for The Ex Files gals.

To Teresa:


No, nothing to report. Why?




From Teresa:


*pondering emoji* Mmm, just wondering ARE YOU PREGNANT?!




To Teresa:


Oh, that, yes, I am




From Teresa:


*boggling eyes emoji* And you didn’t think to share that little tidbit?




To Teresa:


Sorry, it hasn’t fully sunk in yet. And you can’t tell anyone. Not even Mom and Dad. I haven’t told them




From Teresa:


When are you going to tell them?




To Teresa:


Christmas, I was thinking. Toward the end of the first trimester




From Teresa:


So you’re coming for the holidays?




To Teresa:


Yes, even if I still think they’re traitors for fraternizing with Dr. Evil




And I’m the biggest hypocrite of them all. Even with Teresa, I don’t know when I’ll be ready to disclose the baby’s paternity.

I know my sister; she’d go off on a tangent, telling me how my being pregnant with John’s baby is destiny and that I can’t fight my fate. Whereas I’m more of a make-your-own-decisions kind of gal—no matter that my decision-making superpowers are utterly scrambled where John is concerned. I want to take a minute for myself and consider the situation without outside input, even the loving one of my sister.

I ask Teresa what she’s doing up at five in the morning. She tells me she’s going for a run, and I roll my eyes at her healthy, Californian lifestyle. We say goodbye, and I hop into the shower, hoping the hot jets will help bring some clarity back into my mind—they don’t. Getting ready for work is excruciating. Lately, I’ve been bone-tired even after eight solid hours of sleep, so the three to four I got last night definitely aren’t going to cut it. I need coffee—fancy, store-bought coffee.

Ready for the office, I put on my coat and open my door only to find John waiting at the bottom of the front steps. He’s holding a tray with two paper coffee cups and sporting a satisfied smirk.

“What’s this?” I ask. “Have you turned total stalker? Should I ask for a restraining order?”

“This is me, showing up and bringing you coffee.”

I stare at the cup, craving it with all my being. We both know it is a bribe, but my morals are loose at the moment.

“Double vanilla, double caramel, extra foamy?” I ask.

He smirks. “I wouldn’t dare bring you any less.”

And maybe it sucks that he still remembers how I like coffee from high school, or that I haven’t changed my order in years. But right now, I’m more glad than annoyed. I take the last step down and accept the cup. The first sip is worth the decline of my ethics.

“Thank you.” I raise the cup. “I really needed the caffeine.”

“Well, it’s only half-caf for the baby’s sake.”

“Still good.”

As I begin to walk toward my office, John falls into step next to me.

“Heading the same way?” I ask.

“I’m walking you to work; I’d imagine so.”

I keep walking, not looking at him, at his crinkly eyes, or full lips. Nope, not even a glance. “Don’t you have places to be? Patients to care for? Or does the clinic let you set your schedule?”

“I’m touched by your concern about my career, but walking you a few blocks won’t make me late for work.”

It’s only three blocks, I can survive standing next to John without my lady parts taking over my brain and making me act even more out of control than last night. Still, I quicken my pace until I make it to the front of my office building. “This is me,” I say in a too-high-pitched voice. “Will you go now?” I make a shooing gesture.

“Before I go, a goodbye kiss is encouraged but not mandatory.”

A shiver runs down my spine, and my lips tingle at the offer. I’m a loose cannon. “I’m not kissing you.” I make a futile attempt to resist.

John takes a step closer. “Would it be acceptable if I kissed you?”

My lips part in a breathless gasp as he takes another step toward me.

I should swipe my badge and run behind the glass doors where he can’t reach me. Instead, I stay glued on the spot, my lips parting further.

He moves even closer, eyes searching mine, probably for any sign of resistance. He won’t find any. All he’ll see is begrudging capitulation. Reluctant admission. But no opposition.

John closes the last of the distance between us, saying, “I’ll take that as a yes.”

He cups the back of my head and kisses me.

I close my eyes and give in to the kiss. He’s an expert teaser, simultaneously demanding and giving. His lips brush softly against mine at first, then his fingers move to tangle in my hair as he deepens the kiss.

I respond, tasting his lips, the hint of coffee still lingering on them. My mind is muddled, but my body is very clear on what it wants. I don’t even care that I’m standing right in front of my office where all my colleagues can see me. I get lost in the kiss.

Too soon, he pulls back, resting his forehead against mine. “I’d better go now.”

“Yeah,” I agree. “You should.”

John looks down at me, our noses almost touching. “What a shame, though.”

He gives me one last peck on the lips and goes. I follow him with my gaze until he takes the first steps down to the subway station.

He stops, turns, and looks at me. When he finds me still watching him, his lips split in a smile with the power of a thousand suns and he waves goodbye.

I don’t know why, but that simple wave makes my heart race and my stomach bottom out.

Johnny Raikes is back in my life, and it looks like he’s staying.


36


JOHN


I show up at Marissa’s doorstep every day for the next three weeks, slowly making her initial semi-hostility turn into acceptance. She’s beginning to rely on me. So much so that one morning, when I’m disastrously late, I find her waiting for me seated on her front steps, despite the hour, despite the biting November cold.

When she sees me arrive, her face breaks into a huge smile and she hops down the last steps to come meet me. She grabs the coffee cup from me and gives me a peck on the lips. “I was beginning to think my coffee service wouldn’t show today.”

“Sorry,” I say. “Nora had a major wardrobe crisis.”

She raises an eyebrow. “Meaning?”

“She threw all her clothes on the bed screaming she had nothing cool to wear to school.”

Marissa chuckles. “How old is she again?”

“Six.” I point at her still-flat belly. “I hope this one’s a boy. We’re much simpler creatures.”

That statement earns me a scowl. “Mmm, if he’s as mule-headed as you, we might be in for bigger troubles.”

“I prefer to refer to myself as consistent, reliable, prime husband material.”

Marissa scoffs, exasperated. “Yeah, not happening, Dr. Delusional.”

I make a mock-wounded face. “Merciless, Mayer.”

She smiles at me, and I love how we’re slowly going back to effortless banter, with inside jokes and witty comebacks.

“Anyway.” I kick a fallen leaf out of the way. “Since tomorrow is Thanksgiving, I wanted to give you a heads up that I’m hosting the celebrations at my house.”

“Why?” She stops walking abruptly and I have to backtrack a step.

“Everyone thought it’d be cool to do it at the old house.” I shrug.

“You haven’t told your sister or your parents about us? About the baby?”

“No, I told you. I want to wait for whenever you’re ready. If you’ve chosen to do it at Christmas, that’s okay.”

Marissa ponders for a second. “All right, keep the curtains drawn and we should be fine.”

“Sure,” I say, and I’m about to resume walking when I see she’s still rooted to the spot.

She raises a menacing finger at me. Uh-oh. “And don’t even think of bringing over a basket of muffins, cornbread, gravy, or whatever you horrible foodie people home cook.”

I grin. “Not even Nora and my world-famous pecan pie?”

“Especially nothing your fantastic daughter has made with her adorable, tiny hands.”

“Gotcha. We’ll keep to our lane. But if you happened to be in the mood for a slice of said famous pecan pie at the end of the day, I could smuggle you in from the backyard once everyone is gone.”

Marissa stares at me for a long time. “I’ll think about it.”

At least it’s not a hard no.

We start walking again and, soon, we reach the corner before her office building where we kiss goodbye like we do every morning. I watch her go inside, waiting for her to turn back and look at me like she does every day before stepping into the elevator.

Our eyes meet across the lobby, across the glass walls of the ground floor of her building, across the busy street but it’s like there’s no space between us at all. Marissa smiles and blows me a kiss. I grab it and keep it with me as I head to work for the last day before the long weekend.
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“Gosh, your constant smiling is obnoxious,” Amada greets me as I enter the lab. “I preferred you when you were sulking in misery.”

“Your positive thinking and deep human empathy are as heartwarming as always.”

She scoffs, not removing her eyes from the microscope. “We can’t all use the lab minions to impregnate our significant exes and tie them to us forever.”

“For the millionth time, I had nothing to do with that.”

“So you keep saying. I’ll stick to my conspiracy theories. Ready to do some work, boss?”

I sit on the metal stool next to her. “Yes. But first, I went over your paper draft last night and found a tiny computational error and two typos.”

Her head snaps up. “Impossible, I’m perfect, I don’t make mistakes.”

“A bag of peanut M&M’s says you do.”

“I’ll take that bet, boss.”

Half an hour later, I’m walking back into my office popping M&M’s with victorious satisfaction when my phone pings with a notification.

From Marissa:


Just so you know, I’m drinking real coffee tomorrow. This half-caf thing you have me on isn’t cutting it anymore




I smile. Not so much for the text content, but because it’s the first time Marissa has initiated an exchange as opposed to just replying to me.

To Marissa:


My, my, Mayer, texting in the middle of the workday




From Marissa:


It’s basically a pre-holiday




To Marissa:


Anyway, now I know why I was feeling so exhausted




From Marissa:


???




To Marissa:


From running through your head all day, can’t stop thinking about me?




From Marissa:


No, you’re right, the slight nausea is a constant reminder your spawn is growing inside me




I chuckle at that.

To Marissa:


Don’t offend our little olive




The baby has progressed from a tiny seed to small fruit.

To Marissa:


And eat crackers




From Marissa:


You eat crackers




To Marissa:


Not foodie enough, I need at least homemade kale chips




From Marissa:


You’re disgusting




A knock on the door makes me look up from the phone screen.

“Come in,” I say.

A nurse pokes her head in the doorway. “Mrs. Taylor is at nine centimeters. You said to call you when she got close to ten.”

“I’ll be right there.”

To Marissa:


Sorry, babe, I have to go. I have a new life to bring into the world




From Marissa:


Gah




Marissa sends a cheesy GIF of a couple kissing in the rain—probably from some movie—that says “you complete me” only she captions it “you revolt me.”

As I walk to the delivery room, I can’t wipe a stupid smile from my face. Maybe Amada had a point, I am being obnoxiously optimistic.
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MARISSA


To say I’m on edge as I arrive at my parents’ house on Thanksgiving would be a euphemism. I’m not looking forward to spending the afternoon a few yards from John and his entire family while secretly carrying his baby. Not to mention hiding the pregnancy from my parents.

Also, I don’t feel well. The morning sickness, which turned out to be all-day sickness, is getting worse each week. And the idea of consuming a huge meal, of having to sit at the dinner table for hours, is even less appealing.

The only thing I’m really excited about is seeing Teresa. We were supposed to go out for drinks last night—or sorry, virgin substitutes in my case—but her flight got delayed, and my pregnant body had me collapse in bed before 10 p.m.

To shorten my stay at my parents’, I arrive as fashionably late as I can without raising questions. I’m also slightly overdressed for a family dinner in a BOHO-chic, long-sleeved dress, and brown leather boots. But pants were even less in my wheelhouse today.

As I walk up the driveway, I can’t help but throw a furtive stare at John’s house. At least the curtains are all drawn as he promised. At the door, I give the bell a perfunctory ring to announce my arrival and then push my way inside without waiting. Even if we live in New York, this neighborhood of Brooklyn is more small town than metropolis, and on festive days, hardly anyone locks their doors.

The moment I step inside my parents’ house, I’m assaulted by all the fragrances of a typical Thanksgiving dinner. Garlic mashed potatoes, the turkey, freshly baked bread, Mom’s usually mouth-watering apple pie… My stomach revolts.

I take a minute to get the nausea under check before walking past the entryway. I find Dad and Teresa catching up in front of the fireplace. We hug, kiss, and say happy holidays.

“Can someone come give me a hand?” Mom yells from the kitchen.

I cross into the open-space dining room and find her standing at the stove, grumbling.

“Hey, Mom.”

She turns toward me. “Marissa, finally! This turkey was going to burn if you arrived any later.”

I roll my eyes. “I’m barely twenty minutes late.”

Two pies are cooling on the kitchen island: apple and pumpkin. While a slightly burned odor lingers in the air.

“Something did burn for sure,” I add, removing my coat and kissing my mom on the cheek. “Happy Thanksgiving.”

“To you too, darling. And yeah, the caramelized onions caramelized a bit too much. We’ll have to do without this year.”

And just as well. Every smell in this kitchen is making me want to throw up.

Taken up with her cooking, Mom hands me a gravy boat. “Take this to the table, please. We’re almost ready.”

The rich aroma wafting up from the gravy boat makes my stomach turn even more. I rush to the table and drop it in the middle, saying, “I’ll go to the bathroom real quick.”

I shut myself in the downstairs bathroom and dry heave over the sink. Once I’m sure nothing is actually coming up, I wash my face and go back outside.

I bump into Teresa in the hall. She takes one look at me and low whistles. “Nice dress.”

I take in her jeans and the University of Michigan sweater and feel even more overdressed.

“Going somewhere fancy?” Teresa teases.

“Only on my knees in front of the toilet if the nausea continues this way; every smell is making me sick.”

The smile on Teresa’s face dies, and she’s at my side in a few quick strides. “Are you okay?”

“Yes, it’s only morning sickness. The doctor says it’s normal, but you have to help me cover.”

Teresa frowns. “How?”

“I don’t know, but just… don’t let Mom and Dad guess I’m pregnant.”

I still haven’t figured out how to deal with the situation, or where I stand with John. The last thing I need is for my family to butt in. I know what they’ll say, marry him, be a family, move in next door… But I’m not sure that’s what I want, and I don’t need the added pressure.

We walk back into the dining room, and I’ve never wished more for the kitchen and its smells to be enclosed in a separate space. But our little Brooklyn heaven is still in New York and, townhome or not, space is limited around here.

The meal is spread out on the large oak dining table, over a white tablecloth decorated with an orange pattern. Mom has scattered a few pomegranates around as decorations alongside centerpieces made with wild rose berries.

Dad sits at one head of the table, Mom is at the other—the one nearer to the kitchen, and Teresa and I are on the longer sides opposite each other.

While the golden-crusted turkey rests majestically on the kitchen island, Mom brings over all the side dishes: corn salad with bacon and honey, Parker House rolls, roasted squash with goat’s cheese and poached cranberries, baked two-cheese rigatoni, and traditional cornbread.

As she drops the broccoli and cauliflower gratin next to me, I quickly pass it over the table to Teresa with a face that says, please take this rotten thing as far away from me as possible.

She grabs the pot and drops it in the corner near Dad.

Mom comes back with the turkey and there’s no escaping from having it placed in the center of the table right in front of me.

“Mmm, this smells heavenly. Thanks, Mom.” I voice the exact opposite of how I feel.

Teresa gives me the stink eye, and I scowl at her.

“Thanks, darling,” Mom says and hands Dad the BBQ fork and kitchen knife for him to start carving.

While Dad is busy working the turkey, we pass the sides along. I fill my plate with carbs: the rigatoni, the cornbread, and a Parker House roll. I steer clear of everything green or icky looking and avoid all strong-smelling foods.

I eat a few bites of the rigatoni and nibble the cornbread.

The nausea gets slightly better.

“Turkey time,” Dad says. “Ladies, plates please.”

I have no choice but to offer mine as well, even if any meat feels disgusting lately.

Before I can take the plate back or protest, Mom is pouring gravy on it. Oh my gosh, I’m going to die.

I attempt to smile, but my hands shake as I pull the plate back toward me. While my family gets busy with small talk, I have to concentrate all my energy on not throwing up.

It’s just turkey—and lumpy, thick sauce. I love turkey. I can do this.

No, I can’t.

I ignore the meat and eat more pasta at least until my mom asks, “Something wrong with your turkey, honey? You haven’t touched it.”

I fake-smile. “No, no, just your mac and cheese is too good.”

She stares at me expectantly, and I have no other choice than to grab my knife and cut into the slice of turkey going cold on my plate.

I bring a bite to my mouth and chew on it, wishing I were a vegetarian and had a legitimate excuse not to eat it.

“This turkey is fantastic,” I say, hoping I don’t get my words twisted around.

Mom sets her fork down and narrows her eyes at me.

So I bring another bite to my mouth.

Chew.

Swallow.

“Mmm, delicious.”

The word has barely left my lips when I gag. Oh, gosh. I won’t be able to keep this down.

“Sweetheart, are you okay?” Dad asks.

I stare around the table in a panic. I’m not going to make it to the bathroom. My eyes land on the huge country-chic metal bin next to the kitchen island, and I make a run for it.

I’ve barely lifted the lid before I’m already throwing up inside.

Chaos explodes around me.

