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Dedication
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For every reader who has ever needed a safe place to land.

And for everyone who believes love is not proven by perfect promises,

but by the quiet choice to stay.
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Reader Note
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Baby Steps to Us is an emotional MM MPreg second-chance romance about two exes rebuilding trust while preparing for a baby.

This story includes pregnancy, co-parenting stress, housing insecurity, unsafe living conditions, emotional abandonment fears, family/legal anxiety, labor and birth scenes, and relationship conflict caused by past heartbreak.

The romance is adult, consensual, and emotionally driven.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

A Note to the Reader
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Evan and Marco's story begins in a messy place.

There are no perfect plans, no perfect timing, and no perfect version of love waiting for them. There is only one baby on the way, one unsafe apartment, one unfinished heartbreak, and two men who have to decide whether fear gets the final word.

This is a soft, emotional, domestic romance about staying. About choosing. About building home when life does not hand you one.
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CHAPTER ONE

Midnight Pickles & Bad News
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— POV: Evan —

The freezer aisle is empty except for me, my ex, and three tubs of pickle-flavored ice cream that all look like bad decisions.

I hug the cart for balance and glare at the options like they insulted my mother.

“One has chunks,” I mutter. “That feels aggressive.”

Marco leans on the cart handle across from me, dark hair flopped over his forehead, suit jacket open like he walked straight out of a late meeting and into my food crisis.

“That one is five ninety-nine,” he says. “Aggressive is the price.”

I scowl at him, then at the tub with the green label. The baby turns low in my stomach, a slow roll that makes my back ache and my brain cry out for something cold and salty and wrong.

“I need brine,” I say. “And sugar. Together. Immediately.”

“You say that like it is a reasonable sentence,” he says.

It should not be hot in a grocery store at midnight, but sweat slides down my spine. The fluorescent lights are too bright. The hum of the freezers sounds like static inside my skull. My right hand rests on the side of my belly, rubbing the tight skin under my hoodie.

“Pick one, Rivera.” Marco checks his watch. “Doctor said you need rest, not midnight field trips.”

I roll my eyes.

“Doctor said I need calories,” I shoot back. “This is calories. You want the baby to starve, go ahead and say it.”

He narrows his eyes, that familiar mix of patience and annoyance that used to make my stomach do flips for reasons that had nothing to do with pregnancy.

“You know that is not what I said.”

The baby gives a little kick, sharp and insistent, like they agree with me.

My phone buzzes in my hoodie pocket.

“Finally,” I say. “Maybe Harborlight found a way to pipe pickle juice straight into the maternity ward.”

I dig out my phone and thumb the screen.

It is not Harborlight.

It is my landlord.

My heart drops before I even open the message. I know that name. I know that tone. Rent is due in three days. I already slid the envelope under his office door. There should not be a problem.

My fingers are clumsy. I swipe the notification.

Landlord:

Evan, we need to talk about your lease.

The breath sticks in my throat.

There are more dots.

Landlord:

Given the new circumstances you mentioned, the building’s occupancy limits, and prior noise complaints, we will not be renewing your lease after the current term. Babies are not allowed in these units. Please consider this your notice.

The floor tilts a little.

Noise complaints. Occupancy. Not renewing.

Babies are not allowed.

I stare at the words until they blur.

“Hey.” Marco’s voice is closer. “You went pale. What is it?”

I lock the screen.

“Nothing,” I lie. “Just... spam.”

He holds out his hand.

“Let me see,” he says.

I shove my phone into my pocket.

“It is fine. Help me decide between ‘Sour Dill Swirl’ and ‘Sweet Brine Delight’ before I start crying on the floor.”

He does not laugh.

“Evan.”

He steps around the cart and comes into my space, close enough that I can smell his cologne under the faint scent of freezer burn. Close enough that a small ache opens under my ribs with a memory of how it felt when he held me for reasons that had nothing to do with prenatal mood swings.

“We promised,” he says softly. “No secrets about anything that affects the baby.”

His gaze drops to my stomach, then back to my face.

I hate that he is right.

I hate that my eyes are already stinging.

“It is nothing,” I say again, but my voice cracks.

The buzzing in my ears gets louder. I feel like I am standing in one of those snow globes we used to joke about buying if we ever went on a real vacation, except the glass is closing in and the snow is eviction notices and unpaid bills.

Marco sighs.

He reaches for my pocket.

“Do not,” I snap, slapping his hand away.

The tub of ice cream rattles in the freezer behind me. Somewhere down the aisle, a worker sprays cleaner and hums off-key. The world keeps moving like my life is not starting to tilt off its axis.

“Evan.” His tone turns firm. “You are carrying my kid. If something is wrong, I need to know.”

There it is.

My chest aches.

I pull the phone back out, shove it at him, and look over his shoulder at the wall of frozen pizzas so I do not have to see his face when he reads.

He scrolls.

He freezes.

“Babies are not allowed,” he reads out loud, voice flat. “Occupancy limits. Noise complaints. Notice of non-renewal.”

Silence.

The words hang between us in the frosty air.

“Since when,” he asks quietly, “have there been noise complaints?”

I bark out a laugh that sounds nothing like amusement.

