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I stand in the middle of the grocery store at six in the morning. The old ladies who are here to do their grocery shopping before the crowds converge on the tiny specialty market swarm around me, each grabbing a copy of the paper. They will take it home and read it over a cup of coffee when their errands are done for the day. But I’m not here to get groceries so I stay parked in front of the newspaper rack. I open it up and flip to the pages about local businesses to find the final review of The Glass Orb. 

“Take it home and read it, honey,” says the old lady who is trying desperately to get around me and my baby bump to claim her copy of the Post and Courier. I mumble an apology and take my paper over to the cases of flavored seltzer water. Nobody else interrupts me while I scan for the headline. 

Halfway down the page, I smile as the story comes into view. 

The Glass Orb Delivers on Petal’s Promise

Local business owner, Petal Milos, promises that she will teach people the art and science behind her fortunetelling. She is willing to stake her business on the idea that everyone should have access to the magic that allows Milos to read tarot cards and palms. The future should be accessible to everyone. After her eight-week course, I can say with confidence that the cards tell me The Glass Orb is going to be a mainstay of the Charleston tourism scene for years (and decades) to come. 

The Glass Orb got off to a rocky start when sisters Esmerelda and Petal opened in a rundown strip mall four months ago. I wasn’t impressed by their kitschy décor and the sham of being able to tell futures by dealing from a deck of cards. But Petal has won me over to the art of tarot cards. She is a force to be reckoned with, at once gentle and fiercely passionate about equipping her students to do the unthinkable: to see what the future has in store.

Petal even has a limited-run print of her watercolor tarot cards that you can purchase if you want to support this woman-owned and operated business in downtown Charleston. It might not look like much at first glance, but you’ll come back time and again with questions about where your future is headed. 

I squeal in delight, surprised at the effusive review from Ryan at the Post and Courier. Compared to the first few reviews she left, this is a complete one-eighty and deserves to be marked with a celebration. I pull out my phone to call Essie with the good news, not thinking twice about the early hour. 

“You will never believe what I’m looking at right now,” I screech into the phone. My high-pitched voice solicits contempt from the old women grabbing their newspapers and heading to the produce department. 

“Let me guess, Petal,” she says. “A copy of the review in the Post and Courier.”

“A rave review! We have to celebrate. This is going to be so good for business.”

“Jestine’s Kitchen in half an hour for blueberry pancakes?” Esmerelda asks. The springs of her mattress groan as she gets out of bed. Her boyfriend, Brian, asks who is calling her this early in the morning in the background.

“See you there,” I tell her, and we hang up. I take the newspaper to the checkout along with a container of chocolate chip muffins. The baby wants what it wants, and I need something in my stomach before we get to Jestine’s. An empty stomach sends me heaving to the bathroom. 

In the car, I clip the article from the newspaper and place it in my purse. This one is going to be framed and hung on the wall of the shop to mark the momentous day that Petal Milos finally hit her groove. I text Rose a snapshot of the article headline and make my way back through town to Jestine’s. While I drive, I unwrap the first muffin and bite into it, crushing the chocolate chips between my teeth. I pull into the parking lot and go inside for a table and a cup of decaf coffee while I wait for Essie. I’m only ten minutes early. 

“Just you this morning, hon?” Jestine asks when I walk through the door. I love that she knows who we are when we come here. She wipes her hands on her emerald green apron and grabs a menu from the stack on the hostess stand. 

“Two,” I correct her. “Essie will be here in a few minutes. No need for menus.”

She puts the laminated menus back on the stack and takes me to the table Essie and I love, the one that looks out over the downtown streets so that we can people-watch. I ask Jestine for a cup of decaf and she brings over a stainless-steel carafe with orange tape on the handle. She also brings over a carafe of regular coffee and an extra mug for Essie. 

“Blueberry pancakes for both of you,” she says, a statement more than a question. I nod and she heads off to the kitchen to put in our order. 

Essie comes breezing into the restaurant as I’m stirring the cream and sugar into my coffee. She weaves her way through the tables filled with people and sits down across from me at the small wooden table. Out of breath and with flushed cheeks, she collapses into her chair. 