“Oh my gosh, Harry, she’s ill.” My mother stands up. “Call Dr. Murray.”

With my face still half in the bin, I shake my head.

“You can’t call him on Thanksgiving,” Dad says.

Thank goodness someone is still being reasonable.

“Then I’m calling an ambulance.”

“Mom, she’s fine,” Teresa says.

“Fine? How can you say she’s fine? Your sister can’t stop throwing up.”

“I’m sure it’s just indigestion,” Teresa continues. “No need to call the hospital.”

“Indigestion? You’d have to have started digesting to have indigestion. The food barely touched her mouth.”

“I’m fine,” I try to say in between heavings.

“You’re not fine,” Mom insists, grabbing the old-fashioned phone mounted on the kitchen wall. “I’m calling Dr. Murray. He’s always so available, he can give us an opinion on the phone.”

Teresa joins her in the kitchen and they begin wrestling for control of the receiver in a battle of she’s-ill, she’s-not-ill until Teresa screams, “Mom, she’s not sick, she’s pregnant.”

From my position on the floor, I manage to keep my head up long enough to glare at my sister.

“Pregnant?” my mother repeats.

Dad, now also standing in the kitchen, asks, “By who? Who’s the father?”

“The baby has no father,” Teresa explains.

Ah, if only.

Mom opens her arms, exasperated. “What do you mean no father?”

“That’s not possible in my book,” Dad offers.

Exhausted, I sit on the floor and wipe my mouth with the sleeve of my fancy dress.

Mom turns to me. “The baby has a father, right, honey?”

I could lie and say no, but there’d be no point since I’d have to come clean in a month, anyway.

I nod.

“Well, who is it?” Dad asks.

In a raspy whisper, I say, “Johnny Raikes.”

“What?” my mom, dad, and sister yelp as one.

They’re looking at me as though I’ve just confessed to eating puppies for breakfast.

Mom’s hands are clamped over her mouth as if she has a bomb in there she doesn’t want to risk exploding.

My sister’s eyebrows have disappeared under her bangs.

And Dad’s features are frozen in horror.

He speaks first. “After what he did to you in high school, you got back together with the Raikes boy?”

I shake my head. “We’re not together.”

Dad’s face turns purple. “You mean he got you pregnant and now he’s refusing to take responsibility?”

Before I can clarify things, I’m back to hugging the bin and puking my heart out.

“That’s it, Harry!” Mom says. “That boy, oh, he had us fooled with the kind act and the muffin basket. But I know exactly when this happened.”

“When?” Dad asks.

“Halloween night, they must’ve had a one-night span.”

“One-night stand,” Teresa corrects.

“Whatever the name,” Mom continues. “I saw her do the walk of shame out of his house at one in the morning, wearing a cheap witch costume.”

I want the floor to swallow me. Or at least to stop vomiting long enough to debunk their wild theories.

Teresa crouches next to me and starts massaging my back, whispering in my ear, “Oh, you’ve been naughty.” While Dad screams, “That’s it! I’m going over there and putting that boy in his place.”

I wish I could stop him, explain how things really happened, or that I’d told Teresa so that she could clarify the situation for me. But I didn’t and at the moment I’m too busy retching to do anything else. I can only listen helplessly as Mom proclaims, “I’m coming with you.” And then the twin bangs of the front door as they leave.

“Sorry,” Teresa says soothingly. “I didn’t mean to rat you out.”

I squeeze her hand, letting her know it’s okay. Mom would’ve put me in an ambulance otherwise.

“You want me to stay here with you, or go next door to make sure they don’t kill him?” my sister asks.

I stop hugging the bin only long enough to make a go gesture, and then I’m back in puking hell.
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JOHN


Everyone is ecstatic to be having Thanksgiving in the old house. At least us oldies. Nora and her two cousins don’t have an emotional attachment to this place, but for my parents, my sister, and I, it feels like the first Thanksgiving we’re having at home in fifteen years.

Mom has taken over the kitchen as if this were still her house. I’m not complaining. Her cooking is definitely better than mine. And despite my worries this would be Nora’s first major holiday without her mother, the day is turning out great.

Still, as we sit at the dining table, I can’t help but throw a wistful stare at the blocked-by-drawn-curtains window. Is Marissa already at her parents’? Will she scurry home without a word once her dinner is finished or sneak over for a slice of pie and maybe a goodnight kiss?

“Drink?” Dad distracts me.

He’s hovering beside me with a bottle of prosecco.

“Sure.” I offer him my glass.

When all glasses are filled with prosecco—sparkling apple cider for the kids, we raise them in a toast to family and to being once again together under this roof.

Before we tuck into the delicious-looking turkey resting in the center of the table, we do the traditional what-I’m-thankful-for table round.

“Who’s going to start with their thanks this year?” I ask.

“May I?” Mom asks.

We all nod.

In an emotional voice, she says, “I’m thankful to have all my family back to living close by.”

We clap, and then all eyes turn to Dad.

He clears his throat. “What Dana said, and I’m thankful it looks like it’s going to be a mild winter without too much snow to shovel.”

Murmurs of agreement spread around the table.

Next, it’s the turn of my sister’s younger kid, Eric, a three-year-old.

He scrunches his little face and says, “I’m thankful for corn.”

“Because you like cornbread, sweetie?” my mom asks.

“No, because I can see it in my poop and I really like that.”

“He’s disgusting,” Leslie, my niece, mutters under her breath.

Katy glares at her daughter, then the table round moves on to my brother-in-law.

“Way to go, buddy.” Domingo ruffles Eric’s hair, and then adds, “I’m thankful for my kids’ wit. It never ceases to amaze me.”

Leslie, nine years old, is next. After a dramatic pause, she announces, “I’m thankful for my puppy.”

“You don’t have a puppy, honey,” my sister says.

Her daughter levels her with a stare. “I know, Mom. But since I’ve been asking forever for a puppy and all I got was that.” She points at her younger brother with a wrinkled nose. “I was trying to practice some positive thinking.”

Katy rolls her eyes. “I’m thankful for—”

“Mommy, I forgot something,” Eric interrupts. “Can I say it?”

“Sure.”

“I’m also thankful for toilet paper.”

Everyone around the table starts laughing except for Leslie, who says, “Ew.”

“To clean all that corn poop?” Domingo asks.

“Yes, Daddy.”

We all turn back to Katy.

She points at her kid. “What more can I say?”

Nora goes next. “I’m thankful for my dad.” She pauses. “And for my mom, who I know loves me even if she couldn’t be here with me today.”

My heart cracks, and I squeeze the tablecloth, trying to hold back all the resentment I still have toward Nora’s mother for abandoning her. My kid can’t see how I really feel about my ex.

Biting the inside of my cheek, I grab Nora’s hand over the table and say, “Thank you, Nora Bora. Is it my turn?”

“Yeah,” the kids shout.

“Well, I’m thankful for…”

What am I thankful for?

Before I can form a proper thought, Nora says, “I know what Daddy is thankful for.”

“What’s that?” my mom asks.

With an impudent grin, Nora announces, “Daddy is thankful for his new girlfriend.”

Uh-oh.

“You have a girlfriend?” Mom asks, eyes brimming with hope.

“No. Not exactly. It’s all very new.”

“It’s not new,” Nora corrects. “They used to date in high school.”

“You’re back with Marissa Mayer?” Katy asks, eyes boggling.

“No, we’re not back together,” I say.

But as if Katy hadn’t heard me, she continues, “Is that why Teresa Mayer has been asking me all those questions about you? A background check?”

Now, that’s interesting. “When was that?”

Katy scrunches her face. “A couple of months ago. End of September, I think. Were you already seeing each other?”

“No.” But good to know that for all her professed indifference and proclaimed hatred, Marissa still had her sister dig into me. Probably how she wasn’t surprised I had a daughter.

“Well, are you dating again or not?” Mom asks.

“It’s complicated,” I say.

“Complicated how, son?” my dad asks, taking a sip of prosecco.

I’m beginning to sweat in my chair. “I can’t explain it now to respect Marissa’s wishes, but I promise you will know soon enough.” With a fish-eating smile, I add, “Shall we eat?”

I thank everyone’s famished state for getting out of having to explain the current status of my relationship with Marissa.

We’re about halfway into the second turkey serving when the front door bangs open, and a booming voice bellows, “Where are you? You scoundrel.”

For a moment, I wonder if it’s a new neighborhood tradition to invade people’s homes with improvised Shakespearian renditions. At least until Marissa’s dad marches into the room and, finger pointed, face purple, accuses, “You got my baby pregnant and now are refusing to take responsibility. How dare you?”

Over my family’s exclamations of surprise, I raise my hand, saying, “That’s not—”

“Don’t deny it.” Marissa’s mom has caught up with her husband and is now standing behind him, looking equally accusatory. “I saw my daughter walk out of this house at one in the morning on Halloween. You had a night of fun, and then what? Changed your mind again as you did in high school?”

“Dad,” Nora asks. “Did you and Marissa do the special cuddles that make babies?”

“It’s called sex,” Leslie clarifies.

“Leslie Maria Fernandez,” my sister yelps.

“What, Mom?” She shrugs. “It’s the scientific name, or should I say copulating?”

Oh gosh, I pass a hand over my face.

That’s when Teresa also enters the room and tries to shepherd her parents to the exit. “Mom, Dad, I’m sure Marissa wouldn’t want you to make a big scene. Maybe we should just go back and hear what she has to say.”

Mr. Mayer crosses his arms over his chest. “I’m not moving until this young fella explains himself.”

“But… but,” my mom stutters. “Marissa is really pregnant?”

I nod.

“With your baby?”

“Yes, but it’s not how it seems.”

Mr. Mayer’s face turns even more purple. “Only one way to make that happen in my book, so are you taking responsibility or not?”

“Dad!” Teresa shouts. “Come on, we should go back and see how Marissa is doing. She was still sick when I left.”

I spring up from my chair, sending it tumbling to the floor. “Marissa is sick?”

“I’m fine.” She walks into the room, looking far from fine. Her skin is greenish and pasty, a stark contrast to the colored long dress she’s wearing, and she looks like she can barely stand.

I’m at her side in a few quick strides, supporting her by the elbow and helping her sit in a spare chair.

That’s when a high-pitched wail draws my attention back to the table where Nora is covering her face with her hands, shoulders shaking.

I’m torn between going to console my daughter or supporting Marissa. Seeing my indecision, Marissa pats my hand. “It’s only morning sickness. I’m fine. Go.”

In a few seconds, I’m at Nora’s side, trying to understand what’s going on. “Are you okay, sweetheart?”

Hands still covering her face, she nods.

“Then why are you crying?” I gently lower her hands so that she can speak.

She wails, “I’m having a baby brother or sister.”

“Yep,” Leslie says, taking a sip of cider. “Cry all your tears now because there’s a no-return policy on those.”

“Leslie M—” my sister starts.

“Maria Fernandez,” Leslie concludes. “I know, I know. But it’s not my fault if you”—she makes a deep voice in a perfect rendition of Jack Nicholson—“can’t handle the truth.”

I raise my eyebrows. Since when do nine-year-old girls quote A Few Good Men?

Then I concentrate back on Nora. “Are you upset?”

She shakes her head. “I’m happy.”

“Poor fool,” Leslie comments.

“That’s it, young lady,” Katy snaps. “You’re grounded.”

“Oh, will you un-ground me if I say silly stuff like corn poop and toilet paper?”

My sister looks livid. “Keep talking and I’m also confiscating your phone.”

Lips pursed, looking morose, Leslie keeps quiet.

Nora gets off her chair and hugs me, then she lets go and runs over to Marissa, climbing on top of her and smothering her in a hug. And I’m not sure who in the room looks more shocked. My parents, Marissa’s parents, our sisters…

I’ve got a feeling this will be a Thanksgiving remembered for the ages.
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Half an hour later, John and I are seated in his living room facing the parents’ inquisition like two unruly teenagers. Katy and her husband have taken the kids upstairs to “let the adults talk” while Teresa is sort of acting as our defense attorney.

“Let me get this straight.” John’s mom is rubbing her forehead. “You went to the clinic to have a baby on your own?”

“Yes,” I say.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” my mom asks.

“It was my decision. I didn’t need to ask for permission.”

Looking hurt, Dad counters, “We would’ve supported you either way.”

“I wasn’t even sure I’d get pregnant. I wanted to be sure before I said anything.”

Mom snaps, “You still hadn’t told us now that you’re two months along.”

I flare my nostrils. “Because it’s not safe to tell until the end of the third trimester.”

John’s father speaks next, addressing his son. “And was it really an accident that this is your baby?”

“Yes.”

“But are you dating or not?” his mother asks.

John turns to me with raised eyebrows.

I don’t know what to say, so Teresa speaks instead. “We don’t have to put a label on things, do we? Maybe, given their complicated history, John and Marissa are taking things slow and trying to figure out where they stand.”

Mom pouts. “I wouldn’t call sneaking out of someone’s house in the middle of the night taking things slow.”

“Mom!” I snap. “John and I never had sex. Never, ever, not once in our lives!”

“Okay.” John scratches the back of his head. “Maybe that’s too much information.”

I turn to him, arms crossed over my chest. “Should I have called it special cuddles?”

Teresa is the next one to lose her cool. “Can we all please stop talking about special cuddles and agree on the most important thing?”

All eyes turn to her.

“A new baby is coming, and we’re all happy to welcome him or her into our families, regardless of what these two decide to do with their lives.”

“You’re right. A baby is a blessing, no matter how or why it happened.” John’s father stands. “I’ll get some prosecco to celebrate.” He turns to me. “Is apple cider good for you, dear?”

My stomach is not entirely settled yet. “Just water, please.”

With the toast, the tension is finally broken.

Katy and her husband come downstairs with the kids, Mom and Teresa go back to the house to bring our pies over, and we all eat dessert perched on the living room furniture or sitting on the rug. Well, they eat. I’m content not having to rush away for another one-on-one with the toilet.

The atmosphere finally gets fully festive with the popping of corks and the pouring of drinks, lively chatter, and the kids playing together in the living room. Until, with full bellies and drowsy expressions, everyone starts to leave. John’s sister goes first as Eric is already passed out in his father’s arms. Nora goes with them to have a sleepover with her older cousin, Leslie, who she seems to worship.

Then my parents and Teresa make to leave. My sister gives me a questioning, raised eyebrow, meaning: Are you coming, or hanging back with the hot doctor?

“I’ll be over in a minute,” I tell her.

At which point, John’s mother not-so-subtly elbows her husband and they go, too, leaving me sitting on the couch alone with John.

He gives me a wide grin.

“What are you smiling about?” I ask. “Today was a disaster!”

“At least now we don’t have to worry about Christmas. And I’m glad Nora was happy she’s having a sibling.”

My shoulders loosen. “Yes, she was the sweetest.” I flash John a teasing smirk, adding, “I really can’t tell where she gets it from.”

“Oof, Mayer. So why did you stay behind? You want to do a sleepover?”

“Nope.”

Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t. It’s an unspoken tradition that whenever Teresa is home for the holidays, I also sleep at home in my old bedroom. So that the whole family can have breakfast together in the morning. Two or three nights at home is the max we can make it without stepping on each other’s toes. But for a short time, it’s nice to be back to having Mom fussing over us and taking care of us and spoiling us with her food—at least, food was nice before the beta hCG ruined my digestive system.

“Goodnight kiss, then?” John asks.

“You don’t want to kiss me tonight, trust me.” I brushed my teeth twice already using a spare toothbrush John lent me, but I can’t help but still feel tainted by all the puke.

“How’s the nausea?” John asks, following my unspoken train of thought.

“Better, but still in the background.”

“It will go away, I promise. And in the end—”

“Don’t say it will all have been worth it because if I hear somebody else say it, I’m going to murder them.”

“If not for cuddles, or goodnight kisses, why did you stay behind?”

“To have a quiet moment with you.”

He stares at me intensely. “Careful, Mayer, I could get a big head.”

“I’m sorry for today,” I say, ignoring the intensity of his gaze and the different kind of unease it’s causing in my stomach. “I know this is not how we’d planned to tell everyone. And it’s my fault for wanting to wait.”

“Mari.” He grabs my hands. “It’s not your fault, and although your dad was pretty scary for a minute back there, I think it went well. Everyone seemed to be happy for us and the baby, despite the weirder-than-weird circumstances.”

“We don’t do simple, do we?”

“Simple isn’t fun.”