“Since the building realized I own a blender and occasionally breathe after ten p.m., apparently.”

He looks up.

“This is not funny.”

“I am not laughing,” I say.

I am shaking.

My hand tightens over my belly. The baby flips again, responding to the spike of adrenaline I can feel in my pulse.

“Hey.” Marco dips his head, trying to catch my eyes. “Hey. Look at me.”

I do not want to.

I do anyway.

“Why did you not tell me the building has been complaining?” he asks. “About the baby stuff?”

Because I knew this was coming. Because I knew the second someone saw the secondhand bassinet in the hallway or heard me talking about cribs to my neighbor, I would become a problem. Because I have been a problem in every apartment I have ever lived in, and I am tired of acting surprised.

I shrug instead.

“It is fine. He is just being dramatic. It is not like he can evict a pregnant person. That is illegal.”

I hope it is illegal.

I have no idea.

“You do not know that,” Marco says. “And he is not talking about eviction. He is talking about not renewing. That is different.”

“Wow,” I say. “Thank you for the legal seminar. So helpful.”

“Evan.”

“No, seriously, I really needed the difference between ‘get out now’ and ‘get out in a few months’ explained.”

My voice is getting sharp, brittle. I hear it. I cannot stop.

A muscle jumps in his cheek.

“How long have you known about complaints?” he asks again. “And what else are you not telling me?”

I tug the cart out of his reach and roll it a few feet down the aisle.

The wheels squeak.

This is stupid. I came here for ice cream. That is all I wanted. Cold sugar, weird pickle flavor, a little relief from the constant edge of hunger and nausea.

“Can we please just pick a flavor and go?” I say. “I am tired, the baby is doing gymnastics, and I am not doing this right now.”

“You already are doing this,” he says. “You are getting kicked out of your apartment. That is not something we put off until morning.”

“I am not getting kicked out,” I snap, a little too loud. “He is just... not renewing. It is fine. I will figure it out.”

His eyebrows shoot up.

“Oh. Okay. You will figure it out. With what money, exactly?”

Heat floods my face, hot and ugly.

“I have savings.”

“You have a jar of twenties on your fridge,” he says. “That is not savings. That is couch change with ambition.”

“You would know,” I say. “You lived off it half the time you were ‘being the responsible one’ and forgetting your wallet at home.”

His mouth drops open.

“That is not–”

My phone buzzes again in his hand.

He glances down before I can snatch it away.

Landlord:

Per regulations, we also require all hallways to remain clear. The crib and boxes outside 3B must be removed by the end of the week.

He looks back up at me.

“Crib?” he repeats. “In the hall?”

My shoulders lift and fall.

“There is no space inside,” I say. “I am rearranging. It is temporary.”

Everything is temporary.

The word tastes bitter.

“Evan, that is a fire code issue,” he says, exasperated. “He is not wrong about that. You cannot store furniture in the hallway. You know that.”

“You know what else is a fire code issue?” My voice rises. “Shutting off the heat every time it ‘accidentally’ trips the breaker. The leak in the stairwell ceiling that has been going for three months. The mold in my bathroom that he keeps pretending is ‘just discoloration.’ But weird, those never seem to get urgent texts at midnight.”

Marco’s expression twists.

“Wait. What leak? What mold?”

I turn away, grip the cart harder, and focus on the stupid labels again.

“Sour Dill Swirl has more chunks,” I say. “Maybe that will slow the nausea down on the way back up.”

“Do not do that.”

His voice is low.

“Do not change the subject. How bad is it?”

“I told you, it is fine.”

“You told me nothing.”

He catches the cart, stops it from rolling further, and steps in front of it so I have to look at him or run him over.

“Evan. I need the truth.”

The truth is a tight ball in my chest.

The truth is my bathroom ceiling is speckled with black patches that will not scrub off, and the heater rattles like it is dying, and I have to take the stairs one at a time because if I slip there is no elevator and that stairwell is the only way out.

The truth is I stopped telling people, because every time I open my mouth about how bad it is, someone says, “Then move,” like that is something I can just do.

“I can handle it,” I say instead. “I have handled worse.”

Marco stares at me.

He looks tired. Not the normal, I-work-too-much tired. Something deeper. Something like, I am watching you drown and you are telling me you know how to swim.

“You do not have to handle worse,” he says. “Not now. Not with the baby. Not when I am right here.”

The baby makes a slow roll again, like they are turning toward his voice.

Words jam behind my teeth.

I hate this.

I hate that he still sounds like that. Like someone I can trust. Like the guy who used to stay up building blanket forts in the living room when there were sirens outside my window and I could not sleep.

He left.

He left once. Right when Harborlight told us the fertility program worked. Right when I let myself imagine a future.

I do not get to lean on him anymore.

Still.

He is here now.

I force down the lump in my throat.

“Fine,” I say. “You want the truth? The building is old. Stuff breaks. The heater is busted half the time. There is a leak in the stairwell that drips on my neck every time I go up. The ceiling in the bathroom is... not cute. But it is cheap and the landlord takes cash and does not ask questions when a guy like me signs a lease with a waitress paycheck and no cosigner.”

