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CHAPTER 1


I was sitting in the waiting room at Dr. Morling’s office in San Diego Friday morning, unable to stop my uncontrollable fidgeting. A very pregnant woman in her mid-to-late twenties sat across from me rubbing her swollen belly. She had a soft smile on her face and looked like she was in love with being pregnant. She wore a wedding band on her left ring finger and had a serene expression on her face.

Me, I felt like I was trying to recover from the after-effects of an atom bomb going off. 

It had been a few days since my pregnancy test came back positive, but the shocking news hadn’t settled at all. In fact, I was convinced I was in a nightmare and was waiting to wake up. I hadn’t told anyone yet, not Jen, not my mom, and definitely not Spencer. I was too embarrassed. Too shaken. Too conflicted. 

A young brunette nurse wearing pink scrubs opened the door to the clinic. She smiled warmly, then looked down at the chart she was holding.

“Miss Goldstein?” she said.

I stood and exhaled a slow, controlled breath.

The nurse gave me another warm smile. “Please follow me.”

I trailed after her, my throat dry, my stomach twisting into a million knots. We stepped into a small room with one of those gyno tables and I sat in the chair beside it.

How the hell can I be pregnant?

“Hi, Miss Goldstein,” the nurse said. “I’m Sandy Young and I’ll be asking you some questions before Dr. Morling sees you.”

“Ok,” I muttered.

“First, let me weigh you,” she said.

I stepped onto the scale and she jotted down my weight in her folder.

How the hell can I be pregnant?

“Please sit,” she said. “I’ll just need to take your blood pressure.”

I sat and she wrapped the cuff around my upper arm and gave it a few pumps before pressing the stethoscope’s bell over my artery.

How the hell can I be pregnant? I took the morning after pill.

That question kept swirling through my mind over and over.

Sandy jotted some numbers onto her chart and measured my height. After she had asked me the usual questions, she had me sit in the chair and finally asked, “So, what is the reason for your visit today?”

“I think I’m…” Ugh. Why was it so hard to say it out loud? Frustrated with myself, I gritted my teeth and just spat it out. “I took a pregnancy test and it was positive.”

“Oh, ok,” she said, as if that was perfectly normal.

“They can be wrong, right?” I asked.

She gave me an empathetic look. “It’s highly unlikely that a pregnancy test shows a false positive.”

Shit.

“But don’t worry. We’re here to help and Dr. Morling will discuss all options with you.” She stood and handed me a small plastic cup with a blue lid. “We’ll need a urine sample.”

I took the cup, did my business in the bathroom, and returned to my room. Sandy handed me a white patient gown and told me to change into it. 

“Once you’ve changed, sit on the table and Dr. Morling will be in shortly,” she said.

After I had changed, I sat on the table and waited for what seemed like forever. I was about to go to the desk and ask how long this would take when the door opened, and in entered a middle-aged woman with gray, shoulder-length hair. She smiled at me and sat by the computer.

“Miss Goldstein?” she said.

“Yes.”

“I’m Dr. Morling. It’s a pleasure meeting you. What brings you in today?” she asked.

“The nurse already asked me that,” I said, annoyed that I had to answer that question again.

“I understand,” she said. “But I’d like to hear your answer for myself.”

“I think I’m pregnant,” I said. 

She glanced over her chart and nodded.

“The pregnancy test we just performed does indeed show that you are pregnant,” she said.

I closed my eyes. Hearing it from her, I felt as if I had been punched in the gut. I was pregnant. One hundred percent. There was no denying it now. I could no longer go on trying to pretend it wasn’t real.

“I didn’t really want to be,” I said as I opened my eyes. I swallowed hard to try and control my emotions.

“Is the father aware of your condition?” she asked.

“No.” I clutched the bench on either side of my thighs. “We don’t… we aren’t…”

“It’s ok,” she said. “From what I’m hearing you say, this is not something you were planning on.”

Ha. That was the understatement of the century. 

“I took the morning-after pill,” I said. “Why didn’t it work?”

“There are several possibilities,” she said. “You could have been ovulating at the time of conception, or your other birth control could have interfered with it. What matters is what you do moving forward. Now, I realize there can be a lot of emotional reactions when it comes to this.” She continued talking but I zoned out as I tried not to freak out completely, which wasn’t working exactly since my heart rate was twice its normal speed.