I stand up. “I’m going to go now. I don’t want the gossip mill to start running again. Can you believe my mother saw us on Halloween and didn’t say a word until today?”

“Well, you shouting we never ever had sex not once in our lives clarified that point.” John walks me to the door and puts one of his coats on me. “It’s too cold for you to go out just in that flimsy dress.”

Slowly, he fastens the buttons of the overlarge coat, eyes never leaving mine. Having him dress me shouldn’t be sensual. He’s putting clothes on me, not removing them. Still, I can’t help the humming tingle that spreads all over my skin.

He pulls up the collar next, pressing a soft kiss to my forehead. “See you tomorrow, Mayer.”

“I didn’t say I was coming over tomorrow.”

“But now you have to, to return the coat.” He winks.

Heart still fluttering, I cross over his front yard into my parents’ garden and hurry into the house.

My parents, who apparently have been waiting in ambush for me, probably frothing at the mouth to ask more questions are both lingering downstairs near the entrance.

I strike preemptively.

I hang John’s coat on the hall rack, giving it only a minor sniff, and say, “Gosh, I’m destroyed. I’m going straight to bed.”

One advantage of the pregnancy being out in the open is that no one can argue against an expectant mother’s need to rest.

In my old bedroom, I change into a bright pink chenille tracksuit—part of the appeal of sleeping at home is also to wear outrageously out-of-date clothes—and slip under the covers.

Before switching off the bedside lamp, I can’t resist throwing a last glance at John’s old bedroom clothed in darkness on the other side of our yards.

I know he’s not sleeping there, that he’s in the master now, but part of me can’t help remembering the way we used to wish each other goodnight from our windows, or him asking me if it was okay to sneak over, or a million other things we used to do window-to-window.

Some of those nights we spent studying side by side, silently yet companionably. Every now and then we would make jokes that made us laugh so hard I thought I was going to faint from oxygen deprivation and that prompted my dad to come upstairs to check on me while John hid under the bed—we were not supposed to be alone in my room after dark.

Other nights, homework couldn’t be further from our minds and we would make out and talk for hours in hushed whispers, gazing into each other’s eyes like no one else existed.

But that was a long time ago. Now, my thumb is already pressing on the switch when the lights in John’s old room blink to life.
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John walks into the room, looking impossibly hot in sweatpants and a hoodie, and wearing a mischievous grin on his face. One that tells me, hey, you didn’t think I’d let you go to bed without saying goodnight, did you?

He stands close to the glass and raises a sign at me.

You ok?

It’s written in black sharpie.

I roll my eyes and grab my phone to text him back.

To John:


As okay as I was five minutes ago when I left your house




Also, this isn’t a Taylor Swift video, and wasting paper on window notes is not environmentally friendly




I watch him read the text and smile as he types back.

From John:


Totally not wasting paper. I recycled from a notebook Eric used to draw in




I look up just as he turns the sign to show me a drawing of a brown mound with yellow dots on it.

I snort in amusement and text back.

To John:


Do I even want to know what that’s supposed to be?




From John:


Trust me, you don’t




To John:


How many drawings did the artist produce?




From John:


Four




To John:


And you have made signs of all of them?




From John:


Yep




My fingers shake with indecision as I type:

To John:


Show me the next




With a fish-eating grin, John lifts the next sign.

Marry me?

I shake my head and laugh despite myself. I mouth a mock-severe no at him and type back.

To John:


Put up another thing like that, and I’m closing the blinds




From John:


Uh-oh then I’m in trouble, the next one is even worse




To John:


Worse than a proposal? Own it, Raikes




He lifts the next sign with an expression that’s not so lighthearted anymore.

I frown as I stare at another brown mound with yellow dots. John takes in my expression, looks at the sign, and slowly turns it.

I love you

I read the words and then take in the face of the totally serious man behind the sheet of paper.

An explosion goes off in my chest and I don’t know if I can keep breathing.

John’s expression is as intense as his body is still. His eyes keen, hopeful, vulnerable.

I’m looking at him, seeing him as if he were standing right in front of me, no glass panes dividing us, his voice inside my head: I love you.

And I don’t know how to answer. My eyes can’t stop looking into his, to search for answers, for a solution to this, this feeling that has been growing and growing inside of me, engulfing my soul and my heart and the fear it wreaks in its wake.

I take a shaky, ragged breath and stare at him, really stare at him, for the first time in years, and I’m shocked by the knowledge of what I’ll be losing all over again if I continue to say no.

But how can I say yes? How can I trust him with my heart again?

I grab my phone and type.

To John:


I’ve never loved anyone as I loved you




And I’ve never loved anyone after you




And I may never love you the same way again




But… mostly, I don’t know




How can you be so sure about us?




John takes the phone, reads the message, and I swear his gaze on me when he raises his head is burning a hole into the glass. He looks away only to fumble with his phone for a second and then bring it back to his ear. He’s calling me.

“Hey,” I pick up.

“Hey,” he says. “I didn’t mean to overwhelm you.”

“I know,” I whisper. “But I kind of am. You keep asking, and I don’t want to keep saying no, but I also don’t know how to say yes.”

“I know, I’m sorry.” He tilts his head to the side, making a cute face. “I meant it as self-deprecating humor and then I turned it too serious.”

“No,” I blurt. “No, I get it. I do, it makes sense. But where do we go from here?”

“I don’t know,” he says, and I can hear the frustration in his voice. “But to answer your earlier question—”

“What question?”

“How can I be so sure about us?”

“Oh.”

My heart races in my chest as I wait for the answer.

“I’m sure because I’ve been living in this limbo for the past sixteen years and I’ve never felt more alive than since you crashed back into my life. I’m sure because I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have a future with. I’m sure because you’re the first person I think about as I open my eyes, which is terrible.”

“Why?”

“Because I should think of my daughter, but you always beat her by a fraction of a second.”

“Only because I’m shiny and new. What about ten, thirty, fifty years from now?”

“Then you’ll be old and crusty and still be the person I want to wake up next to every day.” The words wash over me and warm me all over, and it’s as if, for a moment, the world stops moving and I’m caught in this feeling. I barely hear his next words. “I guess that’s a long-winded way of saying, I love you and I’ll do anything to spend the rest of my life with you. Because no matter what, no matter how many times you say no, I’ll keep asking.”

I bite my lip to keep my tears in check as I stare at him through the window. Gosh, he looks so handsome and intense. I want to fly over there and get lost in his arms. In his kisses. Let’s be honest, I want to do a lot more than just kiss him. I have since Halloween, heck, since prom night.

“You’re Dr. Smoldering again tonight,” I whisper into the phone.

“Then why do you sound so upset about it?”

“John.” I touch my fingers to the cold glass of the window. “We shouldn’t kiss anymore.”

“Ah, okay.” His crestfallen expression is heartbreaking even at a distance. “Why not, if I may ask?”

“The physical aspect confuses things even more.”

“How?”

“Because right now, all I want to do is sneak out the window and come rip that hoodie off you.”

“Err…” He coughs. “Well, yeah, same here. That pink tracksuit is totally sexy. But I get what you’re saying, and it’s what I want, too.”

“Can you recap it for me because I’m not even sure I understand what I want?”

“You want a love that never ends. That’s beyond time, space, or physical attraction. You want to grow old with someone you can love even with their quirks. You want a love big enough to hold the ugly and the beautiful. You want to be with a man who will always be there, always love you the way you love them.” Each word is like a knife twisting deeper into my chest. “And I know I haven’t been that safe harbor for you in the past, but I swear Marissa, I am that man now. I’ll be everything you’ve ever wanted and more. I tried life without you and really did not like it. I don’t care how long I have to wait, you’re worth every second.”
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She’s still looking at me, scared and confused and as if she’d rather be facing down a firing squad than looking into my eyes. I can read the conflict in her gaze, the want to give in to the attraction battling the preservation instincts that still hold her back. Her emotions boil and rise to the surface, but winning above all others is the fear on her face. The irrational, misplaced dread that I’m not here to stay.

Beyond that fear, I can see so much more: the uncertainty, the hesitancy, the doubt, but also the longing. And that gives me hope.

She wants to say yes, I can see it in her eyes, she wants to believe in me more than in anything, but she can’t bring herself to just yet, and I can’t really blame her.

I know she’s not ready, and I’m not going to force her.

To break the tension, I say, “Time for my last sign.”

“Oh?” she asks, surely wondering what other bomb I’m going to drop on her.

“Don’t worry,” I say, “this one’s easy.”

I lift the last sign that only says:

Goodnight

Finally, she smiles. “Yeah, that was definitely less dramatic than the others.”

“Yeah,” I say back. “This one, I nailed.”

She laughs, shaking her head at me. “Goodnight,” she says softly into the phone. “See you tomorrow.”

As we hang up, Marissa touches her fingertips to her lips and then presses her fingers on the window. I grab the kiss and bring it to my heart. Then her light goes dark.
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The next morning, the sky is clear and blue, with no clouds in sight. But gosh, if it isn’t the coldest day. I pull my coat closer to my body as I walk down the street to my sister’s house.

When I get there, the girls have slept in, like always, so I have a second breakfast with Katy’s family, trying to avoid my sister’s inquisitive stares. She looks about ready to grill me, but I have no answers to give. It’s all up to Marissa and, after last night, I’m really not sure where I stand.

On the way home, Nora decides she’d rather not walk, so I carry her on my shoulders all the way. The habit was easier when she was a three-year-old.

As I’m re-heating leftovers from yesterday for lunch, Nora perches on the kitchen island, drawing rainbow unicorns with her glitter markers.

I set the timer on the microwave and lean my elbows on the island next to her drawing. “Hey, I wanted to talk to you about what happened yesterday.”

“Yeah, Marissa’s dad was really angry you got her pregnant.”

“No, that’s been sorted.” Hopefully, I add silently in my head. “I wanted to see how you felt.”

Nora drops her glitter marker and stares at me. “I’m happy, Daddy, really. I can’t wait to become the best big sister in the world.”

“You don’t have questions or doubts?”

Nora considers for a second. “Leslie says you’re going to love me less when the new baby arrives, that all the attention is going to go to the baby and that I’m going to become a second-class citizen.”

“That’s absolutely not true, Nora Bora.” I take her little hand in mine. “Nothing is ever going to make me love you less.”

“Then why would Leslie say something like that?”

“She’s struggling with a little jealousy. Babies and toddlers sometimes demand more attention than older siblings, but we parents still love you all the same.”

“Okay, and are Marissa and the baby going to move in with us?”

“No, not for now. Maybe never. But Marissa and I had several talks about the topic, and we both agree that no matter what happens between us, you’ll always have a place in your brother or sister’s life.”

“That’s good, Dad. But you should grovel faster. I really like Marissa, and my baby brother or sister needs to get used to hearing the sound of my voice, starting now. Otherwise, they won’t recognize me when they’re born.”

“The baby can hear your voice even if Marissa isn’t living with us.”

“How?”

“How about we call her and ask if we can stop by her place later for you to read a story to the baby?”

“Really? Can I read Dragons Love Tacos?”

I ruffle her bangs. “As long as Marissa says she’s okay with us stopping by, you can read whatever you like.”

The microwave dings. We eat the delicious re-heated turkey at the kitchen island and, afterward, once Nora goes back to her drawing, I text Marissa.

To Marissa:


Hey, would it be okay if we stopped by your place later? Nora wants to read a story to the baby




From Marissa:


I’m staying at my parents’ also tonight. Easier if I come over




To Marissa:


Is your dad still polishing off his old baseball bat or something?




From Marissa:


No, but I’ve been able to avoid questions all day, and I’m not sure I’d be as lucky with you here




Why does Nora want to read to the baby?




To Marissa:


She read babies can recognize voices they heard from the womb




From Marissa:


Does the baby even have ears at ten weeks?




To Marissa:


Yes, but I can’t confirm if they work yet




From Marissa:


See you in a couple of hours




When I open the door two hours later, Marissa and I exchange a loaded stare, the moment we shared last night still fresh in both our memories, I suppose.

My first instinct is to hug her, kiss her, but she’s asked me not to, and I must respect her wishes. No matter how hard it might be.

I have little time to brood, however, since Nora pounds down the stairs soon after and throws her arms around Marissa like she hasn’t seen her in a year.

“I’m going to read a story tonight, to the baby,” she informs Marissa. “Can we start with Dragons Love Tacos? And later we can read My Pal Barney.”

Marissa nods. “The baby won’t understand the words, but I’m sure he’d love to hear your voice.”

“Nora, let her breathe for a moment,” I say and pull my daughter off my non-girlfriend.

“Oh, sorry.” She turns to Marissa and throws her hands up in the air. “I’m just sooo happy to see you, Marissa.”

A small smile escapes Marissa’s lips, and her eyes shift to me for a second before she kneels to be at eye level with my daughter. “And I’m happy to see you, too.” Marissa puts a loving hand on her belly. “This baby couldn’t have a better older sister.”

They hug, and I have to fight hard to keep my emotions in check. This new kiss ban is going to be hard to endure. So hard.
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From John:


Nora will sleep at her grandparents’ tonight, but can I still come over and talk to you?




The text sounds ominous. In the past few weeks, we’ve discussed plenty. Talking is all we’ve done—my fault, admittedly. Since Thanksgiving, John and I have coexisted on a platonic, co-parenting level where we still see each other regularly, share coffee runs in the morning, and talk throughout the day, but never kiss, hug, or touch.

Nora’s readings to the baby have become a habit. They stop by my house or I go to theirs three or four times a week. John cooks while Nora reads, and then we eat dinner together, and I even keep the food down. The nausea has improved now that I’m nearing the end of the first trimester.

Sometimes I think it’s easier this way. Other times, I have to babysit my thoughts because I can’t stop myself from imagining what a different path could lead to. If I gave in, if I let my growing feelings for John run wild. The temptation is almost unbearable. Some mornings, the urge to kiss him is so strong I have to grind my teeth to keep from throwing my arms around his neck and pulling him down in a kiss. Certain nights, I have to shut down my hormonal impulses and ignore my aching heart that’s begging to stay over at John’s place, finally admit how I feel, and jump into bed with him.

Ironically, these urges—how much I want him—also help me keep my hands to myself. Because if a platonic relationship makes me crave John so much, what would being together do to me?

Give him the power to destroy me again.

I won’t put my happiness in his hands this time. I’m older, wiser.

Safe. Single. Sad.

Darn Thomas Mercer and his wisdom nuggets.

Safe. I concentrate on the positive. I’m protecting myself and the baby.

Solid reasoning, but not one that makes interactions with the rest of my family easier. Whenever my parents, my sister, or Blake ask me why I’m not with John, I don’t know what to say. That I’m a coward? That I’m paralyzed by fear?

The longer I don’t talk, the more frequently they ask.

I can’t help but notice how everyone stares at me as if inwardly shaking their heads at my stubbornness, silently asking me, why aren’t you and John doing this together, like an actual couple? Why? Why? Why?

The question is like a hammer to my skull, banging on the bone, demanding answers I can’t give, leaving a dull echo of dissatisfaction behind.

Has John tired of it as well? Is tonight the night he’s going to tell me he’s fed up of waiting?

Only one way to find out. I text back.

To John:


Sure, nine works?




John sends me a thumbs up, and I spend the rest of the day doused in unease. The feeling doesn’t improve as I let John into my house that evening and take in his tense jaw, the way he avoids eye contact, and the fact that he doesn’t seem able to stop fidgeting with the hem of his sweater. We sit on the couch, side by side, but there’s more space between us than usual.

“What did you want to talk about?” I ask, my voice trembling slightly.

“Did you eat already?” he asks, deflecting.

“Yeah, I still had some of that leftover pasta from last night. Why the long face?” I try to keep my tone casual.

John takes a deep breath and looks at me. The intensity in his gaze makes my heart race.

“It’s about Christmas.”

Oh. Definitely not what I was expecting. We have agreed it’d be best not to have our families joined for the big meal on Christmas Day to avoid more questioning and awkwardness. Being neighbors, we’re probably going to end up sharing desserts like on Thanksgiving. But a meet-up at the end of the day would be more bearable for me without having everyone look at me like the weirdo who doesn’t want a real family for an entire afternoon.

But maybe John has changed his mind and wants to do it together after all.

“What about Christmas?”

He gives me a tense smile. “Nora’s mother will be back in the country. She’s asked to spend it with us.”

I note the us at the end of the sentence and acid rises in my throat. I hope my face isn’t ticking or contracting in weird ways as I say, “So she’s going to come over to your house with the rest of your family?”