Marco’s fingers tighten on the cart.

He looks like he is doing math in his head, the way he always does when the world stops making sense.

“You said the stairs,” he says. “How many flights again?”

“Two and a half,” I say. “I get cardio. It is great.”

His gaze drops to my belly, then back up.

“You can barely make it up the stairs to my place on a good day right now,” he says quietly. “What happens when you are eight months and it is icy and the stairwell is leaking?”

I look back at the freezers.

Condensation fogs the glass.

My eyes blur.

“I will manage,” I say. “I always do.”

The words come out smaller than I want.

He exhales slowly.

“Let me see it,” he says. “The apartment. Tonight.”

I blink.

“What?”

“I am not going home until I see where you live,” he says. “All of it. Not just the part you show people when you want them to think you are okay.”

“It is late,” I say. “You have work in the morning. Go home to your nice, safe, who-even-knows-how-big apartment and enjoy your free of mold ceiling.”

“No.”

He says it simply.

No apology. No hedging.

“If you are getting pushed out of that place,” he says, “and it is as bad as it sounds, I need to see it. We need to figure out what happens next.”

He says we like we are a unit.

It hurts.

But it also loosens something in my chest, just a little.

I glance back at the ice cream shelves.

The craving is still there, sharp and almost painful, but under it now is a deeper ache. The familiar weight of not having a plan. The dull fear that I am about to repeat my mother’s entire life, right down to the part where you move every year because the rent goes up faster than your tips.

“You do not have to fix everything,” I say. “You are not the official repairman of my life.”

“I know,” he says. “But I am the other parent. That is non-negotiable.”

The phrase lands between us.

Other parent.

Not donor. Not ex. Parent.

Heat pricks my eyes again.

“Fine,” I say, voice low. “We will go. After we grab ice cream.”

He huffs out what might almost be a laugh.

“Pick the least offensive one,” he says. “I will buy it.”

I snatch Sour Dill Swirl off the shelf.

“If I throw up in your car,” I warn, “that is on you.”

He smiles, just a little.

“Deal.”

We check out quickly. The cashier gives us a look when she scans the ice cream, my belly, and the jar of pickles I grabbed at the last second. I dare her to say something with my eyes. She does not.

Outside, the air is cold and damp. The strip mall parking lot is mostly empty, a few scattered cars under the orange glow of streetlights. Marco unlocks his sedan and takes the ice cream while I waddle to the passenger side.

“Seatbelt,” he says automatically once I am in.

I roll my eyes and click it.

The drive to my building is short and too quiet. The baby is restless, tapping against my palm like they know something is off. I stare out the window at the familiar route, wondering how many more times I will make this drive home before “home” disappears.

When we pull up to my place, the building looks worse with Marco’s eyes on it. The chipped brown paint. The crooked mailboxes. The lobby light that has been out for weeks.

He kills the engine and looks up at the façade.

“This is it?” he asks.

There is no judgment in his voice, not exactly. Just something like... disbelief.

I shrug.

“Welcome to Casa Almost Condemned,” I say. “Population: me and a very opinionated fetus.”

He snorts, but his mouth is tight.

Inside, the lobby smells like old carpet cleaner and someone’s burned dinner. The stairwell door groans when I push it open.

We start up.

Halfway to the first landing, a drop of cold water lands on my neck.

I flinch.

Marco looks up. The ceiling above us is stained, a dark patch spreading around a brown water spot. Another drop falls, missing his shoulder by an inch.

“You were not kidding,” he mutters.

At the second landing, I pause to catch my breath.

My lower back throbs.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Just pregnant,” I say. “It is kind of my thing.”

He hovers a hand near my elbow, not quite touching.

We climb the last half flight in silence, the drip-drip-drip of the leak echoing behind us.

On my floor, the hallway is narrow. The old bassinet leans against the wall near my door, partly covered with a sheet, and a box of baby clothes sits on top of it. The landlord’s passive-aggressive note is taped to the door of 3B in pink highlighter.

Please keep hallway clear of personal items.

Underneath, in smaller writing:

This is not a storage unit.

I want to rip it down and eat it.

Marco takes it off the door, reads it, and tucks it into his pocket without comment.

He waits while I unlock the door.

I push it open.

The smell of damp hits first. Not strong. Not like a swamp. But enough that it never really goes away.

The studio is exactly what it is: a single room with a kitchenette, a sagging futon, a chipped dresser, a tiny table, and a bathroom door that does not close all the way without a shove.

My entire life fits in here. Clothes. Dishes. Old posters from when I tried art school for five minutes. Half a shelf of baby stuff. A mini-fridge that came with the place and rattles when it gets tired.

Marco steps in behind me.

He does not say anything.

He does not have to.

His gaze goes to the space where the crib should be, then to the empty corner where I imagine it, then to the ceiling near the bathroom.

“Show me,” he says quietly.

I roll my eyes.

“You are being dramatic.”

“Show me,” he repeats.

Fine.

I lead him into the bathroom.

It is small enough that we almost touch shoulders. The light flickers when I flip the switch. The ceiling over the shower is speckled and dark in patches that look worse in this light than they do in my memory.