“Ellie?” she said, jarring me out of my reverie.

“Huh?” I looked at her.

“Perhaps you would like to talk to a counselor before you make a decision about what to do,” she said.

I didn’t want to do that. I didn’t want to do anything. I just wanted this pregnancy to not exist. Why couldn't that be an option?

She had me lie down and she checked my cervix. Once she was done, she offered me a hand and helped me sit up.

“Everything appears to be good,” she said. “I’ll have Sandy give you a list of counselors who can help you decide what to do, whether it be keeping the baby, giving it up for adoption, having an abortion, or other.”

“Thanks,” I said.

“Just remember, don’t be too hard on yourself,” she said. “This happens and it’s ok. You have many options. And you just need to find the one that is right for you. The good thing is that you’re only a few weeks along, so you have time to consider what you want.”

She stood and offered me a hand. I took it and we shook.

“Let me know what you decide, and we can go from there,” she said, and then she was out the door.

After I had changed back into my clothes, I headed into the hallway. Sandy gave me a list of counselors in the area, and in a numb march, I walked into the parking garage. I locked myself in my car and started the engine. I gripped the steering wheel. I stared out the windshield and, in the distance, I saw the ocean. 

What the hell was I going to do now? Who could I possibly talk to about this? I couldn't tell my mom about this. I absolutely wouldn’t tell Spencer. Rose was just a kid. I suppose I can tell Jen. She’ll understand. She’d support me no matter what I decided. She’d let me cry on her shoulder. However, she was hundreds of miles away in Seattle.  

God. My head fell to the steering wheel and I let out a loud groan. Just my luck. The first time I have sex, and I get pregnant. I was beginning to spiral downward but I stopped myself. Get yourself together, Ellie. Obsessing about it won’t make things better. Feeling sorry for yourself won’t do any good.

I stuffed my feelings way down and drove back to my mother’s house. Before I had left, I had told her I was just going window shopping downtown. I knew if I told her I was going to go to the doctor that she’d want to know why. I didn’t want any questions.

I passed a couple of kids who were riding their bikes in the middle of the street. Never before had I truly paid attention to children. They had always been background scenery, but now that I could be a mother soon, suddenly, I noticed them all the more. 

When I pulled up to my mother’s house, there was a small black BMW in the driveway. Did my mom have a visitor? 

Slightly peeved that the mystery guest had taken my spot (seriously, what kind of a person does that?), I parked on the side of the road and headed inside through the front door. 

Upon entering the living room, I stopped dead in my tracks. There, on my mom’s ivory cloth sofa, sat Spencer and my mom with a cup of coffee in each of their hands. They were chatting up a storm and my mom seemed to be completely mesmerized by the Dark Knight who had destroyed my father’s business. She wore a great big smile on her face and beamed at him as if he were some celebrity or royalty gracing her with his presence.

My mom looked up at me, and a moment later, Spencer looked at me also. Our eyes locked and for a split second, my insides clenched with desire. Spencer was wearing a crisp white shirt, the first two buttons open at the top, giving me a small view of his muscular chest. His sleeves were rolled up to his elbows and I could see the muscles in his forearms as he gripped the coffee cup. The room smelled like him and momentarily, I felt dizzy.

“Ellie, you’re home!” my mom exclaimed in delight as she stood.

“What the hell are you doing here?” I glared at Spencer, giving him as menacing a look as I could muster, my hatred toward him—and my desire for him—increasing by the second.

He rose and set his coffee cup onto the table. He looked as cocky and full of himself as usual, not a hint of shame or humility anywhere.

“I came here to talk to you, actually,” he said. “Seems I can’t get a hold of you any other way.” He smirked as if his idea to show up here unannounced was ingenious. But I wasn’t having any of it.

“Last we talked, I thought I made it perfectly clear that we are done talking,” I hissed.

“Ellie...” My mom gave me that look... the very one that used to make me recoil in guilt when I was a child. But I was a child no longer and her guilt tactics no longer worked on me. Plus, I was too furious to be manipulated by her. I pointed a strong finger at her, fury building inside.

“Don’t you ‘Ellie’ me! I’m not the one in the wrong here. How could you invite him into her home? Have you completely lost your mind? You must have gone completely mad since Dad passed away. Not only are you having an affair with Dad’s former business partner, you are dining and laughing with the man who destroyed our family business!”