Grimace. “No, I thought it’d be best if it were just the three of us.”

Just the three of us… his family. The words land between us like a bombshell, and I feel every piece of shrapnel jabbing into my heart.

“My mom and sister aren’t Sierra’s biggest fans and I don’t want it to be awkward for her.”

The woman has upped and left, abandoned him and their child, and he’s still trying to protect her. I know he said they got married only because she was pregnant. He implied they never really loved each other. But maybe I was wrong, maybe I only heard what I wanted to hear.

“Do you still love her?” I blurt.

John’s eyes widen. “What? No. Absolutely not. I love you. I’m in love with you.” He grabs both my hands and rubs his thumbs over my knuckles in soothing gestures. “But Sierra is Nora’s mother. And I want them to have as healthy a relationship as possible. Plus, she’s only going to be in New York for a couple of weeks for winter break while the filming of her show is paused.”

“Okay. But… we never talked about your divorce… and… I don’t know, are you sure there’s nothing left there?”

John gives me all the facts: the failed IUD, unplanned pregnancy, and shotgun wedding. He talks about a loveless marriage, about the years of reciprocal resentment brooding between him and his wife until she left. He’s saying all the right things, giving me all the right reassurances, and still, I can’t help but withdraw within myself a little further.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I just needed to hear you say it.”

John’s hold on my hands tightens as he leans in closer to me. “I understand. Just please believe me when I say that Sierra is completely out of the picture for me, romantically.”

I nod slowly, still feeling a sense of unease in the pit of my stomach. “Does she know about us? I mean, about the baby?”

“No, I want to tell her in person. Another reason why it’s best if we’re alone on Christmas.”

I nod. He’s making all rational, sensible points, but I can’t help feeling as if I’m being left out.

“But enough about Christmas,” John says, changing the subject. “How are you feeling? Any nausea today?”

I shake my head and try to squish a pang of jealousy toward Sierra, even though I know it’s irrational.

We avoid the topic of his ex for the rest of the evening until he goes home just a little past eleven.

The moment he leaves, I go on an internet stalking mad spree. Unfortunately, Google is very forthcoming when it comes to one of the leading actresses for the most anticipated fantasy TV show of next year.

John’s ex-wife is beautiful. Both dressed as an elven princess and as a fresh-faced cover model for various magazines.

A relationship with John would mean taking onto myself and the baby all that baggage, and while I have no problem welcoming Nora into my life—in fact, I already adore her and consider her part of the family as my baby’s older sister, I’m not sure I’m ready to deal with a bitter ex-wife.

Is she coming back because she wants to see her daughter at Christmas or is she really after John?

What kind of person is she?

Will she be one of those ex-wives who hate their ex-partner’s new families?

I watch an interview. She doesn’t seem evil. And she will still be living abroad most of the time. Or at least while her show keeps filming, which, hopefully, given the size of the books it’s based on, will be a while. And if John says I have nothing to worry about, I can believe him…

Like you believed him when he said he’d never leave you when you were together?

That was a long time ago, I reason. I honestly think he’s telling the truth this time.
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Still, on Christmas Day, I behave the opposite of Thanksgiving and arrive at my parents’ two hours early. I plant myself in the living room, draw all the curtains and leave just a sliver of window free that allows me enough room to spy on John’s driveway.

That’s how my sister finds me when she comes downstairs. “What are you doing?”

“Spying on John,” I say.

“Why?”

“His ex, the actress, is coming over for Christmas to see Nora.”

Teresa low whistles. “And let me guess, you’re losing your marbles with jealousy.”

“Wouldn’t you?”

Tessie sits in the window nook next to me. “From what Katy told me about their marriage, you have nothing to worry about.”

“John said the same thing, but—oh, that’s her.”

A cab has just pulled up in front of John’s house and a petite, beautiful woman is walking up the driveway. She’s wearing a stylish black coat, and high-heeled boots, and her long strawberry blonde hair is cascading down her back in waves. Nora runs out of the house to greet her, and they hug each other tightly.

I watch from a distance, feeling a twinge of primal possessiveness I’ve no right to feel. Sierra is Nora’s mother, not me.

John comes out of the house next and Sierra lets go of her daughter to stare up at her ex-husband.

I can’t make out their expressions this far away, but the reunion seems momentous.

He walks over to them and plants a kiss on her cheek before they also hug. She looks in my direction. I shrink back, wondering if she can see me through the curtains. But neither she nor John seem to notice, instead they turn their attention back to Nora, who is now pulling her mother toward the house.

Tessie puts a hand on my arm. “Come on, let’s go eat some lasagna. You’ll drive yourself crazy if you keep watching.”

I nod, reluctantly turning away from the window and joining my family in the dining room. Given the disaster our last holiday was, Mom requested my pre-approval on the menu, so it’s mostly carbs. And while the food is enjoyable, my mind keeps wandering back to John and Sierra and the fact that they are together, in the same house. It’s hard not to feel like an outsider, like I don’t quite belong.

After we’re done eating, I can’t help it and plant myself back on watch duty. She’s spending an awful lot of time in there. It’s already past seven before she finally leaves, taking Nora with her—no doubt to spoil her with some swanky hotel stay and a shower of gifts.

John is alone. I could go over and talk to him. Instead, I pretend to be tired, say goodnight to my parents and sister, and go to bed in my old room, keeping the lights off so he won’t know I’m here.
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One Month Later

“Do you want to know the sex?” Dr. Townsend asks me as I lie on the examination bed with my jelled-up, eighteen-week pregnant belly jutting out in the air.

Things have settled down since Christmas. John’s ex has returned to Europe or Africa or wherever it is that her TV show is being filmed, and I’ve done my best to push the idea of her still being a part of John and Nora’s life in a dark corner of my mind I try to never visit. What hasn’t changed is my impasse with John.

I still haven’t given him an answer to whether I want to be more than mere co-parents, a real family, because I don’t know what to tell him. The fear he’ll abandon me one day is still paralyzing me. And while, maybe, I’d take the leap if it were only me, I’m not sure I can gamble my heart away when I’m about to become a new mom. My baby will need a stable, together figure, not a sobbing, broken-hearted mess. That’s why, so far, I’m planning for what I can control.

I’ve hired a full-time nanny, including John in the interview process so we got someone we both like. I’ve negotiated a leave period of six months with my CEO—Shonda was happy to return the support I gave her when she had her daughter. John and I have started decorating the nurseries both at my house and his. And I’ve already bought a crib over Black Friday. Blake and I have enrolled together in birthing classes—even if it’s ridiculously early—and we’ve chosen the shop to start our registry.

On the outside, I’m a responsible, well-adjusted adult planning for parenthood. On the inside, I’m a mess of doubts and unanswered questions.

“Marissa?” Dr. Townsend wrestles me out of my thoughts. “Do you want to know the baby’s sex?”

Another question I’m not sure how to answer.

Undecided, I turn to John. “I don’t know; we haven’t discussed it.” I look from John to the screen and back. “You want to know? I wanted it to be a surprise.”

John smirks at me. “I sort of already know…”

My jaw drops. “What? How?”

He jerks his chin toward the ultrasound monitor. “I looked at the picture.”

I stare at the black screen where our baby cucumber is floating, feet up in the air. All I’m able to discern are their head and limbs. But of course John can tell the sex, he’s an ob-gyn and a neonatal surgeon.

My lower lip begins to wobble.

John takes my hand. “Marissa, what’s wrong?”

“I wanted it to be a surprise,” I wail.

He gives me a little squeeze. “It can still be a surprise for you.”

“Nooo. Now I have to know.”

“Why?”

I point an accusing finger at him. “Because you know.”

“That logic is unquestionable,” he says in an accepting tone.

“Don’t be understanding,” I half-hiss, half-bawl. “You’re making things worse.”

Dr. Townsend clears his throat. “It’s okay to experience heightened emotions during pregnancy—”

“I’m not being emotional,” I bark, now full-on psycho-raging.

John sits on the bed beside me and strokes my forehead, but I swat his hand away.

“Marissa, look at me.”

I avert my eyes.

“Marissa.” He takes my chin and turns my head. “It’s going to be okay. The most important thing is that the baby is healthy. A strong heartbeat, other organs that are developing correctly, ears that work, that’s all that matters. The gender is irrelevant.”

I peer up at him, tears streaming down my cheeks, then back at the monitor. The little cucumber throws a kick. I feel it in my belly.

“The baby kicked.” I stare at the two doctors in wonder. Then my eyes settle on John.

He stares at me with an expression impossible to decipher and then turns to his colleague. “Dr. Townsend, if the ultrasound is completed, would you mind leaving us a minute?”

“Sure.”

My doctor stands up, looking actually relieved he’s able to escape the crazy pregnant woman.

John takes the doctor’s place on the chair next to the bed and begins to gently clean the gel from my belly with a paper towel.

The baby kicks again.

“Did you feel it?” I ask.

“Sure did.” John smiles. He finishes wiping my belly and then, letting his palm hover above it, asks, “May I?”

I nod.

His skin is warm compared to the cool gel, and his touch sends all kinds of tingles through my body. The baby must appreciate it because it kicks again.

“Looks like we’re going to have a ninja on our hands,” John jokes.

I stare at him for the longest time. “Male or female ninja?”

“Are you sure you want to know?”

I nod, then with a little smirk, I add, “I can’t promise I won’t subject you to further hormone-induced verbal abuse for telling me, but please do tell.”

John drops a single kiss on my stretched belly before pulling down my blouse and holding my hand while he whispers in my ear the baby’s gender.
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The day after the ultrasound, I text Marissa to see if she wants to hang out tonight.

To Marissa:


Is it okay if we stop by for a reading tonight?




From Marissa:


Yeah, sure




To Marissa:


What’s the mood for dinner?




From Marissa:


I’m craving pickles




To Marissa:


Oh, okay, we can definitely get some at the store




Any brand you’d like? Vlasic? Mt. Olive?




From Marissa:


The idea of jar pickles makes me nauseous




I’m craving McDonald’s pickles




To Marissa:


McDonald’s pickles you shall have




I know better than to ask if anything other than McDonald’s pickles would be acceptable; Marissa’s pregnancy cravings are super targeted. I’ll count tonight as Nora’s allotted weekly fast-food night and make everyone happy.

“Nora Bora,” I call my daughter, who’s holed up in her room.

“Yeah, Daddy?” She pokes her head down the stairs two minutes later.

I look at her from the bottom of the stairs. “How’d you feel about getting McDonald’s tonight? Marissa is having a craving.”

My daughter gives me a shrewd smile, and I immediately catch on to my mistake: admitting we’ll have to go to McDonald’s either way.

She takes a few steps down the stairs. “I’d love to have McDonald’s, Daddy.” The carrot first, and now the stick. “As long as it doesn’t count as my fast-food night; I really wanted Taco Bell this week.”

I’m beaten, and she knows it.

“You drive a hard bargain,” I tell her. “You can have tacos on Friday if you eat extra veggies all week, deal?”

She smiles at me as she jumps from the last steps to fly directly into my arms. “Deal.”
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“We’ll take a Happy Meal…”

“Hamburger or McNuggets?”

“McNuggets.” I peer down at Nora for confirmation, and she nods.

“Four or six McNuggets, sir?” the cashier asks.

“Six!” Nora yells enthusiastically.

“Six,” I repeat, studying the menu board. “Then a Smoky BLT Quarter Pounder menu and a McChicken menu.”

“Medium or large?”

“Large. Is it possible to get a side of pickles?”

“Excuse me, sir?”

“I’d like extra pickles on the side, like a ton of them.”

“I’m sorry, but we only serve pickles in burgers. They’re not a separate item on the menu.”

I begin to sweat cold. “Mmm, okay, it’s just that my err…” What is Marissa? Not my wife, not my girlfriend, but she’s definitely my ex-girlfriend. “See, my ex is pregnant.” I scratch the back of my head. “And she’s craving pickles. McDonald’s pickles, specifically. And I’m trying to keep on her good side to win her back…” The cashier looks more perplexed the more I talk. “Anyway, I guess I’ll just take ten basic burgers, extra, extra pickles, and hold everything else.”

She maintains eye contact for an extra second before saying, “Hold on a moment, sir.” She scurries off to the kitchen and comes back two minutes later with a middle-aged guy in tow, who turns out to be the manager and who hands me a tub of pickles, saying, “On the house, and congratulations.”

I pay and thank them as profusely as if I owed my life to them.

The walk from McDonald’s to Marissa’s brownstone is short.

Nora holds my hand in hers, swinging our joined hands as we walk. For the entire journey, she speculates about which Happy Meal toy she’ll find until we reach Marissa’s doorstep.

“Pickles!” Marissa shrieks when she opens the door.

She grabs the bags of take-out from me as if I were carrying a pot of gold. She ushers us inside and at once starts ranting about how annoying pregnancy cravings can be.

“I don’t understand it,” Marissa complains, as she sits at the already laid kitchen table. “I won’t enjoy a single bit of what I’m craving, but I can’t stop eating.”

I hand Nora her Happy Meal, and she takes a chair next to Marissa, lining up the McNuggets and fries in front of her.

As Marissa unpacks the food, I take the seat on her other side.

“Aaah,” she squeals. “They gave you a whole tub? This is perfection!” She grabs my face and kisses my cheek.

If I knew pickles would get me this response, I would’ve gotten a thousand tubs.

Marissa scoops out a handful of pickles and stuffs her mouth. “Mmm,” she moans. “I swear I don’t even like pickles that much. But the little cucumber loves them.”

Once dinner is over, Marissa nudges my knee under the table, angling her head toward Nora, and I take that as my cue.

“Nora Bora,” I say. “Marissa and I would like to tell you something.”

“What is it, Daddy? You’re finally back together? Is Marissa moving in with us?”

Out of my control, the tips of my ears turn red. “No, sweetie, not that.”

“Oh.” Nora pulls a sad face, and I do my best not to look at Marissa.

I’ve no idea what she’s thinking right now, but I don’t want to pressure her. I’m also scared of searching her eyes only to find her answer to Nora’s questions is still: never going to happen.

“Enough with the sad face,” I say. “It’s good news.”

“What good news?”

“Yesterday, Marissa and I went to a doctor’s appointment and we discovered the gender of the baby. Would you like to know?”

“Yes!” Nora squeals. “Yes, yes, yes!”

Marissa stands up. “Wait.”

She comes back a moment later with three gender-reveal confetti cannons and hands Nora and me one each, then she winks at my daughter. “On the count of three…”

We start the countdown. “One… two… three…”

An explosion of blue confetti fills the kitchen.

“It’s a boy!” Nora screams, throwing her hands in the air. She stands up from her seat and throws her arms around me.

Marissa joins the group hug and kisses the top of her head.

“I’m going to have a brother!” Nora yells.

Marissa claps excitedly while Nora runs to the living room to call my parents who, after way too many excited squeals and screams, wish us the best of luck and tell Nora how much they’re looking forward to their fourth grandchild.

Then Nora and Marissa sit on the couch in their usual positions. Nora takes out a book—a manly one, as per her own declaration—and begins reading to Marissa’s belly.

My heart squeezes. What I would give for us to become a real family. Not to be together on borrowed time—until it gets too late and Nora and I will have to leave.

I want to tell myself that things are looking up, but it’s been two months since the kissing ban, and Marissa still has given no indication she wants more.

I should be happy about the progress, but I can’t help feeling that it’s not enough, that I need more. Only, I don’t know what else to do.

While they read, I tidy up the kitchen. When I come back into the living room, Marissa and Nora are asleep on the couch. Nora has curled herself around Marissa’s belly, her head resting on Marissa’s lap.

I snap a picture of them.

The soft click of the camera is enough to wake Marissa. She looks at me and then at Nora sleeping in her arms.

“You can wake her,” I whisper. “We’ll go.”

Marissa shakes her head. “Let her sleep. She can stay with me tonight. You can bring her a change of clothes in the morning before school.”

“Are you sure that’s okay with you?”

“Yeah. Could you just carry her upstairs? She can sleep in my bed.”

I drop Nora onto Marissa’s bed, kissing her forehead. Then I wish Marissa goodnight and leave, torn between being glad my daughter and Marissa are bonding and being jealous of my child for getting to sleep in Marissa’s arms.
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The next morning I wake up being stared at by pretty blue eyes. The color is so similar to that of her father’s, it delivers a little pang to my chest.

If my son has John’s eyes, too, will I get a pang whenever I look at him?