“See?” I say. “Tiny constellation. Very rustic.”

He stares up, jaw clenched.

“That is mold,” he says. “Real mold. Not just discoloration.”

“That is what Google says too,” I mutter.

“Have you told the landlord?” he asks.

“I did.” I lift a shoulder. “He said it is ‘normal in old buildings’ and if I do not like it, there are plenty of people who would take the unit.”

Marco goes very still.

The silence stretches.

He turns to me.

“You cannot bring our baby home to this,” he says, voice low and rough. “This is not safe.”

His words land like a punch.

Not because I did not know.

Because I did.

Because I have been trying not to know. Not fully.

My throat burns.

“Then tell me where you think we are supposed to go, Marco,” I whisper. “Because this is all I have got.”

The look on his face is pure devastation.

And for the first time since the text came in, I feel something that is not just fear.

I feel the weight of that we.

I have no idea what comes next.

But for the first time, he looks as scared as I feel.

And maybe, just maybe, that is a start.

♥  ♥  ♥
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CHAPTER TWO

Unsafe Nest
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— POV: Marco —

By the time the second drop of cold water hits my shirt, I’m already pissed off.

I crouched under Evan’s sink with my phone flashlight in my teeth, one hand braced on a warped cabinet wall, the other trying not to touch anything that might be alive.

The plumbing groaned above me.

Water dripped, steady and smug, right onto my shoulder.

I spat the flashlight into my palm and angled it up.

The pipe was wrapped in something that might have once been tape and hope. Both were failing.

“Okay,” I called, voice echoing off cheap wood. “You have a leak under here. That is not just condensation. That is ‘we might wake up to a flooded kitchen’ level.”

From somewhere over my head, Evan said, “That is dramatic. It is a polite drip.”

As if on cue, another drop hit my collarbone and slid down my chest.

I gritted my teeth.

“Drip today,” I said. “Niagara Falls tomorrow.”

I shifted onto my knees, feeling the cabinet floor flex under my weight. The flashlight beam caught a flash of movement in the corner.

A roach darted behind a stack of old grocery bags.

Perfect.

“Do not tell me you saw a spider,” Evan said. “We do not have the budget for you to have a nervous breakdown and call an exterminator.”

“Not a spider,” I said tightly.

“What, then?”

I hesitated.

“One of New York’s unofficial mascots,” I said. “With too many legs and no rent payment.”

He groaned.

“Great. Love that for us.”

I backed out of the cabinet so fast I banged my shoulder on the frame. The doors rattled when I slammed them shut.

The kitchen felt even smaller when I straightened up. Evan’s entire “cooking space” was a strip of counter barely wider than my laptop, a microwave that should have been retired in the early 2000s, and a two-burner stove that leaned to the left like it had given up.

He stood leaning against the opposite counter in a faded T-shirt, one hand on his belly, the other clutching a mug with a chipped handle. His hair stuck up in damp curls. He looked tired and soft and annoyed.

My chest did that stupid squeeze it had no business doing.

“Leak under the sink,” I said, ticking it off on my fingers. “Mold in the bathroom. Stairwell drip. Bassinet banished to the hallway. Landlord who thinks babies are contraband. Anything else you want to tell me, or should I keep playing Home Inspection Hell?”

Evan took a long sip from his mug.

“Coffee,” he said. “That is another crime. The machine downstairs makes something that tastes like sorrow.”

“Focus,” I said.

He shrugged one shoulder.

“I told you,” he said. “It is old. It creaks. So do I. We are bonding.”

“This is not bonding,” I snapped. “This is unsafe.”

He rolled his eyes.

“Everything is unsafe to you,” he said. “You read one article about lead paint and now you think every wall is radioactive.”

“Because this building might actually be,” I said. “That outlet next to the stove sparked when I plugged in the kettle.”

“That was one time.”

“How many times does it need to be?” I asked. “Because for me, the number is ‘once, while you are pregnant, is already too many.’”

He set the mug down a little too hard.

“Newsflash, Marco,” he said. “I have lived here for two years. It has been crappy the whole time. I am still alive.”

“Yeah,” I said. “You. Singular. Not you plus a whole extra person.”

He smoothed his hand over the curve of his belly, eyes flicking down for one beat, softening, then sharpening again when he looked back at me.

“I can make it work,” he said. “I always have.”

“That is not the point,” I said. “You should not have to make mold and leaks and roaches ‘work.’”

Anger jumped under my skin, hot and familiar. Anger at the landlord for letting the place rot. Anger at myself for not noticing sooner. Anger at the part of me that had been so wrapped up in my job, my promotion track, my own fear, that I had let him carry all of this alone.

Water dripped again, a faint tap-tap-tap from inside the cabinet.

I clenched my jaw.

“Why did you not tell me how bad it was?” I asked.

He folded his arms.

“Because every time I tell you something is hard,” he said, “you show up with a clipboard and a plan and that face.”

“What face?”

“The ‘I will fix this because you clearly cannot’ face,” he said, mimicking my raised eyebrows and pursed lips so accurately I wanted to be offended and impressed at the same time. “You get all intense and start talking like a project manager and suddenly it is less about how I feel and more about the ‘solution.’”