“You have no idea what it took to get here in thirty minutes,” she huffs. “I should have told you an hour, but I knew you were already at the store to get the paper.”

“But you made it.” I smile at her. “And you look lovely in your business casual attire.”

Esmerelda looks down at her outfit and back up at me. It’s true; she does look wonderful in a pop of color compared to the all-black ensemble she wore when she was working with Rose and me at The Glass Orb. She wanted to blend into the background and let the cards be the shining star of the experience. With her new job, she embraced jewel tones and it suited her complexion. 

“Thanks,” she says and extends a hand across the table. “Let’s see the review then.”

I pass her the clipped article from the paper and she reads it, a smile spreading across her face. When she’s finished, she sets it on the wooden tabletop between us and slides it back to me. 

“This is what happens when you cut me out of the picture,” she laughs. 

The drama between Essie and Ryan hindered our store from growing at the very beginning. A few negative reviews, courtesy of Esmerelda’s ex-boyfriend’s new fiancée, were enough to send people running for a refund. When Essie left the shop to go back to school and secure employment elsewhere, she arranged for Ryan to give me a chance to change her mind. With Essie gone, everything started looking up for The Glass Orb even though I missed her like crazy. 

“None of this would be possible without you,” I tell her. “I did this for us.”

“I know you did,” Esmerelda says, reaching across the table and taking my hand. “But this shop is the future for you and your little one. Getting Ryan to recant her review was the least I could do. And now, we both get to be happy doing what we love.”

“Are you really happy working as a receptionist?”

“It isn’t so different from telling fortunes.” She shrugs. “I welcome people in. I’m polite and offer them a glass of water. When they’re gone, I file paperwork and answer the phone. And nobody is looking to me for answers about their next major life decision. It takes the pressure off.”

“I always thought you had a knack for fortunetelling. But you’ll make a kickass therapist.”

“I’m a long way away from being a therapist.” Esmerelda takes a sip of her coffee and swirls in a container of half and half. “But it does feel good to have a goal. And Brian has been great about helping me study.”

“I seem to recall hearing a man’s voice when I called you this morning,” I tease. She and Brian have been spending almost every night together since she moved into her new apartment. It’s good to see her happy and settled with someone after the dry spell she had when she broke up with Turner two years ago. 

“Brian spent the night,” she confirms. “And you can stop looking at me like that.”

“Like what?” I ask, eyes wide with mock innocence. 

“Like you’re about to start singing K-I-S-S-I-N-G. Last time I checked, you were the one with the baby carriage.”

I laugh. Sometimes, it still surprises me that I’m going to be a mother soon. Essie looks down at my swelling stomach at the same time the baby inside lands a solid kick. 

“We are getting close to the baby,” I say, rubbing the spot where she just kicked me. 

Esmerelda and I spend the rest of our breakfast talking about the things I still need to take care of before the baby arrives: setting up a nursery in the sunroom, picking out a name, installing a car seat in the back of my sedan. We make plans to go shopping over the weekend. Essie worries that I won’t be able to afford to support myself and she plans to use the shopping trip as a sneaky way to contribute financially. 

“I’ll see you Saturday morning?” Esmerelda says, wrapping me in her arms outside of the restaurant. 

“Bright and early,” I promise, hugging her back as tight as I can with the bump in the way. 

We head in opposite directions, Esmerelda for the parking garage two blocks over and me for my car parked along the street on the next block. It’s a short enough distance that I could walk to work from here, but I drive and skip out on paying the meter for the next eight hours. 

When I pull into the parking lot of the strip mall, I marvel at how alive our storefront seems. The lights glow from the inside, even with the tinted glass on the storefront windows. I painted the glass with beautiful swirls and flowers to make it seem more inviting, especially given that the rest of the strip mall is pretty rundown. The Mexican restaurant is fairly busy, as is the bar anchored on the end, but those aren’t exactly our clientele. 

I throw open the front doors and thrust the newspaper article at Rose who made it here before me, but she’s already got a copy in her hands. 