“Spencer has come here to make amends,” my mom said. “And he’s even offered to help you through medical school and help you build your practice.” 

I narrowed my eyes, seeing straight through his bullshit.

“I’m good,” I said. “I have enough money to get me through, thanks.” 

“Honey…We can’t hold onto grudges forever...” my mom said. “It’s time to make amends.”

That last comment… I couldn’t even. 

“Don’t you think it’s a little too late to make amends?” I snarled. “And grudges? Grudges? Are you seriously going to lecture me on that? That asshole,” I pointed at him, “destroyed Dad! And did you forget that he’s suing our family?!”

“Shh…” she shushed me. “He’s standing right here.”

“I don’t care!” I yelled as loud as I could, making sure my mom and spencer knew I absolutely didn’t give a rat’s ass. I knew I was acting childish, but so was he by showing up at my mom’s house trying to weasel his way into my life through her. “You... it was always about the money for you, wasn’t it, Mom? You needed Dad for his money. And the second he died, he was a distant memory, replaced by Dr. Fox.”

My mom threw her hands up and shook her head.

“I can see that this is going nowhere,” she said. 

“Perhaps I should leave,” Spencer said. “It was rather rude of me to barge in like this.”

My mom placed a hand on his shoulder and looked him in the eyes.

“I’m so sorry about all this, Spencer,” she said. “And you really don’t have to.”

“Yes, he does,” I said. “He doesn’t belong here.”

Spencer’s face fell just a little, and I almost felt sorry for him. But I wasn’t going to buy into his games anymore. I had learned my lesson. Of that I was sure.

“I’ll see myself out,” he said.

“Oh, allow me,” my mom said. They walked toward the door.

“I’m sure she’ll come to her senses soon enough,” my mom said. God. I couldn’t stand this anymore, how they were partners in crime now. I was so done.

I stormed through the living room and ran up the stairs to the guest room where I was staying. I slammed the door harder than I intended to and threw my purse onto the bed.

After a few moments, there was a quiet knock at the door.

“Ellie, please open up,” my mom said. “Let’s talk.”

I didn’t want to hear what she had to say. There was nothing she could say that would ever make up for how she was behaving right now, for how she let that scumbag into her home… for how she betrayed Dad… all of us.

 “I’m really upset right now. I’d rather not,” I said, trying to real my anger in. 

“Suit yourself.” Her footsteps vanished down the steps and I glanced out the window and saw Spencer checking his phone. God, the nerve! I closed the blinds and squeezed my eyes shut as I tried to not feel like I did.

I heard the door of the BMW open and close, and a few seconds later, the hum of the engine slowly vanished down the street. I sat on the bed and tried to calm myself, but it was useless. The gall Spencer had to show up at my mom’s house. I stood up and paced back and forth for some time, resisting the urge to punch something. I had so much energy pent up but nowhere to release it.

A run… A run would help me blow off some steam, I knew, so I changed into shorts, a tank top, and sneakers. I opened the door, tiptoed down the steps, and passed my mom who was in the kitchen, talking to someone on her phone. I headed outside and hopped into the car, then drove to the beach.

It was a gorgeous day, only a few clouds scattered across the sky. I parked in a parking lot and soon I was sprinting up and down trails, passing others.

A soft breeze tugged at my body, and as I ran, I let the stress from the day slowly melt away. By the time I got back to the parking lot, I figured I must have been gone a couple of hours. I was drenched in sweat and felt exhausted. I also felt much calmer.

Feeling a little better, I slowed my pace and headed toward my car. It was then I saw Spencer leaning against the hood of his BMW, which he had conveniently parked right next to my car. He had his phone pressed to his ear and his gaze was languidly taking in the beautiful scenery. A gentle breeze was tugging at his dark hair and the sunlight made his face glow. The sight of him made me breathless in an instant, but also defensive and angry. What the hell was he doing here?

“Did you follow me here?” I asked, livid.

His eyes flicked to mine and he smiled. It was the same scintillating smile that always brought me to my knees, that made my synapses fry, that made me lose my reasoning abilities. It was what had gotten me into this pregnancy predicament in the first place. He used his looks to dazzle me, his charm to mesmerize me, and his smooth words to get me to surrender body, heart, and soul.