“I am trying to help,” I said.

“Yeah,” he shot back. “And half the time, it feels like you are helping me out of my own life.”

The words hit harder than I expected.

“That is not fair.”

He laughed, a short, bitter sound.

“Fair?” he said. “You think fair is the issue?”

“Yes,” I said. “Because it is not fair that you are living in a place that is falling apart when you are carrying our kid, and you did not tell me while there were roaches setting up a forwarding address under your sink.”

He flinched at “our kid.”

Good.

That part was non-negotiable.

“I told you the building was old,” he said. “You heard me talk about it a million times. You did not exactly race over here to do a safety inspection.”

Because I had been a coward.

Because every text about the baby came with the ghost of the day I left.

Because it was easier to send money and emojis and “how are you feeling?” than to walk into his world and see the consequences of my choice.

I swallowed hard.

“That is on me,” I said.

He blinked, surprised.

“I should have asked more questions,” I said. “I should have come sooner. I am not saying I am not part of the problem. I am saying this ” I gestured around the cramped kitchen “ is not something you have to ‘handle’ alone.”

He stared at me.

His shoulders dropped half an inch.

Then he snorted.

“You last, what, an hour in my place, and you are ready to burn it down,” he said. “I have slept through the heater dying and the neighbors screaming at each other at three a.m. and the ceiling dripping greenish water on my head.”

“Greenish?” I repeated, horrified.

“Relax, it was once,” he said. “And I moved the bed.”

“That is not the point,” I ground out.

“Then what is the point, Marco?” he demanded. “Because from where I am standing, it looks like you show up when there is something broken you can blame on someone else. The heater. The pipe. The landlord. Those are safe problems. You get to be the hero without dealing with the fact that you broke something too.”

My jaw locked.

“I know I broke something,” I said quietly.

He went silent.

The drip under the sink seemed louder.

“I know I left when this started,” I said. “I know I freaked out when Harborlight said the words ‘viable pregnancy’ and I saw my whole life flashing in front of me like some commercial with perfect dads and a house we did not have. I know I hurt you. I am not pretending I did not.”

He looked away.

His throat worked.

“But this” I pointed at the cabinet, the ceiling, the chipped tile “ is a thing I can at least try to fix. I cannot go back and un-leave. I cannot magically erase your wound. I can call a plumber. I can help you move. I can tell a landlord to go to hell if he tries to punish you for having a baby.”

His eyes flicked back to mine.

“You think yelling at my landlord is going to change the fact that we do not have first and last month’s rent for anywhere decent?” he asked. “You think your manager brain is going to conjure an extra bedroom?”

“If it could, it would,” I said. “Believe me.”

He huffed.

My phone buzzed on the counter.

I ignored it.

“Marco,” he said. “You have a big-boy job and a promotion on the line and a roommate and a life that does not involve mold ceilings. You swoop in, get everything all stirred up, tell me I cannot bring the baby home here, and then what? You go back to your nice apartment and your spreadsheets and I am left standing in a kitchen full of roaches wondering how the hell I am supposed to keep up.”

“Do you really think I would do that?” I asked.

He opened his mouth, closed it.

His silence was not an answer I liked.

My phone buzzed again.

I reached for it without looking away from him and swiped.

A reminder popped up on the screen.

Harborlight Prenatal – 11:00 a.m.

My stomach dropped.

“What time is it?” I asked.

Evan glanced at the microwave clock.

“Ten twenty,” he said. “Why?”

“We have that appointment in forty minutes,” I said.

He groaned.

“Already?”

“Yes,” I said. “And if we are late, Dr. Shah will give us that disappointed head tilt and lecture you about hydration again.”

“Me?” he said. “You had coffee for breakfast.”

I pocketed the phone.

“This conversation is not over,” I said.

He smirked.

“You say that like I want to keep having it.”

“We are having it,” I said. “Just... after they make sure the baby is okay and your blood pressure does not shoot through the roof because of Mr. ‘Babies Not Allowed’ downstairs.”

He exhaled, long and shaky.

“Fine,” he said. “But if Dr. Shah asks why my blood pressure is up, I am telling her it is because my ex is crawling around my kitchen like a plumber with control issues.”

I almost smiled.

“Let’s go,” I said.

Harborlight Fertility and Family Center smelled like citrus cleaning spray and hope.

I used to like that.

Today it felt like pressure.

We checked in at the front desk and got matching visitor stickers with our names printed in neat black letters. Evan made a face at his.

“They should put ‘Resident Disaster’ under mine,” he muttered.

I elbowed him gently.

“Stop,” I said. “You are carrying a whole human. That earns you at least ‘Local Hero.’”

His mouth twitched.

The nurse called us back to an exam room. The walls were covered in pastel art and diagrams that tried very hard to make male pregnancy look like a normal Tuesday.

Evan sat on the table, the paper crinkling under him. I took the chair by the wall, my knee bouncing.

The nurse clipped a blood pressure cuff around his arm.

“How have you been feeling?” she asked.

“Like an overstuffed water balloon,” he said. “But, you know, cute.”

She smiled.

“Any bleeding? Contractions? Headaches?”