“We did it!” We cheer together and jump up and down until I run out of oxygen and my back aches too sharply to continue. I collapse into the velvet chairs we repurposed when Rose shut down her shop to join Essie and me here at The Glass Orb. Rose sits down in the chair across from me, both of us flushed and out of breath. 

“This is going to be so good for business,” she says, pulling out her deck of tarot cards and absentmindedly shuffling them. “I already pulled cards about it this morning when I saw the review and it’s good news.”

“I didn’t have time to pull a spread this morning,” I tell her. “Will you do a reading?”

I know how to pull my own tarot cards; after all, I just taught an entire class on it. But there is something magical about having someone else interpret your future. Rose and Esmerelda come the closest to knowing every detail about me, but there are some things I reserve just for me. 

Like I would never tell them how lonely it is in Esmerelda’s old apartment all by myself. 

I would never tell them that I worry about how I’m going to keep up with a baby or how I worry Esmerelda will be too busy with her new boyfriend and her new, wonderful life to help out when the time comes. 

I worry that Rose and Esmerelda will abandon me with this baby. 

I worry that I will make the same mistakes our mother made. 

But I keep all of that to myself and smile. Rose passes me the deck to cut so I can transfer my energy to the cards. I think about those fears and worries, hoping that the cards will tell me what to do about them. I know most of them are unlikely, that Rose and Essie would never abandon me. But I also thought Jason would come around to the idea of being a father. 

“What should we ask?” Rose asks, setting the deck neatly on the table between us. I tap the top of the deck and think for a minute. 

“What comes next for me?”

She nods, understanding what I mean. We poured so much time and energy into running this class—into getting this review—that it seems like there is no obvious path forward now. Do I switch gears and start marketing our card reading services or do we host another round of the class? There are no easy answers when you run your own business. Every move is a gamble. 

She flips over the top card and we both look at it: The Empress.

“Tell me what it means,” I ask, even though I have a feeling what she’s going to say. 

“It’s time for you to take a break and nurture yourself for a change,” she says. “There are new opportunities that are going to present themselves to you soon. A time of abundance. Maybe even new love.”

“I highly doubt love is in the cards for me,” I say, rubbing my stomach. “Nobody wants to get involved with someone who is almost seven months pregnant.”

“You never know.” Rose shrugs and puts the card back into the pile before slipping it into the drawer beneath the reclaimed wood table. 

“I’m going to be in the office trying to figure out what to do next,” I tell her, pushing myself to stand from the velvet chair. She gets up from the table too, tidying things as she goes. There are chairs to put back and posters to take down after last night’s class. I’m sitting down at the desk, pushing my painting things to the side, when my phone rings. I answer it without looking at the caller ID. 

“Hello?”

There is silence on the other end of the line, so I repeat myself. 

“I didn’t think you were going to answer,” says the voice on the other end. I pull the phone away from my ear and look at the number. Jason. If I had looked at the caller ID, I wouldn’t have answered. This is the first time I’ve heard from him since I packed my boxes and moved in with my sister. He didn’t want anything to do with this baby. I knew when we started dating that he didn’t want kids, but I never thought he would leave me if I ended up accidentally pregnant. 

“I didn’t know I was going to answer either. What can I do for you, Jason?” I sigh. We are already on the phone now. I might as well see what he wants. 

“I, uh, saw you in the newspaper this morning,” he manages to croak out. 

“Yes, a good review finally.” I smile. If he called to congratulate me, I can accept that.

“Listen, I’ve had a lot of time to think about everything that happened between us and then I saw the newspaper article... I don’t know how to tell the future, but it felt like a sign that I should call you. To see if you wanted to get dinner with me Saturday night?”

The world around me goes silent. I can no longer hear Rose stacking chairs or the static on the other end of the line. It feels like I’m all alone here in the store with a massive decision in front of me. I should give him a chance to say what he has to say, I decide as he clears his throat. We have a baby together. If he wants to be part of her life, I won’t take that from him.  

“You want to go to dinner,” I repeat. 

“King’s Pizza at six tomorrow night?”

He still remembers my favorite. I don’t have the heart to tell him I haven’t eaten a calzone since I got pregnant because the idea of pepperoni turns my stomach. But maybe I could stomach some ziti and meatballs. My stomach rumbles as if on cue. I let go of the breath I didn’t realize I was holding. 