“You’re very pretty when you sleep,” Nora says, chin resting on her hands.

I tap on her nose. “You, too, Nugget. What time is it? Did the alarm already sound?”

“Two times, you shut it off in your sleep.”

I jolt upright, checking the time on the nightstand alarm clock. “Oh, gosh, your father is going to be here in ten minutes! Let’s go.”

Feeling much like the wake-up scene in Home Alone—minus the fifteen kids—Nora and I rush through washing ourselves, getting dressed, and grabbing a quick breakfast of milk and cereal. Nora is still halfway through her bowl when the doorbell rings.

Trying not to appear too disheveled, I go to the door. And there he is, blue-eyed, smiling, irresistible…

“Morning,” I say, a little out of breath and not just from the waking-up marathon.

John tilts his head to the side, studying me, smile widening. “That bad, huh?”

“Apparently I silence alarm clocks in my sleep.”

His chuckle is the best sound I’ve heard today. And the morning has been pretty good so far, if not a little hectic.

“Good thing I brought coffee.”

He hands me a paper cup, and I sip on it as a lifeline.

“I take it the little bug isn’t ready yet?” John asks.

Nora appears behind me, and he crouches down to give her a hug. “Ready as ever, Daddy,” Nora says.

“Not until we put you into clean clothes,” he counters.

John hands her a small bag, and Nora surreptitiously checks the content. “Dad,” she protests. “The pink sweater goes with the sequined jeans, not these plain ones.”

He ruffles her bangs. “I’m sorry my sense of fashion isn’t up to your standards, sweetheart, but you’ll have to make do for today.” We both laugh at that. “Now go get changed.”

Nora goes, and John stands up, too close in the cramped space of the threshold.

Good thing the door is open and the chilling January breeze is keeping me cool, otherwise, I would probably spontaneously combust or something.

He pushes a stray lock behind my ear, edging closer still. “The morning routine gets better with time,” he murmurs. “I promise.”

“Mhm.”

That’s all I can manage; my brain is not functioning right.

To distract myself and break eye contact, I take another sip of coffee. I’m thankful the hot beverage gives me enough of a boost to stop me from gawking at John’s perfect features. His square jaw, chiseled cheekbones, full lips.

“Have I got something on my face?” he asks.

“Nope.” I slip past him, reminding myself that I’m a grown woman and I can control my hormones. I scurry inside the house, hiding before he can see me blush.

Once I regain composure, I trudge up the stairs and find Nora lying on my bed with her fresh clothes on and arms folded across her chest.

I can’t resist the urge to tickle her sides. “What are you doing hiding up here?”

Between giggles, she says, “Just giving you and Daddy time to kiss.”

I freeze at that, dropping onto the bed next to her. “That’s not—your daddy and I aren’t dating.” I caress her bangs away from her forehead.

“Why not? I can see you like him.”

“Liking someone sometimes isn’t enough.”

Nora straightens up, sitting next to me. “Why not?”

I ruffle her hair once more. “Because it’s complicated, Nugget. Now, go. I don’t want your father to think we’re having fun without him.”

“Fine.”

I hear her footsteps as she stomps down the stairs. I quickly change into office clothes and follow her downstairs.

“We’re going,” John says, hands on his daughter’s shoulders. She’s already donned her coat, and he’s never taken off his. “Or we’ll be horrendously late.”

“Oh.” A pebble of disappointment settles in the pit of my stomach. “Aren’t we all going together?”

John gives me strong eye contact. “Nora’s school is in the opposite direction to your office. I assumed you would’ve wanted to skip the detour.”

I pull my coat off the rack and shove my arms into the sleeves. “No, I’m early and I could use the walk. If you don’t mind being stuck with me a little longer?”

The smile that splits his face in response is heart-wrenchingly gorgeous. “I don’t mind at all.”

Nora rolls her eyes. “Can we go now?”

I hook the strap of my purse over my shoulder. “Yeah, let’s go.”

As I close the door behind me, I can’t help but consider how this could become my life. Start every morning in a chaotic mess of missed alarms, rushed breakfasts, and infinite love. The idea is so tempting it hurts.

But I can’t let myself fall into a fantasy. I’ve been down that road. The one paved with good intentions that leads only to broken trust and a broken heart. That road ends with me alone, crying on the cold concrete.

Before I can rely on anyone else, I need to find my footing as a new mother.

I lock the door and let the fantasy slip away.
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And just as well since the next evening, as I exit a cab in front of my parents’ house, I’m in for a nasty surprise.

Sierra Headey, actress extraordinaire, is getting out of a similar yellow cab, only one door over.

John’s ex-wife and I reach the curb at the same moment. Our eyes lock, and my world tilts.

John hadn’t told me she was in town. What is she doing back in the US? Are they meeting in secret?

I’m about to flee into my parents’ house ready to hash out all the possible worst-case scenarios when Sierra’s lips curl at the corners and she takes a step toward me. “You must be Marissa.”

“I, uh, yeah?” I’m usually more articulate, but I’m thrown off guard by the sudden encounter.

“Yeah, I knew, I googled you.” I’m not sure if her words are meant to be neutral or threatening. “I wanted to learn a little more about the woman who’s spending so much time with my daughter.” She extends a hand and I take it in a daze. “I’m Sierra, John’s ex-wife, nice to meet you.”

“Uh, yeah, you too.”

“Were you coming to see John?”

“No, err, my parents, actually.” Can I please complete a sentence in front of this woman without tripping on my words? I point to the house behind me. “They live on the same street.”

Her eyes follow the direction and twinkle—dare I say a little maliciously? “Oh, right, you’re the girl next door. Well, don’t let me keep you, it’s been nice to meet you.”

She waves at me and proceeds up John’s driveway as if she owns the place.

Instead of going inside my parents’ house, I walk down the road where I flag another cab and head home instead. I write two texts during the ride. The first, excusing myself with my parents and saying I won’t make it to dinner and the other, to John, asking him what in the actual hell his ex-wife is doing in New York and why he didn’t tell me.

He never responds.

Instead, he drops by my house unannounced two hours later.

I go to answer the door ready for war, but his disarming smile as I let him in makes me lose some of my belligerent instincts.

Still, I go on the offensive. “What’s going on? Did you know she was in town?”

John removes his coat and hangs it in the entryway. “I was as surprised as you.”

“What did she want?”

“To tell me and Nora that she’s moving to New York to be closer to her.”

My jaw dangles open as I absorb the hit. Then I shake my head and start pacing the living room. “Aren’t actresses supposed to live in LA?”

“Yeah, but now that she’s moved up the call sheet, so to speak, she doesn’t need to go to every audition like she did before. She can live wherever she wants in her off time, and she’s chosen to come here to be with Nora.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “Just Nora?”

John closes the distance between us and pulls me into a hug. “I told you, you have nothing to worry about on that front.”

I let his warmth seep into me for a little while before I pull back. “How would that even work? Are you re-opening the custody agreement?”

“No, I’m still going to retain full custody of Nora, but I won’t stand in the way of her spending time with her mother. They’re together now. But we haven’t ironed out all the details yet, and Sierra still hasn’t found a house…”

“A house? Is she looking here in Brooklyn?”

I’m the worst human being because I should be happy for Nora, but instead, all I can think about is how much I would loathe having to share a neighborhood with John’s ex-wife.

John shrugs. “I don’t know. It’s still very much a work in progress.”

“How long is she here for this time?”

“A few weeks.”

It already sounds like forever.

“Okay.” I grab my chin and pace again. “And how would your ex being in town factor in…” I whip a finger between us.

John raises his eyebrows. “Not at all.”

“I don’t know, John, when I met her earlier she didn’t seem…” I search for the right words. “Overly friendly.”

“Are you in the market for a new bestie?”

“No.”

He opens his arms wide and drops them to the sides. “Then I don’t see what the problem is.”

I purse my lips, unconvinced. I do see a problem. The way Sierra looked at me… There was something in her eyes, something that told me she was up to no good. But John might be right. She could be back for Nora, not to sabotage our non-relationship. But still, I can’t shake off the feeling of discomfort that lingers at the back of my mind.

John brushes his thumb over my cheek softly, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Hey, don’t worry about it, okay? We’ll figure this out together.”

I lean into his touch and nod, breathing in his scent and feeling my body relax into his embrace. “Okay.”

His phone rings, and he checks the number. “It’s the clinic. I have to pick up.”

I nod.

He hangs up after a brief call and turns to me. “I have to go; a patient is in labor.”

“Okay.”

He presses a tender kiss on my forehead. “Goodnight, Marissa.” And then he leaves.

John does his best to reassure me in the following days, but my thoughts keep spiraling down doom scenarios where he goes back to his ex and I’m left alone with a broken heart and a baby to take care of.

I know it’s irrational, but I can’t help the way my mind spins out of control with worry.

I try to push the bad thoughts away and focus on preparing for the life I’m about to bring into the world, but the sense of unease only grows stronger. Sierra could make my life a living hell.
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“You’re not looking at cribs,” Blake says the next Saturday afternoon as we browse a fancy baby store in one of her rare breaks from teaching gym classes and growing her social media fitness empire.

“No, I’ve bought it already.”

Blake raises her eyebrows. “But we’re only nineteen weeks along.”

“I know, but I saw this ad for the cutest crib, 80 per cent off for Black Friday.”

She low whistles. “And I thought I was over-eager starting a baby registry at the beginning of month five.” My best friend picks up two security snuggle blankets, one with an elephant and the other with a bear, as if trying to decide which one to add to her registry but then scans both before putting the toys back on their shelves.

“You realize we’re supposed to only scan one item per type, otherwise you could end up with duplicated gifts and missing something you really need.”

Blake shrugs. “Says the woman sleeping next to an empty crib. And they were too cute.”

“I’m not sleeping next to an empty crib. The crib is still inside its box. I’ll ask John to assemble it closer to the due date.”

“Mmm, still seeing Dr. Dishy every day?”

I let go of the bunny nightlight I was considering and turn to Blake. “Dr. Dishy?”

“Well, yes, my ob-gyn sure doesn’t have the broad shoulders, square jaw, and piercing blue eyes that yours has.” She bats her eyelashes at me.

“Did you google him?”

“Of course I did. I’m the only one who’s never met him. Even Gabriel has. We should go on a double date and make the introductions official.”

“Except John and I aren’t dating, so that wouldn’t be proper.”

Blake scoffs. “Yeah, right.”

“Excuse me?”

Blake turns to me, crossing her arms over her chest, a combative look marking her features. “You won’t like what I have to say next, but I’m afraid you need to hear it.”

I frown. “Can we leave the store before you give me a pep talk? My feet hurt and I could use a smoothie.”

“Sure.”

We drop our scans back at the cash desk, telling the shop assistant we’ll finish the registries another time, and head to the juice bar across the street.

I order a Tropical Sunset while Blake goes for a Bold Blueberry shake. Drinks in hand, we sit at one of the tiny, round wooden tables by the window overlooking the busy Manhattan neighborhood.

I take a sip of fresh, healthy, restoring juice and sigh. “Okay, let’s hear it.”

“It’s nothing you don’t already know. Just something you’ve conveniently chosen to ignore.”

“Such as?”

“That whether you like it or not, you and John are in a relationship.”

“Yeah, a platonic, co-parenting relationship. What’s wrong with that? I don’t want to depend on anyone to be a mother. Before I can even consider getting involved with someone, especially John, I need to prove I can do this on my own.”

Blake looks at me as if I’d just declared the Earth is flat.

“Why are you making that face?”

“Because, honey, and I don’t mean this in an offensive way, but you’re not doing anything alone. John has been with you all along. He takes you to doctor’s appointments, buys all your groceries from what you’ve told me, cooks for you every other night, caffeinates you every morning.”

“Half-caffeinates me,” I clarify.

Blake waves my objection off. “He’s the last person you say goodnight to in flirty texts, and he’s the first to wish you a good morning.” She squeezes my hand across the table. “The only thing that’s missing for you two to be in a full-blown relationship is naked time. You think that keeping sex out of the picture will save you from getting involved with John, but that’s not how it works. And if I’m not mistaken, seggs or no seggs, you already have feelings for him. Big, all-encompassing, heart-wrenching feelings,” she concludes.

I shut her words out. I can’t be in love with John again, the mere thought paralyzes me with fear. “He’s helping me out with a few mundane things. It doesn’t mean I couldn’t do it on my own.”

“Not what I’m saying. Of course you could do it all on your own if you chose to, but why would you want to? And what’s the point of keeping John at arm’s length, of missing out on the fun parts of a relationship”—she waggles her eyebrow—“when you’re already so emotionally involved that if he left tomorrow you’d be heartbroken, anyway.”

“I wouldn’t be heartbroken,” I protest.

Blake quirks an eyebrow at me. “So if his ex-wife returned and begged him to take her back, moved in with him and Nora, and they became a family again, you’d be fine with that?”

I drop my gaze, fiddle with the straw of my smoothie, and all but shirk a few inches before answering Blake. “She kind of is back.”

“Wh-aht?” Blake half chokes on her shake and I have to get her a glass of water.

While she soothes her itchy throat, I give her the latest development on John’s ex-wife planning to move to New York.

“And how does that make you feel?”

I don’t like the way my heartbeat becomes slightly tachycardic. Looking intently at my smoothie, I say, “If Nora’s mom wants to spend more time with her daughter, I can only be happy for them.”

Blake scoffs. “Liar, liar, pants on fire. Agree to disagree. I’ll let you stew in your denial until you’re ready to admit the truth.”

“Which would be?”

“That you’re in love with John.”

“Even if I am, I have to think of this baby first.” I bring a protective hand over my belly. “I can’t go all in unless I’m sure John isn’t leaving again.” I flap my hands, exasperated. “And, okay, his ex-wife moving within walking distance is not helping.”

“Honey.” Blake grabs my hand across the table. “What I was trying to say is that you’re past that point. If John left now, you’d be devastated anyway. And not for all the mundane things he does for you; you’ve already sorted out the next eighteen years of that baby’s life.” She points at my round belly. “What you’d miss is the affection, the emotional support, the l—”

“Please don’t say love. I hear what you’re saying, but I don’t want to deal with it now.”

Blake purses her lips as if she’s dying to say more. Eventually she just settles for an apology. “Sorry for being pushy, but you’d do the same for me”—she points two fingers at her own round belly—“as the limo-sex baby proves.”

We laugh it off, and then Blake says, “Should we go? I’ve done nothing all day and feel exhausted anyway.”

“The parasites in our bellies are notorious for sucking the life force out of you.” We stand up. “Are you going back to your place or staying at Gabriel’s?”

“Gabriel’s.” Blake holds the juice bar door open for me.

Her boyfriend’s penthouse is a few blocks away.

“I’ll walk with you and take a cab from there.”

We walk mostly in silence. She’s probably giving me space to absorb what she’s told me, while I’m doing my best to ignore her every word. When we stop in front of Gabriel’s limestone building, my bladder is about to explode. “Mind if I come upstairs for a bathroom break?”

“Not at all. In fact, stay for dinner.”

“What? No. It’s Saturday night. Don’t you guys have plans?”

Blake precedes me inside. “Nope, Gabriel texted me earlier saying he wanted a quiet evening in.”

“Which could mean he’s genuinely tired or has wicked plans for you. Either way, I’m sure he doesn’t want a third wheel.”

In the elevator, she pushes the button to the top floor. “You could never be a third wheel. You’re the only reason we’re back together.”

“You’re back together because you’re hopelessly in love with each other.”

“Also that, but I promise, Gabriel will be happy to have you over.”

We step out of the elevator directly into Gabriel’s penthouse.

“Baaabe, I’m home,” Blake shouts. “Marissa’s here, too, in case you had a naked surprise for me.”

“Hey.” Gabriel comes out of the kitchen—fully clothed—but looking slightly flustered. “You’re home early. I thought the shopping would take all afternoon.”

“Yeah, but we got tired, so we came home.”

Gabriel’s gaze shifts to me as if noticing for the first time that I’m in the room. He regards me in a way that tells me he definitely had plans for tonight and they didn’t involve his girlfriend’s best friend.

“Hi.” I give him an awkward wave. “I just need to use the bathroom and I’ll be on my way. Sorry, but the baby is dancing the conga on my bladder.”

“No, Marissa is staying for dinner,” Blake counters.

Undiluted horror crosses Gabriel’s face.

“I’m not staying,” I confirm.

“Yes, you are. Tell her it’s okay, babe,” Blake insists.