“No,” he said. “Just cravings and my landlord being a jerk.”

I winced.

The nurse raised an eyebrow but did not comment. She jotted something down.

“And are you both living together now?” she asked, glancing between us as if it was the most casual question in the world.

My brain blanked.

Were we?

Evan opened his mouth.

Nothing came out.

I heard myself speak before I thought it through.

“Not yet,” I said.

The words hung in the air, solid and certain, like they were something we had planned.

Evan’s head snapped toward me.

The nurse hummed and wrote that down too, then went back to the screen.

“Okay,” she said. “We will have Dr. Shah in soon.”

The door clicked shut behind her.

Evan stared at me.

“Not yet?” he repeated.

Heat crawled up my neck.

“I ” I started.

“What does that mean?” he asked. “Did we miss a meeting where we decided to share a toothbrush too, or...?”

I scrubbed a hand over my face.

“It just came out,” I said. “She asked if we live together. We are... half the time. You are at my place more than here. It is not wrong.”

“It is not right, either,” he said.

His voice was small.

“It implies a plan,” he added. “Like we are... headed toward something.”

We were.

I knew that with a clarity that scared me.

But I had no blueprint. No five-step roadmap. Just a stomach full of anxiety and a head full of what-ifs.

“Maybe we are,” I said, quieter than I meant to.

He looked away.

The monitor beeped softly in the corner.

My phone vibrated in my pocket again. I ignored it.

When Dr. Shah finally came in, she was all calm professionalism and gentle jokes. She measured. She listened. She reassured. Baby’s heartbeat was strong. Evan’s vitals were okay. The chart glowed with numbers that made sense to her.

The whole time, my mind kept snagging on those two words.

Not yet.

Not yet living together.

Not yet a family on paper.

Not yet stable.

When we were done, the nurse told us to wait in the lobby for some handouts on third-trimester prep.

We walked back down the bright hallway and into the waiting room.

Evan dropped into a chair under the big corkboard at the far wall.

I sat beside him.

The board was covered in photos: couples with newborns, single parents with toddlers, smiling families at pride parades and park picnics. There were handwritten thank-you notes pinned between the pictures.

“Thank you for helping us find our way home.”

“Couldn’t have done this without Harborlight.”

“Our miracle baby is one today!”

I used to stand here and imagine our picture up there.

Me and Evan, holding a baby, in some mythical apartment with enough light and enough money and enough everything.

Now I saw it through his eyes.

All those smiling faces.

All those people who looked like they had it together.

“We are not like them,” Evan said quietly.

I turned my head.

He was staring at the board, jaw clenched, eyes shiny.

“How?” I asked.

“They look... settled,” he said. “They have houses. Or at least apartments that do not leak green water. They have walls painted on purpose, not because their landlord never bothered. They have a plan.”

He swallowed.

“We do not even have an address,” he said. “Not a real one. Not one I can promise this kid we will still have in six months.”

Guilt twisted in my gut.

He was right.

On forms, we had addresses. On paper, he had that studio. I had my place with Jonah. But as a family? As a unit?

We were a question mark.

Not yet, I had told the nurse.

Not yet.

We would not be anything more than that unless I made it different.

Unless I did something more than crawl under sinks and yell at landlords.

Unless I stopped waiting for the perfect plan and started building a real one.

Evan’s hand moved to his belly, thumb rubbing small circles through his shirt.

“I do not want our picture on that board to feel like a lie,” he whispered. “Smiling like we are one of those couples who had everything figured out, when we were just... hanging on.”

I looked back at the photos.

At the words “find our way home.”

“We will not be like them,” I thought. “Not if I keep sitting here.”

We will not have an address.

We will not have a plan.

We will not have a home.

Unless I do something fast.

♥  ♥  ♥
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CHAPTER THREE

Support Group & Silent Panic
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— POV: Evan —

The snack tray is about to swan-dive out of my hands when I shoulder the conference room door open.

“Sorry, sorry,” I blurt, trying not to drop the plastic container of cut-up fruit I promised to bring. My hip bumps the door, the tray tilts, grapes roll, and every head in the Harborlight prenatal support group turns toward me at once.

Perfect.

“Hey, there he is.” Priya, one of the facilitators, smiles from her chair in the circle. “Come in, Evan. We were starting to worry the cravings kidnapped you.”

A few people laugh.

I force a grin.

“Nah,” I say. “Cravings and I are in a healthy co-dependent relationship.”

My cheeks burn.

I scan the circle.

Couples everywhere.

Two women on a loveseat, one with a baby bump, one rubbing her shoulder. A genderqueer person holding hands with their partner. A single dad-to-be with a notebook full of color-coded tabs.

And Marco.

He’s near the far side of the circle, long legs stretched out, one hand on an empty chair beside him. When our eyes meet, something in his shoulders relaxes.

He tips his chin at the seat like, See? I saved it.

Something tight in my chest loosens and tightens at the same time.

“I brought snacks,” I say, like that makes up for being late, homeless-adjacent, and emotionally unhinged.

“Bless you,” someone mutters near the coffee urn.

I set the tray on the side table with only one grape casualty, R.I.P. and shuffle toward the empty chair. My belly does a slow, heavy shift under my hoodie. The baby has apparently learned the “late and stressed” routine and already hates it.