I so wished I was over it.

And I was. So Goddamn. Over. It.

“Ellie!” He hung up and stuffed his phone in his back pocket.

“Did you follow me here?” I repeated. I was done not getting answers.

“Your mother said you come here to run, and this is where she thought you were,” he said. “Listen, I… I thought about what you said…. about dropping the lawsuit.”

My ears perked up because it actually sounded like he was going to say something reasonable for once. 

“That’s what I wanted to tell you,” he continues. 

“What?” I asked.

“You were right,” he said.

I gave him a suspicious look. I knew it couldn’t be this simple. My Dark Knight wasn’t one to give me what I wanted… not without some ulterior motive or a gazzillion strings attached, anyway. What was he up to? 

“Can we take a drive perhaps?” he asked. 

“No.”

“Ellie, dammit. Why do you have to be so goddamn stubborn?” He threw his head back. “I wanted to explain to you why I said I couldn’t drop the lawsuit and why I changed my mind.”

“You changed your mind?” I folded my arms across my chest, not believing it at all.

“Yes, I did,” he said.

“You’re dropping the case?” I asked, my voice laced with disbelief.

He nodded. 

Obviously, he was playing with me. Or he wanted something. Or perhaps he was testing me to see how gullible I was. Either way, I suspected he was in big time game-mode. Now, what was it that Jen had said about beating him at his own game? It was to play along. And that’s exactly what I would do. I was going to pretend I believed him and hear him out.

“Really? You would do that for me? Why?” I asked.

“Because… Dammit, Ellie. You’re important to me and I realized it was more important to be with you than hold onto my hate.”

That was not at all the reply I was expecting, and I was a little surprised to be honest. More than a little surprised. I was totally shocked. Not only were his words kind, he delivered them with such sincerity that I almost believed he actually meant them. And what was weird was that I didn’t see any signs of fowl play in his expression. However, I wasn’t going to jump for joy and throw all caution to the wind just yet. He had a lot of gravelling to do before I let him off the hook.

“So now that I agreed to that, can we talk?” he asked.

“So, what… I owe you now since you agreed with me?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “But I hoped it would be enough to get you to talk to me again.”

“Talk,” I said. “Just talk.”

“Just talk. That’s all.”

I thought about it for a few moments, then said, “Fine.”

He smiled as if I had just made his day, then opened his BMW car door. I slipped into the passenger seat, and once he was in the driver’s seat, he started the engine.

“It’s good to see you again, Ellie. I missed you,” he said.

I glanced over at him, the man who had broken my heart so many times I couldn’t keep count. Even so, God, how I had missed him, and God, how I wanted him. I loathed that my craving for him hadn’t gone away, not even for a millisecond. However, I wasn’t going to let my guard down. Oh, no. Not this time. This time, things would be different.

“What was it you wanted to talk to me about?” I said, feeling my impatience creep in.

“I see how it is. Straight to business,” he said with a smirk.

“That is the reason we’re taking this drive,” I said.

“Absolutely,” he replied as he revved up the engine. “Right again.” He took a left out of the parking lot and merged onto the main road that ran parallel to the beach. Hotels, resorts, and restaurants lined the street, and there were slews of tourists heading toward the beach.

“So why did you decide to drop the case?” I asked, my curiosity getting the best of me.

“My father has for the longest time been trying to get me to drop the lawsuit against your family,” he said. “He forgave your father years and years ago for misdiagnosing my mother. But I held on even though my father wanted me to move on.” He shifted gears and sped through the yellow light. “I just found out that my father is sick.” He glanced over at me, cautiously.

Oh, this is news.

“How sick?” I asked.

“Terminally,” he said. “The doctors have given him about a year left to live. Two tops.”

Even though I was still majorly upset at Spencer, and still suspected he was playing me at some level, my heart squeezed for him. 

“Cancer?” I asked.

He shook his head. “An aggressive form of Alzheimer’s.”

“I’m sorry to hear,” I said. “So you want to honor your father’s wishes before he completely loses his memory? Is that why you changed your mind?”

“I suppose that’s part of it.” He shifted gears. “But more than anything… it put things in perspective for me and helped me realize that I want you, Ellie. I
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