“I’ll see you there,” I tell him and hang up, staring at the phone in front of me. 

What have I done?
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“Let me get this straight,” Essie says, flicking her way through the rack of baby clothes in the tiny boutique where we started shopping this morning. “This man decided he wanted nothing to do with you and this baby. He kicked you out of your home and forced you to crash on my couch. Now, you decide that you want to have dinner with him?”

“This is his baby, Essie. What am I supposed to do?”

“I wouldn’t have answered the phone,” she says, passing me a blush onesie covered in small rainbows to put in the basket at my feet.  

“I don’t think you get to judge,” I tell her. “You went out with your ex not that long ago and almost broke up his new marriage.”

“I didn’t know he was engaged. That’s different.”

“Is it? It seems like we might both make poor decisions when it comes to our love lives.”

“I thought you liked Brian,” she says, surprise on her face. 

“I do like Brian,” I clarify. “It’s just that he’s your first really good decision in a long time. One success doesn’t cancel out two years of failures.”

“Ouch,” she says. Esmerelda rubs her heart as if I pierced her with an arrow. 

“I agreed to go to dinner with him already. I’m not going to take it back now.”

“Fine,” she says. “Go to dinner with Jason. But let me set you up with someone much better than him so that you don’t have to keep looking backward to find what you need. Brian has this friend—”

“You want to set your pregnant sister up on a blind date?”

“Not a blind date.” She rolls her eyes. “A double date.”

“I don’t know, Essie. Does anyone want to date a woman who is seven months into cooking a baby in her belly?” 

“It doesn’t have to be something serious. Just something to get you back out there and show you that Jason isn’t the only show in town. I wouldn’t even bring it up if it weren’t for this dinner. But you clearly need perspective before you jump off the deep end and get back together with the guy who left you when he found out you were carrying his child.”

“One dinner and you’ll be satisfied?”

She nods, a smile blooming across her face. She tosses a few more baby items in the basket before we move on to the next rack. By the time we pay, there is a mountain of clothes, rattles, and stuffed animals in our basket. Esmerelda beats me to the register and pays for the entire lot, which I’m sure was her plan all along. She never thinks that I’m doing well enough financially to cover my expenses. It’s her holdout belief from when our mother died and I struggled to get on my feet. 

We spend the next couple of hours going through stores until my sister is satisfied that we have enough baby gear to start nesting. I wonder whether she is more invested in my setting up the nursery than I am. The crib is already in the apartment, but it has yet to be assembled. According to Essie, Brian offered to put the crib this weekend. I wonder if he did volunteer. 

“Let me help you get this inside,” Essie says, grabbing bags from the trunk of her car. I loop a couple of bags around my wrist and head to the apartment, but Essie beats me there. She still has a key, so she unlocks the door. We set everything down in the sunroom, but she doesn’t move to leave. 

“I think I can take it from here,” I tell her, pushing a strand of my pixie cut out of my eyes. 

“Are you sure about this?” she asks. Essie hesitates in the doorway, one hand on the knob and one hand extended toward me. “I just remember what it was like when he—”

“I know,” I cut her off. We don’t need to relive the months following my breakup. “I don’t have to, but I’m going to.”

“If you need me,” she says. “All you have to do is say the word.”

“I know, sis,” I tell her, reaching for her. I pull her into me, angling my body slightly to the side to get a full hug without the baby in the way. She envelopes me in her arms and I remember how good it is to have a sister who cares. She might not think what I’m doing makes sense, but I have no doubts that she is going to support me. 

“I love you, Petal,” she says, pulling away and looking me in the eye. “And I want you to do what is best for you and this baby.” 

“I will,” I promise her. She backs out of the front door. “I’ll call you tonight to debrief.”

I watch from the window as she gets back into her car and reverses out of the parking lot. I have an hour to get ready before I have to meet Jason for dinner. I grab a small snack from the kitchen and head back to the bathroom to shower. The warm water and steam work wonders for my muscles. A day of wandering around the shops means my back is screaming from the strain of being pregnant. 