“Hey,” Marco says under his breath when I drop into the chair. His hand brushes my elbow, steadying me. “You okay?”

“Sure,” I say. “Just out here living my best life as a human vending machine.”

He huffs a quiet laugh.

I pretend not to notice how warm his fingers feel where they graze my arm.

“Okay,” Priya says, clapping her hands gently once the room quiets. “Tonight’s topic is ‘Creating Safe Nests.’” She gestures to the whiteboard behind her where the words are written in looping purple marker. “We’re talking about where baby is going to land when they get here. Nurseries, co-sleeping, baby-proofing, housing stress, whatever ‘nest’ means for you.”

The word nest lands in my stomach like a rock.

I force my face to stay neutral.

“Who wants to start?” she asks.

A woman named Jess raises her hand, cheeks pink.

“So, my wife and I just closed on a little townhouse in Maple Park,” she says. “We’re painting the nursery this weekend. Yellow, because I refuse to let my kid grow up thinking there are girl colors and boy colors.”

Everyone smiles.

The room warms.

“Love that,” Priya says. “What feels safe about that nest for you?”

“The backyard,” Jess says immediately. “No more shared hallway where the neighbor’s boyfriend screams at three in the morning. And the fact that it’s ours. We’re not waiting on a landlord’s email to know if we get to stay.”

My lungs forget how to work for half a breath.

Landlord’s email.

I look down at my hands.

The skin over my knuckles is tight from how hard I’m gripping my water bottle.

Next to me, Marco shifts.

He heard it too.

Another couple shares about installing baby gates on the stairs and arguing over outlet covers. The single dad-to-be talks about getting approved for a bigger unit in his building because the manager was “weirdly excited about having a building baby.”

Laughter.

Warm stories.

Words like mortgage and nursery theme and baby monitor.

I focus on breathing in and out.

Safe nests.

My studio flashes in my mind the mold constellation on the bathroom ceiling, the drip in the stairwell, the landlord’s “Babies are not allowed in these units” text glaring on my screen.

“That little face,” someone is saying, “is going to be the first thing I see in the morning, and I just... want those mornings to be quiet and calm, you know?”

Everyone nods.

I stare at the floor.

Quiet and calm.

My mornings are space heater clanks and upstairs neighbors stomping and the dread that this might be the week the landlord decides to “lose” my money order.

“Evan?” Priya’s voice cuts through the haze. “Do you want to share?”

My head snaps up.

Every face is turned my way.

My heart kicks hard.

“Uh,” I say. “Sure.”

My throat feels dry.

“So, tell us about your nest,” she says gently. “Where are you picturing bringing baby home?”

A hot flush crawls up my neck.

I imagine telling the truth.

I imagine saying: Well, my landlord has already given me a countdown to “no babies allowed,” my bathroom ceiling might be actively plotting to give me respiratory issues, and the only nest I have right now is a futon that squeaks every time I breathe.

My hands squeeze the water bottle until the plastic crinkles.

“I’ve got... a studio,” I say instead. “It’s small, but cozy. Good light. The baby and I will be close.” I add a smile like that’s the plan, not the problem.

Priya nods.

“What feels safe about it?” she asks.

I swallow.

“The... locks work,” I say. “And I know all my neighbors. I’ve been there a while.”

Not untrue.

Not the whole truth either.

Someone else chimes in.

“Are you putting the crib in your room or a separate space?” a guy named Theo asks. “We’re trying to figure out if we can fit a crib and dresser in our bedroom or if we have to sacrifice the office.”

My stomach drops.

Crib.

Hallway.

Fire code note in pink highlighter.

“I’m still figuring that part out,” I say. “You know. Spatial Tetris.”

A few people chuckle.

Marco doesn’t.

Out of the corner of my eye, I see his jaw tick.

The baby stirs again, like they’re annoyed I’m lying.

I take a sip of water, but it doesn’t wash the tight feeling away.

Marco’s voice is low.

“We’re working on it,” he says, jumping in. “Just, uh, balancing some timing stuff.”

We.

My chest squeezes.

“Right,” I say quickly. “We. Are. Working on it.”

Priya smiles between us like she just watched a rom-com montage.

“I love that you’re saying ‘we,’” she says. “And that you’re talking about it out loud. You’d be surprised how many people never talk about what ‘home’ actually looks like and then freak out when the baby is here.”

Too late, I think.

“We’ll loop back to practical resources in a bit,” she adds. “For now, thank you for sharing.”

She moves on to another couple.

I keep my eyes on the floor.

On the scuffed tile.

On anything that isn’t the photo board on the far wall, the one full of smiling Harborlight families with actual nests.

A lesbian couple with matching flannel shirts and a baby between them in a pumpkin costume.

A trans dad kissing a tiny foot in a perfectly staged nursery with a rainbow mobile.

Handwritten notes saying Thank you for giving us a home.

My gut twists.

What am I supposed to write?

Thank you for helping me almost have a home until my landlord remembered babies can cry?

As people keep sharing, my mind spins.

Will we have to move before my due date?

Where?