In his defense, Gabriel tries. He makes the sweetest, I’m-polite-so-I-can’t-tell-you-to-bug-off-when-my-girlfriend-can’t-take-a-hint face, and says, “Sure, you’re welcome to stay. I’ll tell the chef to cook for one extra person.”

Oblivious to his discomfort, Blake turns to me. “See? No fuss.”

I roll my eyes, deciding to come up with an excuse to leave while in the bathroom. I could say I’m too tired. Or that I don’t want to go home late, or invent some other reason I can’t have dinner with them.

Just as Gabriel is about to set off for the kitchen, Latte strolls into the living room. The house owner does a one-eighty and picks up the cat, quickening his steps as he makes another dash for the kitchen.

“Hey!” Blake yells after him. “Where are you taking my cat?”

“To the kitchen with me?”

“Why?”

“Why not?”

Gabriel looks super skittish. He’s getting weirder by the second.

Blake must get the same impression because she narrows her eyes at her boyfriend before studying the cat. “You put a collar on him?”

Latte is sporting a bright new red leather collar.

“No, I mean, yes, obviously.” Gabriel is sweating cold. “But you clearly don’t like it, so I’ll just go to the kitchen and take it off.”

Gabriel turns and makes to leave again, but Blake freezes him on the spot. “Gabriel Mathias Mercer, hand that cat over.”

He stops and faces his girlfriend. “I’d rather not.”

Blake frowns and gets to him, petting Latte’s head, trying to take him from Gabriel, but her boyfriend refuses to let go. “What is wrong with you?”

For a moment it looks like they’re going to struggle over possession of the poor kitty until Blake gasps, eyes widening, and lets go of the cat. “Is that… are you?”

Gabriel makes a resigned face and undoes the red collar, gathering something in his hands. He squats down to set the cat free and, instead of rising back up, he goes down on one knee, muttering, “I knew involving the cat was taking it a step too far.”

That’s when I catch up. My eyes widen almost as large as Blake’s as I spot the diamond ring that was looped into Latte’s collar. I really have to go to the bathroom, but this proposal has already been botched enough, so I cross my legs and press my thighs tightly together as Gabriel makes his declaration.

He takes Blake’s hands in his and says, “From the first day I met you, you stole my heart. And nothing would make me happier than if you did me the honor of becoming my wife. Will you—”

“Yes!” Blake launches herself at him, knocking him flat on his butt then she cups his face and covers it in kisses, punctuating every kiss with a yes. “Yes, yes, yes, yes.”

And they’re making out.

I’ve been here before and I don’t need directions to the bathroom. I sneak off while they’re still kissing and sit on the toilet wondering what the future holds, wishing I had a clear path ahead of me like Blake and Gabriel.
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At least after the proposal, not even Blake tries to convince me to stay for dinner. I leave Gabriel’s apartment feeling mostly happy for them. Only a tiny part of me is jealous of their happiness.

Is a ring on my finger what I would want for myself? It’s not like John hasn’t asked.

Is John even who I want?

Yes.

The answer arrives with such a staggering force that it takes me aback. But instead of cheering at the realization, I panic. All I can see when I imagine a future together are the red tail-lights of his truck as he sped away that night, abandoning me. No matter that I’m standing on the curb waiting for a cab, I can still feel the cold, damp concrete scraping my knees as I collapsed to the ground to watch his pickup disappear into the darkness.

A cab pulls up next to me. I hadn’t even realized I still had my arm up in the air. I rush to the door, opening it and half-shouting, “To Brooklyn, please.”

I’m not sure if the driver is more startled by my panicking or by having to cross the city, but the moment I close the door, he speeds up, flinging me into my seat as we swerve into traffic.

Once I’m breathing normally again, I take out my phone and, with shaky fingers, compose a text for John.
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From Marissa:


We need to talk




The ominous text lands in my inbox.

With Nora still with her mom, I’m alone at home. I was watching a football game, but I turn the TV off and shift on the couch as I type a reply.

To Marissa:


Guess it’s nothing good




From Marissa:


My best friend pointed out that we’re basically in a relationship and the only thing missing is me allowing us to do the “fun stuff”




Even if I don’t suppose this is the reason she’s texting, I flirt a little.

To Marissa:


And you’ve decided to let us do the “fun stuff” now?




*cool face emoji*




From Marissa:


No




To Marissa:


Ouch




From Marissa:


I’m being serious




To Marissa:


Me too. Can I call you? I feel whatever this conversation is about, we shouldn’t have it via text




My phone rings a second after I send the text.

“Hey,” I pick up.

“I know I’m sounding irrational,” Marissa says, skipping the hellos. “I said I don’t want to get back together with you because I don’t know if I can trust you. And now I’m accusing you of being there too much, showing me how reliable you are.”

“Where are you?” I ask.

“In the back of a cab, keeping the driver entertained with all my crazy.”

“You want to talk when you get home?”

“Traffic’s horrible. I’ll be here awhile.”

“Okay.”

“Okay, what?”

“We can talk now.”

A pause.

“I need a break.”

My heart sinks. “A break from what?”

“From our platonic relationship. It doesn’t matter if we’ve been avoiding the no-pants dance…”

I chuckle at that. “Guess that cab driver really is having the ride of a lifetime.” Then I turn serious. “Why doesn’t it matter?”

“Because if you make me fall in love with you anyway, I’m toast all the same.”

My heart pounds in my chest at her admission that she’s falling for me again. Still, I keep my reply light. “Are you accusing me of being irresistible?”

“And sneaky. You’ve wiggled back into my life without me even realizing and now you’re everywhere.”

“And that’s a bad thing.”

“Horrible.”

“Why?”

“Because I’m still scared. Whenever I imagine going back all in with you, all I can see is your pickup skidding away into the night, leaving me behind with no explanation.”

The skin on my face turns to pins and needles as shame for my past actions washes over me. “I’m sorry, Mari, I know it doesn’t matter how many times I say it, but I am. Back then, I wasn’t brave enough to fight for us. But I’m fighting now. I’m here, whatever you need. But you’re going to have to make a decision at some point… about us… about what you want, either way.”

“I know.” Her voice sounds small. “It’s why I need to not see you for a while. To sort my feelings, and Nora will be fine, right?”

“Yeah, her mother is in town, she’s distracted.”

“Right.” Marissa’s voice sounds a notch colder. “Anyway, you can have your mom bring her over to read to her brother or I can stop by your parents’ house. I just need a break from…”

“From me, I get it. You just don’t want us to see each other or is this a total break, no texts, no phone calls?”

“A total break might be best.”

My instinct is to beg her to reconsider. But maybe space is what we both need. I purse my lips to stop the wrong words from coming out. “Can I just ask one thing?”

“Sure.”

“Send me a text every night, just to let me know you’re home safe and feeling okay.”

“I can do that.” Another long pause. “Bye, John.”

“Take care.”

As the call ends, I hug the phone to my chest. I knew this moment was coming. One way or another, we had to come out of the limbo we’ve been living in. How we’re going to emerge on the other side is anyone’s guess.
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After a radio silence weekend where Marissa only sends me short, efficient “I’m okay, going to bed” texts at night, my mood on Monday morning isn’t the best. Amada doesn’t seem to mind my broodiness. My research associate is nonchalantly sitting on my desk, data reports in one hand, half-eaten Mars bar in the other, happily chatting away as if we were discussing the latest Knicks game instead of diverse statistic approaches to sorting data.

I’m about to gauge my eyes out—data analysis was never my forte—when a young pregnant woman barges inside my office, interrupting us.

“Dr. Dishy,” the woman announces. “We finally meet.”

For a moment I’m at a loss for what to say. I’m not sure if she means “Dishy” as an actual surname and she’s looking for a colleague I’ve never heard of, or if she means the appellative as some kind of pun.

“I’m sorry, I don’t believe you’re one of my patients…”

“No, I’m the one who’s sorry.” She leans on the doorframe, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’m the reason you’re being ghosted.”

My frown deepens, while Amada asks, “Who’s ghosting you, boss?”

“No one’s ghosting me.” Turning to the strange woman, I add, “Have we met?”

“No, but that’s what I’m trying to remedy.” At my even more confused expression, she adds, “Let’s back-pedal a minute. I should’ve probably started with a different opening line.” She walks into the room—uninvited—and offers me a hand to shake. “Morning, Dr. Raikes, I’m Blake, Marissa’s best friend. Nice to meet you.”

I take her hand, still a little surprised. “Ah, yes, Marissa mentioned you. Nice to meet you, too.”

The woman smiles as she sits in the chair opposite my desk. “I sure hope so. Marissa and I are basically sisters, which is why it’s intolerable that we haven’t met yet.”

“Why now?” I ask, still not sure she’s on my side.

“Because I ran my mouth over juices on Saturday and, as a result, Marissa has shut you out.”

“The baby mama gave you the slip?” Amada asks. “She finally realized you trapped her into this pregnancy on purpose?”

Blake gasps. “You did it on purpose? It wasn’t a lab mistake?”

I raise my hands. “I had absolutely nothing to do with the sample switch.” I push my associate off my desk and roll my eyes at her. “Dr. Gonzales is just fond of her conspiracy theories, like all the UFOs stored in Area 51.”

Amada gets off the desk and narrows her eyes at me. “The fact I have no proof doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.”

“And while that makes you a brilliant scientist for wanting to discover the impossible, I assure you it has nothing to do with my personal life. Please go back to the lab and run the simulation with the alternative median value. I’ll be up in a minute.”

Amada points two fingers at her eyes and then at me to signal she has me on her radar, but leaves without further protest.

“Please close the door,” I call after her.

Once Blake and I are alone and shielded from casual eavesdropping, I search her face. “You’re on my side?”

She tilts her head and studies me in return. “Should I be on your side?”

I shrug. “If you’re asking me, of course, the answer is yes.”

“Fair enough. I’m on Marissa’s side, which could also be yours. I think.”

“You think?”

“Well, I don’t know you, so I’m not sure I trust you completely, but I’ve never seen Marissa so…” She waves a hand in the air as if waiting for the right word to come to her. I hold back until it does. “So earnest about someone… despite not wanting to be.”

“Err, thanks, I guess.”

She grins. “My pleasure.”

I nod and wait for her to continue.

“Marissa’s one of the best people I know. She’s loyal and funny and she always puts others before herself. And it might not sound like much, but in today’s world, it’s hard to find someone like that, especially when they have all these noble qualities wrapped in such a beautiful package.” Blake looks up at me with a mischievous sparkle in her eyes. “But I’ve got a feeling I don’t have to tell you any of that. Congratulations Dr. Dishy, you passed the test.”

More confused than ever, I frown. “What test?”

“The true love test. When I was talking about Mari, you looked as helplessly in love as any grown man can. And she tries to hide it, but her face gets this strange glow whenever she talks about you.” Blake winks. “I know her. Give her a week, two tops, without seeing your charming face, with no flirty texts, no romantic dinners, and she’ll be flying right into your arms.”

I wish I could share her optimism, but the one thing she forgot to mention about Marissa is how stubborn she is. If she has decided we shouldn’t be together, she could turn me down and spite us both just to prove she never comes back on her word.

My landline rings, and I pick up. “It’s me, boss,” Amada says on the other end. “Just seeing if you needed rescuing from the also-pregnant best friend.”

For all her act of total indifference, my lab partner is turning out to be quite the doting friend. “Thank you. I’m almost wrapped up here. I’ll join you in a bit.”

“All in one piece?”

“Yes.”

“All right, boss.”

I hang up and look back at Blake, who is still smiling at me.

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I say.

“You’re welcome.” She stands up. “It was great to finally meet you, and I can’t wait for our first double date.”

I stand as well to escort her to the door, and she surprises me by pulling me into a hug. I pat her gently on the back until she lets go and leaves.

Admittedly leaving me in a more optimistic mood than I have been in for the past couple of days. Fingers crossed she’s right.
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On Monday morning, I wake up with three text alerts already demanding attention on my phone. Still in bed, I open the first one.

It’s from Danika, informing me the final software update of The Ex Files is ready and we can plan the release of the new version of the app whenever I choose.

I’m not exactly in the right mental space to announce the release of a game-changing new feature of my secret app, so I table the launch for now. I write her a quick reply, asking that we take things slow and coordinate with the marketing team to arrange something for next month and to keep running debugging tests in the meantime.

Danika is going to hate my response. I, her, or any other coder on the planet, all want to follow the new shiny thing, and solve a new impossible problem. Debugging already-finished, ready-to-launch software is about as sexy as an octogenarian in Speedos. But this time I have to put my mental health first, especially because the second text is even worse.

It’s a group message from Shonda, my CEO, informing the top management of WeTrade that the SEC got their panties in a twist about some trading patterns in our app in the past few months and we’re under audit. Meaning work is about to turn into a hailstorm of doc reviews, late nights, and stressful days.

The last message is the cherry on the cake of an already sure-to-be disastrous week as my cleaning lady notifies me she won’t be able to work this week and the next—no explanation given.

Just perfect.

My first instinct is to send John a venting text, expecting a witty reply that would immediately make me feel better, but then I remember we’re on hiatus.

I bet I played right into Sierra’s hand, pulling away while she’s in town. But the truth is, I also might be testing him. He says he doesn’t want to get back with his wife. But would that still be true if I weren’t a factor? And I know I might be shooting myself in the foot, but space is what we need.

I walk down the stairs to make coffee and discover I’m out. And John won’t be bringing me fancy coffee this morning because I told him not to. When I open the front door, I won’t see his smiling face or piercing blue eyes. He won’t walk me to work, and we won’t hug goodbye before a long day at the office. I could’ve really used a hug today.

A test of his loyalty or not, in a blink, I come to regret all my life choices. I’m going to be pulling all-nighters this week, with an AWOL cleaner, a pissed-off coder, and no emotional support.

Yay, what a fun week of lone adulting awaits me.
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Fast forward two weeks at the office on Friday night, and I’m on the brink of collapse due to exhaustion, frustration, and loneliness—mostly loneliness.

I’m resting my head on the desk, literally about to take a nap, when Blake FaceTimes me.

“Hey,” I pick up.

“Oh, you’re alive. I was getting worried. You haven’t answered any of my texts.”

“Sorry.” I sag back in the chair. “We’ve been under audit from the SEC and it’s been a nightmare.”

“Just the audit?”

“Well, no, my cleaning lady abandoned me, and I also had other work stuff to deal with.”

“And that’s it?”

“Isn’t it enough?”

Blake smirks. “So you haven’t by any chance been missing a certain blue-eyed, square-jawed, broad-shouldered doctor, have you?”

More than words can express.

“No,” I lie through my teeth. “I haven’t had time to miss him.”

Blake frowns. Initially, I assume it’s because of my untruthful answer, but then she says, “Are you wearing your dress inside out?”

“What?”

“I can see the seams from here.”

I follow her gaze to my shoulders and sure enough, the seam of my dress is peeking out from under my blazer. “Dammit, I’ve been showing around the SEC inspector all day looking like this.” I look down at the skirt where the wardrobe malfunction is even more obvious.

“Don’t worry,” Blake says, “It can’t be worse than what happened to me the other day.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, the buttons of my shirt basically exploded in the face of Gabriel’s general counsel.”

“Oh gosh.”

“On the bright side, Gabriel enjoyed the show so much he sent the legal team away and we had sex on his desk.”

“Okay, too much information.”

“You should try pregnancy sex. It never felt so good.” I pull a face and she moves on to the next topic. “So I guess you’re too tired to go finish the baby registry tomorrow afternoon?”

“Yeah, I just want to face-plant on my couch and live there for the next two days.”

“Mari.”

“Yes?”

“Go home. You look tired.”

“I was about to.”

We air-kiss goodbye, and I gather my things to leave. Outside my office, I stop before my secretary’s desk.

“Edna, did you know my dress is inside out?” I ask.

She lowers her eyes guiltily and nods.

“Did everyone else notice?”

Another nod.

“And why did no one tell me?”

She looks up now. “We were all scared to tell you. You’ve been slightly terrifying these past two weeks. And then someone said pregnant women can get emotional about the most trivial stuff. We didn’t want to upset you.”

I take a deep breath. “And you thought letting me show around an SEC official dressed like this would be a better solution?”

“It won’t happen again.”

“Thank you, Edna.” I flare my nostrils. “See, I’m not scary. You can talk to me.”

“You’re still being a little scary right now.”

I take a deep breath to calm myself. It won’t do anyone any good if I blow up at my secretary. “I’m sorry. I’m just a little stressed. Let’s go home.”