When I get out, I put on my only maternity dress. I never really have an occasion for dress-up clothes because my work is flexible enough to allow me to wear jeans and a nice shirt most of the time. But I want Jason to see me looking my best. The last thing I want to do is look as though this pregnancy has me rundown and haggard. I want him to see that he is missing out on the glow this pregnancy has given me. King’s Pizza isn’t a fancy restaurant but the dress is a nice touch. 

I pull a stool into the bathroom and sit while I dry my hair and put my makeup on. I keep things light and natural. The truth is that pregnancy agrees with me and I do have the glow women rave about. My skin has never looked better, so I skip foundation in favor of a tinted moisturizer. A swipe of the eyeliner pen and a coat of mascara later and I feel ready to face the man who broke my heart. Even I have to admit that I look pretty good, all things considered. 

Quickly, I round up all of my things for the evening: my wallet and bag, a sweater in case the temperatures drop, a spare tube of tinted lip balm, and my car keys. I make it out the door five minutes ahead of schedule which is perfect because I know Jason will arrive at the restaurant ten minutes early. He hates it when people aren’t punctual. I don’t want to start our dinner off on the wrong foot. When I pull up in front of the pizza shop, I see him sitting at a table outside, the menu propped open in front of him, and a beer on the table. I take a deep breath to steady myself. 

“This is no big deal,” I whisper in the car. “This dinner doesn’t mean anything.”

At that moment, Jason looks up and we make eye contact through the windshield. It’s time get out of the car and head inside. I heave myself out of the sedan with as much grace as I can and make my way inside. The hostess asks me how many I need a table for, but I tell her I’m meeting someone. She puts the menus back and lets me through to the patio to join Jason. 

“Petal,” he says, standing up to greet me. He kisses me on the cheek, an awkward gesture. How are you supposed to greet your ex-girlfriend who is pregnant with your baby? 

“Jason.” I squeeze his arm in my reciprocal gesture to let him know that it’s okay. We are here and this is the only thing that matters now. 

“Sit,” he says, pulling my chair out for me. At that moment, the waitress brings me a glass of water with a wedge of lemon on the rim. His face flushes. “I thought you would want water when you got here. I knew you couldn’t drink—”

“It’s fine,” I say with a smile. “I don’t mind that you ordered beer either.”

He takes a deep breath and folds his hands together on the table in front of him. Jason has always been very put together and polished. It feels strange to see him so unmoored, so unsure of what he should do or say. Part of me enjoys watching him squirm after what he put me through. But the other part feels sorry for him. He has no idea what he is missing: the first time I heard the baby’s heartbeat, her fluttering kicks in the middle of the night, choosing a name for a child we never met. Jason has missed all of it. 

“What are we doing here, Jason?” I ask. There’s no point in beating around the bush about it. “I haven’t heard from you in months and now, you want to get dinner. What gives?”

He takes a sip of his beer and then sets it down on the cardboard coaster. He takes a deep breath, opens his mouth, and closes it again. His face flushes. He shakes his head as if trying to make sense of what he wants to tell me, to knock the thoughts loose.

“I saw your review in the paper,” he starts. “It reminded me how capable you are. You’re seeing your dreams come true.”

I sit quietly and wait for him to muster up the courage to continue. 

“I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately,” he says. “About the way things ended, and I don’t feel good about how we left things. Do you?”

“What do you want me to say?” 

“I just...” He trails off and looks in the direction of the bar over my shoulder. I’m sure he wishes he ordered something stronger than what was on tap. “I don’t know, Petal. I never thought I wanted to be a father, but here we are. I guess I just want to make sure I’m doing the right thing.”

“Doing the right thing,” I echo. “Does leaving your pregnant girlfriend count as doing the right thing?”

“I’m trying to make amends,” he says, finally looking me in the eye.

“We are not getting back together,” I tell him, but he shakes his head. 

“No, that’s not what I meant.”

“Then what, exactly, did you mean?”

“I just want us to have the chance to do everything we wanted to do before the baby comes. We won’t have much of an opportunity to do those things once we’re parents. And I think I might like to be a part of this baby’s life. I think there are some things we need to talk through.”