In what universe do we have enough money for anything decent?

What happens if Marco’s job relocates him?

What happens if I end up on someone’s couch with a newborn?

My pulse jumps.

“Breathe,” Marco murmurs, so low only I hear it. “You’re doing that thing where your eyes glaze over.”

“I’m present,” I mutter. “I’m fully glazed and present.”

He huffs a line of air that might be a laugh.

His knuckles brush mine on the shared armrest.

It’s nothing.

It’s everything.

After the sharing circle, Priya passes out little index cards.

“Okay,” she says. “One more exercise. You don’t have to show anyone if you don’t want to. I want you to write or sketch three words or images that come to mind when you think of your baby’s ‘nest.’ Feelings, objects, whatever. There’s no wrong answer.”

Pens scratch.

People bend their heads.

Marco’s handwriting is neat, blocky. I catch a glimpse of one word on his card.

Stable.

My chest twinges.

I look down at my own blank card.

What comes to mind?

Boxes.

Lease.

Threat.

No.

No.

I force my hand to move.

Warm.

Safe.

Ours.

The pen digs into the paper.

“Good,” Priya says. “If anyone wants to share, you can. If not, take these home and stick them on your fridge or mirror. Let them be reminders of what you’re building.”

What I’m building right now is a panic attack.

The group breaks into looser clumps people refilling coffee, comparing bump sizes, trading tips about baby carriers and podcast recs.

I hover near the snack table, stabbing a grape with a toothpick like it offended me.

“Hey.” A tall femme with a shaved head and a gentle smile appears at my side. I recognize them Sam, one of the co-facilitators. They run the queer parents playgroup.

“Hey,” I say. “Great theme tonight. Love talking about nests. Big fan.”

Sam smiles like they can see the sarcasm welded onto my fear.

“I noticed you tensed up during the housing part,” they say. “You okay?”

I force a shrug.

“Just... a lot,” I say. “Brains are fun.”

They nod.

“Yeah. Housing is... A Thing,” they say. “Especially in this city. Especially for queer folks and chosen families. If you ever want to talk more, we have some connections legal aid, housing advocates, some funds for emergency stuff. Nothing huge, but sometimes enough to keep a roof steady until baby is sleeping through the night.”

The word funds makes my whole body go rigid.

“I’m fine,” I say quickly. “Really. I’m good. I got it.”

Sam studies me.

“No shame in needing help,” they say softly. “Systems aren’t exactly set up for people like us to thrive without it.”

“I said I’m good,” I repeat, sharper than I mean to.

Marco appears at my elbow just then, like he heard my tone from across the room.

“What’s up?” he asks.

Sam gives him a half-smile.

“Just letting Evan know we’ve got resources if housing is feeling shaky,” they say. “Lot of folks hit that bump in late pregnancy.”

I feel my jaw clench.

“We’re fine,” I say. “Really. I promise.”

Sam lifts their hands.

“Okay,” they say. “Offer stands. No pressure.”

They drift away to talk to another couple.

Marco turns to me.

“Resources?” he asks.

“Drop it,” I say.

“No,” he says. “What did they mean by ‘shaky’?”

His brow is furrowed. He looks less angry than... worried. Which is somehow worse.

I grab another toothpick.

“They’re just doing their job,” I say. “Checking in. Making sure we know the center has a pity fund.”

“It is not pity,” Marco says. “It is support. That is literally what this place is for.”

“Yeah, well, I do not need a charity nest,” I mutter. “I’ll figure it out.”

He exhales.

“You keep saying that,” he says. “Newsflash, you do not actually get extra credit for doing this on Hard Mode.”

I glare at him.

“You’re the one with a salary and a boss who will talk about 401(k)s with you,” I say. “You do not get to lecture me about Hard Mode.”

His eyes flash.

“And you are the one carrying the baby in a building that is falling apart,” he says, low. “Which is why I am trying to make sure you and our kid do not get crushed if the ceiling decides it has had enough.”

The “our” hits me right in the sternum.

I hate that it helps.

I hate that it makes my eyes prickle.

“I’m not sitting in a circle asking for handouts,” I say. “I already did the ‘please don’t evict us even though my mom is behind on rent’ thing as a kid. I’m not doing it again. Not with my kid watching.”

His expression shifts.

Ah.

There it is.

The empathy. The understanding. The thing that makes me want to lean on him and shove him away at the same time.

“Evan,” he says, softer. “That’s not what this is.”

I roll my shoulders.

“Maybe not to you,” I say. “To me? It is the same flavor.”

He opens his mouth.

Priya calls from the door.

“Hey, everyone remember next week is our partners panel,” she says. “Bring your questions, and if any of you want one-on-one resource referrals, grab me or Sam at the end.”

A couple walks up to Sam with a file folder. Someone else starts talking about crib brands with Theo.

Marco and I stand in our little bubble of tension and fruit skewers.

“Let’s go,” I say. “Before someone tries to give me a pamphlet and I start screaming.”

Outside, the air is cold enough to wake up my lungs.

Harborlight’s front steps spill onto a side street


































































































[image: ]


[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
An MM MPreg Second-Chance Romance

S D BARAIYA





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