She nods and follows me to the elevator, where we wait in awkward silence for it to arrive.

Friday night traffic is the worst, and by the time I get home that evening, I’m destroyed. I drag my feet past the entrance and into the kitchen to a domestic hell. Unwashed dishes are piled in the sink, the trash bin is overflowing with take-out containers, and two open pizza boxes sit abandoned on the counter. I’ve scattered dirty coffee mugs all over the place in my attempt to drink enough low-caffeine coffee to stay awake and work late from home.

I open the fridge to forage for something to eat, but only find even more smelly, disgusting leftovers. No fresh vegetables, no homemade dinners. Not even a flipping carton of unexpired milk.

I fish my phone out and pick a semi-healthy dinner based on the quickest delivery available. I eat alone on the couch, and while I’ve never minded a quiet evening in before, now I feel like something is missing. Someone. Two someones, actually.

Having dinner while talking to actual humans. Nora reading a story to her baby brother while John gently rubs my feet. I’ve missed our morning walks, and our goodnight texts.

I miss him. I miss them. My family.

I stare down at my belly. “Would you forgive Mommy for being a little reckless with her heart?”

The baby kicks.

“Yeah?”

I stare out at the dark windows. Maybe tonight is too late to make life-changing decisions. I’m coming off two incredibly stressful weeks, which weren’t really indicative of how my life would be as a single mom and I’m too tired anyway.

When I finish the food, I don’t even have the strength to bring the empty take-out boxes to the kitchen. I leave them on the dusty coffee table to collect dirt like the rest of my furniture.

Tomorrow is Saturday, I’ll clean then. I know, I know, I said the same thing last weekend and then ended up working two days from home without pause. But the SEC inspection is over now, so I’ll make the time tomorrow.

Upstairs, I take a quick shower, wanting to change into clean clothes. But when I open my underwear drawer, I find it empty. My lower lip wobbles. I’m a mess. I feel like an irresponsible teenager who can’t take care of herself. How am I ever going to look after a defenseless, tiny human if I can’t even tend to myself for a couple of weeks on my own?

No. No. I need to calm down. Hormonal mood swings aren’t really my friends. When the baby comes, I’ll hire a backup cleaning lady, if necessary. I’ll have a support system, a nanny, family. My parents live close by and are eager to be grandparents. And John will be there for the baby whether we’re together or not. So I’m completely fine.

Then why do I feel so miserable?

I sniffle and, still wearing a robe, descend to the basement. I discover a load of clean laundry in the dryer that’s been rotting in there for who knows how long. I transfer everything into a basket and shuffle around in search of a clean pair of panties. When I can’t find any, I march upstairs with the basket under my arm and tilt it over the couch, scattering my once-clean-now-stale clothes like rags all over the place. Just the look the living room was missing to resemble a total dumpster.

At least I find a pair of panties and begrudgingly pull them on. As I stalk up the stairs in a rage, the underwear chafes my skin within two steps because it no longer fits. I ordered a new maternity-friendly, organic cotton brand but the package got lost somewhere in delivery hell.

As I sit on the bed, commiserating, my eyes land on the packaged crib resting against the wall. The one I ordered on Black Friday. The one I intended John to assemble.

I shrug, and in a delirious, presumably hormones-induced moment of folly decide the crib can’t be that hard to assemble.

That’s how, instead of going to bed as would’ve been sensible, I stand up, drop the robe, and pull on functional sweats.

I’m Marissa Mayer, first of her name. Columbia computer science graduate. CEO of a successful start-up, COO of an even more prosperous FinTech app. Soon-to-be mother of a tiny human. I can be a responsible adult. I can buy my own groceries, find a work-life balance that functions, and keep my house clean—or hire more help to keep it clean. And I can assemble a flipping crib on my own and not feel like all joie de vivre has been sucked out of me because John isn’t here with me.

I approach the crib with intent and set to tear the box open. But the package is wrapped in so many layers of Sellotape, I can’t find a way in.

Determined to build the darn thing, I run to the kitchen, grab a pair of scissors, and storm back upstairs, attacking the crib box. I free it of all the packaging material and lay the components on the carpet.

With the instructions in hand, I set to work.

One hour later, I’m slumped on the floor, defeated. I’m surrounded by bolts, screws, and wooden panels that just won’t fit with each other in any shape that makes sense, contrary to what the instructions would have me believe.

I throw the manual aside and stare at the surrounding chaos. I’m beaten.

I dump the two pieces of wood I was trying to join and stand up, kicking random debris from the crib around to make a way to the bed. Okay, this is just a temporary setback. I only need a moment to regroup. I’ll close my eyes for a second, take a short meditation break, and then I’ll finish assembling that darn crib if it’s the last thing I do.
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I wake up under a blanket I don’t remember pulling over myself. I jolt upright, looking down at my clothes. I’m wearing the same sweats from yesterday. How long did I sleep? Judging from the bright sunlight filtering through the blinds: all night and then some. I inspect the floor next, expecting to see the crib’s wreckage and instead, find a perfectly assembled white crib, identical to the picture on the box. A beam of light falls on it, making it look almost like a celestial apparition.

I blink.

Did the mamas-to-be fairies come in the night to cut me a break?

I throw the blanket away from my legs. On the way to the bathroom to wash my face and clear my head, I stop dead in my tracks as I spot the laundry basket I capsized on the couch last night resting on my dresser, my clothes neatly folded inside.

I check the insides and confirm it’s the same load. What the—?

A noise from downstairs makes me jump. Did someone get into my house? A thief? No, what thief would assemble a crib and fold semi-clean laundry?

I tiptoe downstairs and discover the rest of the house has gotten a makeover, too. The dust is gone, the floors shine, and an unfamiliar fruity detergent smell wafts in the air. The food containers are gone, the mugs too. The whole place is immaculate.

I approach the kitchen and almost die of a heart attack when John springs up from behind the open fridge door.

“Morning.” He flashes me a heart-wrenching smile, closing the fridge, but not before I get a peek at its newly stocked insides.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

“I know we’re on a break, but you forgot to text me last night and wouldn’t reply to any of my messages, or pick up your phone—I found it on the couch underneath all the clothes so that might be why.” He makes the cutest frown, causing all kinds of fluttering responses from me. “Anyway, you disappeared, so I asked your parents for their spare keys to check on you. But I’m going now.”

The idea of him leaving throws me into such a state of despair that I have to bite back a sob. He’s here. He came for me. He cares. He loves me. And I love him.

I thought having a child and being a mother was the only kind of love I was supposed to experience. That my parents and my sister were the only people I could ever truly trust. But maybe, just maybe, I can let someone else into my heart who isn’t bound to love me by blood. Trust that John won’t abandon me this time. Trust him.

I shake my head. “Don’t go.” I fling myself at him and pull him into as tight a hug as my bump will allow. Then I full-on lose it and start crying.

“Hey, hey,” John soothes, caressing my hair. “It’s okay.”

“No, it’s not,” I wail, face buried in his soft sweater that I’m now dampening with my tears.

“Marissa, hey.” He cups my chin and gently tilts my face up. “Look at me. Whatever it is, we can fix it.”

And I do, look at him, for the first time not searching for the boy I used to know but recognizing the man I got to meet anew. A man who has proved to me he’d show up for the big things—marriage, a baby, family crisis—and the small ones—bringing me coffee in the morning, taking out the trash, building a crib.

And all I did was push him away, mistrust him, test his loyalty when he’s given me no reason to doubt him. Well, he’s passed the test with flying colors.

Without thinking, I kiss him.

He remains impassive as if he isn’t sure whether he’d be taking advantage of one of my emotional states.

I pull back and look him straight in the eyes. “Kiss me back, John. It’s what I want.”

A storm thunders in his blue irises, and I cower under the intensity of his gaze.

His hand sinks into my hair, forcing my head back, and his lips crash into mine. Past, present, and future collide.

The kiss is nothing like the previous ones. This one tastes of forever, of promises and commitments. Of love, care, and devotion. All the years we’ve spent apart dissolve. It’s just him and me, all of me.

It feels as if every jigsaw piece of my life has converged into this moment, finally making sense, finally painting a complete picture.

I part my lips, deepening the kiss. John’s fingers dig into my scalp in response. His other hand, the one not tangled in my hair, cradles my face so gently it threatens to make me cry again. Then his hand slides down my cheek to my collarbone, tracing my side to roll behind my back so that he can pull me closer.

My throat burns with need when his lips leave mine, but he doesn’t stop kissing me, he only leaves my mouth to trail kisses down my cheek, down the side of my neck. I tilt my head, giving him better access to my throat, so he nibbles at it, tastes it, bites it, making me lose all sentient thoughts.

I pull my hands from his hair, dragging them down to his waist, sneaking underneath his sweater, wanting to feel skin. I run my fingers over his back and feel the bunch of his muscles and the heat of his skin. Suddenly, he pulls away from me and pins my arms to the wall above my head, caging me in and effectively stopping me from reaching for him again.

“What are you doing to me?” he rasps, his voice hoarse with desire, his eyes burning with need.

“What do you mean?” I whimper, pressing myself against him.

He shakes his head. “I can’t control myself around you. And I told you I don’t want anything to happen unless you’re sure it is forever.”

“I am,” I breathe, smiling up at him. “I’ve come to my senses.”

He presses his forehead against mine. “Are you sure?”

“I love you, John.”

“I love you too, Marissa, but that’s never been the problem. You’ve kept me at arm’s length for months. So why the sudden change?”

“I’ve missed you. My life has been miserable without you these past two weeks.”

His eyes search mine. “Are you sure you’re not just coming out of two stressful as hell weeks, feeling overwhelmed about being a single mom, and wanting to take the easy way out?”

I free my hands and cup his cheeks. “John, being with you isn’t the easy way out. It still terrifies me… and I already know that giving in to my feelings for you will be the biggest gamble of my life.”

“I’m not going to leave you, I—”

I silence him by pressing a finger over his mouth. “I know.”

“Then why are you terrified?”

“Because I could still lose you.” I drop my hands to his chest. “Something could happen to you and I’d be devastated. But I know that this time, if you left me, it wouldn’t be your choice. That even if something as catastrophic as an awful disease happened, you’d fight tooth and nail to stay with me, to stay with Nora.” I grab his hand and guide it to my belly. “To stay with our baby. I trust you, John. With my heart, with my soul.”

I see the moment my words finally sink in as a wide range of emotions passes over his face in quick succession: hope, acceptance, relief, joy… hunger. The last one sticks. He pulls me back against him so hard, I gasp. Then our lips collide. I hook my arms around his neck, and he lifts me from the ground, pressing me harder into the wall. And while the position looks great in movies, it’s not that practical in real life—especially not when there’s two of us he has to lift up. John struggles to keep me upright while maintaining his balance. In an awkward shifting of bodies, we slowly slide down the wall and collapse on a heap on the floor. We start laughing.

Still smiling like the happiest man on Earth, John pulls me close again and kisses the tip of my nose.

I pull away, my breathing heavy, my legs weak even if I’m lying on the floor. “You asked me a question a while ago.” I trail my fingers over his chest. “And I said no.” The storm in his eyes intensifies. “Ask me again, ask me now.”

He pretends to think. “When I asked you if I was irresistible?”

I smile. “No, not that question. The one you showed me across the window.”

Dead serious again, John pushes a strand of hair behind my ear, staring at me like a man who has just found water in the desert.

“Marry me?” he whispers.

“Yes.”

I pull him down for a kiss to seal the deal.

And so it happens that the first time Johnny Raikes and I make love is not planned, or in a lavish hotel room with fancy clothes to pull off. It’s the most spontaneous act on my kitchen floor, in the most unromantic spot in the world, while I’m wearing sweats. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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“Where do you want to live?” I hold Marissa in my arms, still not sure this is really happening.

She shifts under the covers, lids heavy, humming lazily. After desecrating the kitchen floor, we moved to her much more comfortable bed.

“I don’t know. I love this place, but it only has two bedrooms, and I’d want both Nora and the baby to each have their own room.”

“Would you consider staying at my house?”

Her eyes flutter open in a panic. “You mean moving in next door to my parents? Heck, no.” She pouts in the cutest way. “I love them, but that would be too close proximity.”

“I promise you’ll cherish having your mom at your beck and call once the baby comes, and Nora loves it there.” I give her intense eye contact.

“Are you seducing me into saying yes?”

I waggle my eyebrows. “Is it working?”

“Yes.” She pulls me down into a kiss. “After saying the first yes, it appears I will say yes to everything else you ask.”

I work my hand over her naked skin, bending down to kiss her neck. “You’d also say yes to round three?”

She laughs. “Especially to that.”

I pull the sheets over both of our heads. “You insatiable vixen.” I tickle her sides, making her giggle.

“Stop before I pee myself,” she pleads. “You know pregnant women have the worst bladder control.”

I let her go and lower my mouth to her belly, dropping a kiss on the small bump. “Did you hear? Your mommy is using you as an excuse not to be tickled.”

“It’s not an excuse, it’s a medical fact.”

“Should we believe her?” I trickle soft kisses over her bump. “We will, just this once, and only because she agreed to marry your daddy. Did you hear that, little one? We’re going to be a family.”

Marissa’s fingers thread through my hair. “I like the sound of that.”

I raise my head, getting free of the sheets. “Yeah?”

“Yes,” she says, her eyes glowing, her smile wide.

“Uh, another yes; you really can’t help yourself.”

“Jerk.” She playfully pushes my face aside.

“Why? What’s the worst that can happen if you keep saying yes? A house full of kids and pets and chaos.”

She looks at me, uncertain. “The disorder is certain if I am in charge of the cleaning.”

“Definitely not. We’ll get help and I’ll go easy on you on the chores board.”

She guffaws. “We’re going to have a chores board?”

“Only way I found to make Nora help around the house. She gets a golden star every time she ticks a task off, and a reward when she finishes the stars on the sticker sheet.”

Marissa gently caresses the short hair at the back of my neck. “I don’t think that would work on me.”

“No? Why?”

“I already got my reward, and it’s you, Dr. Sexy.”

“Can’t argue with that.”

“Sure, Dr. Humble.”

I half-roll back on top of her. “Right now I feel mostly like Dr. Happy. I can’t wait to tell everyone.”

“Who do you want to tell first?”

“Well, Nora for sure, then our families, and Blake. Did I mention I met her?”

“What?” Marissa pulls up on her elbows.

“She stopped by my office two Mondays ago to let me know it was all her fault you’d gone incommunicado, and that she was sorry, and on my side, and not to worry, to just give it a couple of weeks and she predicted you’d be desperate to see me.”

Marissa collapses back on the pillows and covers her face with her hands. “Oh, she’s never going to let me hear the end of it.”

I lower her hands and give her a peck on the lips. “I doubt it, seeing how you basically forced her to take Gabriel back. And judging from the bump and the enormous rock on her finger, things are going pretty spectacularly between them.”

“It was the cutest proposal. I was accidentally there, and he’d tied the ring around their cat’s collar, it was just too romantic.”

“Speaking of cats: word of caution. Nora will petition you to get a kitten the second you move in.”

Marissa’s eyes go wide. “I’ve always wanted a cat. Are you sure we can’t get her one? Maybe next Christmas?”

I shake my head. “And just like that, I’ve been outnumbered.” I caress Marissa’s bump. “You’d better hurry, buddy, bring the balance back to the force.”

“So it’s a no to the cat?”

“It’s a yes to the cat, yes to five more babies if you want them, yes to the moon and stars. I’ve lost you once, babe, and now that I have you back, all I want to do is make you happy.”

She cups my cheek. “I am happy.”

Her phone pings on the nightstand. A picture of a fat pig appears on the preview captioned: Dr. John Raikes would like to wish you a happy weekend.

I frown. “Why do you have a picture of a pig with my name on your phone?”

Marissa blushes fifty shades of red and she twirls a lock of hair around her finger. “I may or may not have adopted a pig and named him after you.”

“You did what?”

A sly grin tugs at her lips. “He’s a very cute piggy.”

“You’re devious, Mayer, I’m impressed.” I can’t help but be amused. “A baby, a kitten, and now a pig… the family is expanding quickly. Where is the farm?”

“Somewhere in Connecticut.”

“We should totally drive up with Nora and go meet Dr. John Raikes II in person.”

“Are you serious?”

“Yeah, I have to meet my namesake. Wait, what if someone searches for Dr. John Raikes on the internet?”