“Like?”

He runs a finger around the rim of his glass and we pause when the waitress comes over. We place our order: sausage calzone for him, baked ziti for me. The waitress looks straight down to my belly and back to Jason. There is no ring on my finger, a fact that I know she clocks before walking away. 

“What would you do if you could do anything to make yourself truly happy, Petal?”

“My life is pretty good at the moment, thanks.” I lean back in my chair and let the belly sit between us. 

“I just mean that there were so many things you wanted to do,” he says. Jason runs a hand over his face, aware that this isn’t going the way he envisioned it. “What about the travel and the concerts and the things you wanted to do in the future?”

“At a certain point, you have to stop playing pretend and start being a grownup, Jason. That time is here and the baby is coming, whether you’re ready for it or not.”

The silence that swells between us is almost unbearable, but I bite down hard on my tongue to keep from saying anything else. I want to let Jason say what he came here to say so that we can get this awkward dinner over with already. I can almost taste the coppery tang of blood from how hard I’m biting my tongue when Jason finally speaks again. 

“Shouldn’t we try to embrace these last months before the baby comes?”

“In case you forgot, there is no we anymore,” I volley back at him. “You can do whatever you want. This baby is coming and it doesn’t have to impact your life in the slightest. I will make sure that she has everything she needs.”

“She,” he echoes. “It’s a girl.”

“And she doesn’t have to hinder your life,” I tell him, standing up. “This dinner was a bad idea, Jason. We don’t have anything in common, anything to talk about. We have nothing to say to each other that is going to undo what damage has been done.”

“Please sit,” he says. “Your pasta hasn’t even come yet. Please. We don’t have to talk about the baby.”

Cautiously, I sit back down at the table and try to will the waitress to bring our food faster. I make eye contact with her coming out of the kitchen and try to express with my face that I want this dinner over with as soon as possible. She backtracks into the kitchen and comes out a moment later with two plates of steaming Italian food. She slides them on the table in front of us and asks if we need anything else. 

“Nothing for me, thanks,” Jason says, looking up at her and dazzling her with a smile. I roll my eyes, but she is too charmed to notice. She doesn’t wait for me to respond before she walks away from our table and heads back to the kitchen. 

I take the first bite of my ziti and almost moan in ecstasy. The last thing I want to do is admit I might be glad I stayed at this hellish dinner, but this meal almost makes it worthwhile. Plus, I won’t pay for this meal. After dragging me here tonight to accomplish who knows what, Jason is going to foot the bill for this Italian feast. 

“Good, is it?” he asks, a small smile tugging at the corners of his lips. 

“You have no idea,” I say, shoveling in another bite of pasta. 

We don’t talk much while I inhale the ziti in front of me. He delicately nibbles at his calzone and stretches the cheese from inside the melty pocket, dunking it in bright red marinara sauce. The conversation portion of this evening is over. When my fork scrapes against the ceramic dish, I get up from the table again. 

“Now, I think this meal is officially done,” I say. “Thank you for a lovely evening. I’m glad we had the chance to catch up.”

“Petal,” Jason says. He’s already pulling his wallet out to throw the bills down on the table for the waitress as I make my way off the patio and back into the building to exit. “I left the money on the table. Keep the change,” he tells the waitress as he backs away from the table. 

I float out the front door and through the parking lot to my car. It’s gotten busier since we arrived and there isn’t much space between the driver’s side door and the car on the other side. I wonder if I can squeeze this round belly between the frame and the door. 

“Let me pull your car out for you,” Jason says, reaching for my keys. “There’s no way you are going to fit in that space.”

I let him get into my car and inch it forward just enough that the driver’s side door can fling wide open. He holds open the door for me, always the chivalrous gentleman except for when he is breaking up with his girlfriend for carrying his baby. I get in, close the door, and notice Jason is still standing there. I roll the window down and take a deep breath. “Is there anything else?”

“Have a good night, Petal,” he says, tapping on the roof of my car three times. With that, he backs away and gives me enough space to put the car in drive and floor it back to my apartment. 

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ASHLEY LOREN





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