“Yeah, it’s either you or the pig.” She guiltily bites her lower lip.

“What else did you do?”

“I might’ve helped his SEO a bit, so he’d be more relevant in search results.”

I smirk.

“What do you have to look so smug about?”

“Well, if you went to all that trouble just to get back at me, it means you never stopped caring.”

“Shut up.”

“Why? Is it not true?”

“No, it’s so true, it still hurts a bit.”

I get serious now. “All the pain is in the past, babe, I promise.”

And as I look into her beautiful eyes, I can see that she finally believes me.
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Four Months Later

“Do your nipples hurt?” I ask Blake.

We’re sharing a hospital chamber after, in a twist of fate, we ended up giving birth on the same night: the summer solstice.

As new moms, we’re now trying to get to grips with breastfeeding our newborns.

“Yeah, they hurt. They’ve been sucked raw by this little monster.” She caresses the forehead of the adorable baby sleeping on her.

In return, I stare at the little human bundle snoozing on me, relishing his weight on my chest, still marveling at the overwhelming love infusion I get every time I look at my son.

“And how’s everything down there?” I ask.

“Eh, good enough if I don’t sit directly on it.”

“I can’t believe no one told us we’d be needing to sit on an iced postpartum pillow for a week.”

“I already feel better compared to yesterday.”

“Yeah, me, too, but I’m never having sex again.”

A soft knock on the doorframe distracts us.

“Hello mamas, am I disturbing?” John appears on the threshold, making butterflies explode in my lower belly, no matter that we’ve been living together for months now. It’s like every time I see him, my brain gets short-circuited by a mix of uncontainable attraction and aching love.

I shake my head and rearrange my hospital gown.

Blake chuckles. “Bet you’re reconsidering that last statement already.”

“What statement?” John asks.

“That her JJ won’t be up to make whoopee ever again.”

John sighs. “We’re adults; we can say vagina and have sex.”

Blake mock-scoldingly covers her sleeping baby’s ears. “There are babies in the room.”

John chuckles and sits on the bed next to me, leaning in to kiss my forehead. “You need me to ask for more painkillers?”

“No, I need to travel back in time to when my doo-dah was intact.” I pause for a second. “Or fast forward to when it’ll be healed.”

“Don’t worry,” John says. “We won’t be getting much sleep in the next few months. You’ll blink and a year will have passed.”

“That sounds reassuring.”

“What sounds reassuring?” Gabriel strolls into the room next.

“How little sleep we’re going to get in the foreseeable future,” I say.

Blake’s husband sits on her bed in a twin position to John’s. “I’ll take a sleepless night with these two over an undisturbed one alone a thousand times.”

John makes a let’s-talk-again-in-a-month-you-fool grimace and shakes his head benevolently. He’s the only one who’s already successfully raised a child and has the faintest idea of what the next few months are going to look like. He’s also a doctor, trained not to sleep every other night. That will help.

I squeeze his arm. The idea of having him by my side, every day—and night— fills me with relief and unbridled joy. I don’t know how I ever thought doing this alone would be preferable.

A nurse walks into the room. “How are you gals doing? Need anything?”

Both Blake and I shake our heads, saying we’re fine.

The nurse leaves, and John says, “I checked with Dr. Townsend. You should both be good to go home tomorrow.”

I smile. “I’m equally excited and terrified.”

“Why terrified?”

“I feel like as long as we’re in the hospital, I’m under adult supervision. But I’ll be on my own at home. What if I drop the baby, or if he gets sick?”

John mock-pouts. “Ah, if only you lived with a doctor.”

“Yeah, but you’ll be at work most of the day.”

“Will not. I took two weeks off, extendable until you’re adjusted.”

“They just gave you the time off?”

“Let’s not forget you could’ve sued this clinic into the ground. They’re having a white-gloves approach with us.”

Blake pouts. “And how much time did you take off work?” she asks Gabriel.

“It’s my company, babe. I can be off for as long as you need me.”

“Aaawww.” The exaggerated admiration comes from a different nurse walking into the room. “That one’s a keeper.” She points a finger at Gabriel. “How are our mamas doing? Need any help with breastfeeding? You want to show me how the babies are latching?”

Blake and I both stare at our sleeping infants, neither of us interested in waking them to demonstrate their sucking skills.

We politely decline.

“Well, if you need anything—nipple cream, nipple shields—I’m just down the hall.”

She leaves just as yet another nurse pops in. “Good afternoon ladies, I’m here to check your uteruses are shrinking down properly. It’ll take only a minute.”

John inches his head toward the door, saying to Gabriel, “We should probably leave for this; how about I offer you some dreadful coffee from the cafeteria?”

“Oh, no, Dr. Raikes,” the nurse says. “You can stay.”

“But I couldn’t,” Gabriel interjects. “Not now that I’ve been promised a cup of dreadful cafeteria coffee.”

John drops a kiss on my forehead. “Oh, babe, Sierra picked up Nora at my parents’ and wanted to bring her over in a couple of hours to meet her brother if that’s okay with you?”

“Yeah, sure.” I nod, feeling a mixture of excitement and nervousness at the prospect of my step-daughter meeting her new sibling. I sure hope Sierra doesn’t plan to tag along for the visit. We have reached an understanding where we tolerate each other, but I sure don’t want my fiancé’s gorgeous, world-famous ex-wife to see me in my present tousled, un-showered, vulnerable state after a night spent in labor.

John seems to read my mind because of course he does. He’s always there one step ahead of me, anticipating my every need. “I’ll bring Nora up to see you while Sierra waits downstairs.”

He winks at me then the men leave together and the nurse, maneuvering around the babies so as not to wake them, gives our retreating bellies a quick examination. Then she leaves as well, and the room is quiet again.

“Have you noticed,” Blake says, “how we get a sudden influx of nurses whenever the daddies are present and then, as soon as they’re gone, puff, no nurses?”

I chuckle. “Can you blame them when the daddies are so hot and so sweet? We’ve won the lottery of baby daddies.”

“We sure did, especially you.”

“Why?”

“Because it was a freak accident.”

“And yours wasn’t?”

“I bet a broken condom is far more common than mixed-up genetic materials.”

“Fair enough.”

Blake smirks. “Anyway, I’m glad condoms are only 98 per cent reliable and that whatever lab technician it was made a mistake.”

I shrug. “I’m sure that whether or not John was the biological father, we would’ve found a way back to each other. That we’d still be a family.”

“Speaking of family, how are things with the ex-wife?”

“Eh.” I shrug. “We’re never going to be each other’s favorites, but I guess she’s content knowing I love Nora and won’t turn into an evil stepmother.”

“And how do you feel?”

“Honestly, just happy for Nora. She has her mother back, even if not full time, and John hasn’t given me a single reason to doubt him. And I might be a fool for believing in him, in us, so much, but I do. I love him so much, and I have this feeling in my heart, deep down in my soul, that this time is going to be forever.”

Blake chuckles. “Look at you. Dr. Dishy really turned you into a love-struck, soppy bride-to-be.”

I smile at Blake’s pet name for my fiancé. He openly hates the nickname while secretly coveting it, I suspect. And while Dr. Dishy has become John’s official nickname, inside my head, I’ve settled on a different one. For me, he is, and will always be, my Dr. True Love.
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Chapter One

BLAKE

When I said it was okay to go on the record, I wasn’t trying to pick a fight with sexy billionaire Gabriel Mercer, I swear. But as my number two is kindly pointing out, that might be what I’m about to get.

Evan pulls his blond hair, saying, “Did you really have to slander our biggest competitor in a national newspaper?”

I lean back in my chair and grimace at my second in command. “Slander? What I said wasn’t slander.”

Evan brandishes a printout of The Wall Street Journal article that came out today to celebrate my new gym opening and quotes my words back to me. “I wouldn’t call receiving an ivy-league education debt-free along with all the connections certain schools bring, and having your start-up money handed to you on a silver platter, being self-made. You basically called him a spoiled brat.”

“But I also said very positive things about him…”

I ask Evan for the printout and search for the right passage. “‘Gabriel Mercer,’” I read aloud, “‘is a skillful entrepreneur,’ he said.” I pause for a moment, puzzled. “Oh, a typo, they’ve turned me into a man. Can you call the paper and have them rectify it?”

Evan grabs the sheet of paper from me. “He, she… must be the most common typo in the book.” His eyes frantically scan the rest of the text. “You’re a she everywhere else. Readers will get that you’re a woman.”

“I’d still like the online version to be corrected.”

“Will do, chief. Anyway, being turned into a man isn’t the problem. You picking a fight with Gabriel Mercer is.”

“I only said he isn’t self-made, which is factual.”

“Still, Gabriel Mercer won’t appreciate being called a rich boy in the press. Why did you have to go on the record stating it?”

“I run my mouth, okay? I made a mistake. When the reporter cited him as an example of a self-made entrepreneur, I just lost my marbles that she’d call someone with so much privilege, so much access, self-made. And then she wouldn’t strike the comment no matter how many times I asked, so… spilled milk.”

“Should we post a retraction?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because it’s true and because that would bring even more attention to it. Maybe Mercer won’t even read the article.”

“I promise you, that man has a Google alert for his name.”

“Then so be it.” I throw my hands in the air. “I don’t have time to deal with potentially hurt, fragile male egos, I have a cardio class to teach in less than one hour. But I want to go over the Apex pitch first.”

Apex is the largest producer of fitness watches and trackers in the country and they’re looking for a new sponsor partnership. I want it.

Evan plonks onto the chair opposite my desk. “I’ve updated the presentation; our social media growth is exponential and our reach unparalleled.”

I bite the top of a pen, taking in Evan’s gloomy face. “But?”

“But if you shrink down the numbers to the US market only, they’re not as impressive. And I’ve heard their marketing director is more of a traditional—”

“Dinosaur?” I finish the phrase for him. “Let’s launch a new campaign to improve our domestic numbers, bring Cara in on this,” I say, referring to the head of marketing. “Have her come to me with a few ideas. Anything else we can do to juice ourselves up for Apex?”

“Unless you plan on becoming a fifty-year-old white male with 2,500 physical locations, I don’t think so.”

Shed twenty years off that description and he’s basically described Gabriel Mercer.

I frown. “Is Power Training in the run for the bid?”

“Bidders are confidential, but we can assume Apex has reached out to them. And now you’ve given Mercer an extra reason to crush us.”

“Then let’s make sure our pitch is airtight.” I drop the pen to avoid chewing on the back out of stress and stand up. “I have to go change now or I’ll be late for class.”

I round my old desk in the new office, which is sitting above my first brick-and-mortar fitness center. The glass-wall new development is surrounded by a mix of older red-brick buildings, former factories, and warehouses designed by famous architects. A more soulful vibe that I preferred to the glass-and-steel forest uptown to set the new location of my company’s headquarters. NOHO (“North of Houston Street”), with its cobblestone streets and vibrant, artistic community, felt like the perfect place for my business to thrive.

The view always puts a big smile on my face. Contrary to my COO, who, while also contemplating the sunny June day, still looks frowny and troubled.

“Relax, Evan.” I walk up to him and pat his shoulder as he stands. “What’s the Mighty Gabriel Mercer going to do, anyway? Send me to bed without dinner? Bring it on. I’m all for the intermittent fasting.”

“You’re being brazen if you think making an enemy of such an influential man won’t come back to bite you in the rear end. Mercer has ties to a lot of real estate deals in Manhattan and beyond, and could make it difficult for us to expand.”

“As you smartly pointed out, his core business is real estate. I wouldn’t even call him a competitor. It just so happens that most of the properties he owns are fitness centers.”

“Yes, but we already had to buy this property on the hush-hush to keep under his radar; now you’ve put us front and center in his field of vision.” Evan drops his arms to the side. “Doesn’t that worry you?”

“What are you suggesting? That he’s so powerful he could buy all gym-suitable buildings in America? Mercer is not omnipotent. And he could never take the internet away from us. We’re a crowd. Business has been democratized. Didn’t you get the memo?”

Evan purses his lips tighter than a kitten’s ass. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“All right, Taylor Swift, I won’t.” I give his trapezius a gentle squeeze, the muscle tightly knotted under my touch. “Please go take a yoga class. This level of stress isn’t good for you.”

I leave him to brood alone in my office, hoping he’ll heed my advice and blow off some steam with a little controlled breathing, or at least take a sauna.

I reach the ground floor and greet various patrons on the way to the women’s locker room. The chit-chatting almost makes me late for my class, but I make it a point not to be short with anyone despite being pressed for time. I didn’t gain twenty million Instagram followers by being aloof and unattainable.

Not the style of the competition, as Evan calls it. The Mighty Gabriel Mercer—MGM, I rename him in my head—has exactly zero Instagram followers because he has no Instagram, Facebook, or any other social network on the planet.

What a snob.

The only thing more annoying than his looks—dark, handsome, groomed to perfection—are his self-celebratory statements on how he turned a one-million-dollar loan into a ten-billion-dollar empire. Heck, if I had a million dollars to start with, my company would be a hectocorn by now.

Not that I’m judging. But in the male-dominated business world, size counts. The competing little pricks have even designed a scale for their appendage-measuring contest. A start-up is proclaimed a unicorn when it reaches a billion-dollar valuation—that’s where I’m at. My company is a rare, magical creature that has beaten all the odds. But I still have to contend with the behemoths that dwarf my worth. The decas, or decacorns, aka the corporations that have hit the ten-billion mark—that’s where MGM’s at. And above that is the ultimate goal of a hundred-billion market cap, reserved for the likes of Google, Apple, and Amazon—they were start-ups, too, once. Becoming a hectocorn is the pipe dream of every new entrepreneur. Mostly unreachable, to be fair. Especially for someone like me: a woman with no money and no connections who had to start from zero.

But I’m not interested in dwelling on what I don’t have or can’t ever attain. I prefer to count my blessings for everything that I’ve achieved and still strive to achieve. For his sake, I hope MGM is the same. That he’s too busy making piles of money for himself and his investors to care about little old me and my press releases. He probably doesn’t even know I exist.

I change into a neon-pink sports bra, black leggings, and pull my hair up in a high ponytail.

With a bright smile stamped on my face, I cross the gym and enter my HIIT class shouting, “Morning everyone, who’s ready to pump the heat and grind some positivity into their lives?”

We hope you enjoyed this exclusive extract. Not In A Billion Years is available to buy now by clicking on the image below:

[image: Not in a Billion Years]



NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


Dear Reader,

I hope you enjoyed reading Baby, One More Time as much as I enjoyed penning this story. At the moment I’m writing this note, the previous book in the series, Not in a Billion Years (Gabriel and Blake’s story) is up for early reviews, and many of you are hoping for Marissa’s story. I hope this book lived up to your expectations.

The idea for this book came while I was waiting at an ob-gyn appointment with a generic gynecologist for a check-up because I had to book last minute. I was in there hoping the doctor would be a woman, just because I’m more comfortable than having a man. So while I was waiting I thought how embarrassing it would be if it turned out to be a man, then straight-up panicked it might be someone I knew—even if I don’t know that many gynecologists. Then my brain went into full writer-mode and said, imagine how mortifying it would be if the unknown doctor was an ex of yours.

Bam, book idea.

Fortunately, the doctor turned out to be a woman. But the seed of a story was planted. As you might’ve guessed from the dedication, my son was born through IVF since I suffer from PCOS infertility. So IVF is also a topic really dear to my heart that I want to destigmatize and bring more into the conversation even if in a humorous way in a romcom. And combining my ob-gyn appointment with my personal IVF experience is how the whole idea for Baby, One More Time came to life.

Now, many of you mentioned in your reviews of Not in a Billion Years how you’re hoping also for a Thomas book. He’s a more prominent side character in the first novel, but I hope his short cameo in this book still has you excited about his story.

It’s official now. Book three in the series will feature him as the male lead. This last novel in the series will be a STEMinist office romance with only one bed. You can expect all of Thomas’s unapologetic billionaire charm, a strong and quirky female engineer lead, and an adorable droid sidekick.

I’m working hard to make the banter in this last installment in the series sizzling hot and swoon-worthy, so I really hope you’ll also want to read Thomas’s book.

Now, I have to ask you a big favor. If you loved my story, please consider leaving a review on your favorite retailer’s website, on Goodreads, or wherever you like to post reviews (your blog, BookTok, Bookstagram, in a text to your best friend…). Reviews are the best gift you can give to an author, and word of mouth is the most powerful means of book discovery.

Thank you for your constant support!

Camilla, x
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