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      I woke up from a dream of Ace to my empty bedroom in Denver and sighed. Damn. I feel like I haven’t slept at all.

      I reached over and silenced my buzzing alarm, then winced as the early morning sun speared through my eyelashes.

      I felt so rundown that it hurt a little to move. I would have thought I was coming down with something, but I had felt just as lousy every morning for almost a week, without so much as a sniffle.

      It was work stress. It had to be. And that by itself had me lingering under my covers, wanting so badly to just call in. Hi, your company is a sexist boys’ club and it’s made me sick. I’m taking a long weekend.

      But I couldn’t do that. Taking even one day off because the job stressed me out felt like admitting defeat. Besides, every damn time I was off, whether for a day or a week, I came back to some mess Ian or one of the engineers had made. Usually, Ian.

      He had behaved himself for a solid six weeks after our conversation. The evidence I had sent the board had disappeared into the void, predictably, and I had made sure there was a paper trail that chronicled their lack of follow-up. But someone must have said something to Ian, because he had finally shut up and buckled down for a while.

      And then his ego and spite had started asserting themselves again, and now, he was meddling in another of my projects. It was like the man had goldfish memory—or had somehow convinced himself that I was all talk.

      I had to deal with it. And the whole idea made me want to hide in bed even more.

      I finally forced myself up to shower and make tea. Coffee was off the menu; lately, even the smoothest of brews hit my stomach like battery acid. I wondered if I was getting an ulcer on top of everything else.

      Focus on the positive, I ordered myself as I sipped green tea and watched the sun finish rising. It was going to be gorgeous today. Maybe I can take a long lunch outside.

      The mess in Aspen had finally resolved fully a few weeks ago. Though I had gotten everything that Ian had messed up taken care of in the first week, making good with the client had taken a lot longer. They had not been happy with the demo falling flat on its face. They had been even less happy when they had learned why—not the technical reasons, but the administrative ones.

      I had done my best to be diplomatic, citing an issue with an individual employee “whose employment is currently under review,” who had mismanaged his portion of the project and then hidden that fact. They wanted to know who. I had held off at first, until legal action had been threatened, and then given Ian’s name.

      Soon, every client who had a problem would know Ian’s name. And reputations spread fast as lightning in the corporate world.

      Meanwhile, I was known as the woman who had fought tooth and nail to come through for them in spite of the mess Ian had made. It was refreshing to finally come clean, and watch my own reputation slowly rise instead of being dragged down by Ian’s incompetence or my company’s refusal to give credit. But that didn’t make my visits to the office any less trying.

      I just hope they put in that electrical system upgrade I recommended. Their mountaintop lodge wasn’t even up to code, which was half the reason why the power failure happened. They argued against the upgrade, which doesn’t bode well. But it’s out of my hands now.

      I took another swallow of tea as I mulled this—and then gagged, its faint bitterness suddenly too much for me. It didn’t alleviate until I had dumped enough sugar in that it almost tasted like Kool-Aid. What the heck is wrong with me?

      Caffeine barely helped the dragged feeling. And once I got to work, things got even weirder.

      It wasn’t the exhaustion that got worse. I felt less queasy with some French toast in my stomach. But once the afternoon rolled around, a fresh symptom hit: one that completely baffled me.

      I wanted canned ravioli.

      I didn’t just want it, actually—I needed it, like chocolate on my period or comfort food when it was freezing. I needed a whole big plateful of too-soft noodles stuffed with dubious meat, drenched in sugary, bland tomato sauce that tasted faintly of the can. The craving was so intense that it distracted me for hours.

      It was the kind of junk I had only ever eaten at friends’ houses as a kid, choking it down out of politeness while secretly longing for real pasta from Dad’s chef back home. I questioned myself even as I bought two cans of it on the way home from work, along with one of those cheap containers of pre-grated Parmesan that tasted like wood shavings.

      Once I was home, though, I had to force myself to shove the bowl full of it into the microwave instead of devouring it all cold.

      I found myself staring down into the empty bowl fifteen minutes later, stomach satisfied but head full of questions. It really had hit the spot. But why?

      My brain suddenly clicked on a list of symptoms. Okay. Exhaustion in spite of good sleep. Queasiness. Both weird food sensitivities and weird food cravings. What is going on?

      I looked up those symptoms online just to be sure, comparing them across several sites. My eyes widened at the results…which only matched my suspicions.

      Oh, no. Oh no, no, no, you have to be kidding me.

      I made one more run out that evening, to a drug store. My heart pounded the whole way there, and the whole way back.

      Half an hour after I got home, I stood in my bathroom with three pregnancy tests sitting in a row on my marble counter. Three different brands, all with the same result.

      Positive.

      I’m pregnant. Oh God. Now what?

      Clashing emotions flooded me. Reflexive shame, which I pushed away; worry, which I couldn’t. Anger at the timing; I needed all my energy right now to fight the good fight at Archimedes Gears. Confusion, because I had used protection. Wonder, because there was suddenly, unexpectedly, a whole human life inside of me. Panic, because of course.

      “Okay,” I said to myself as I sat on the toilet lid and got my shivering under control. “Okay. You can handle this.” The emotions rattling around in my chest wanted to tell me otherwise, but I forced myself to breathe deeply until my fear and conflict died down enough that I could think.

      I’m having a baby. I could afford to have one; I could afford all the expenses, from long vacation time to nannies and tutors. I had wanted to have kids eventually, though I really would have preferred to be settled down and married when I did. But that was one of the reasons I hadn’t contemplated it before now.

      I already knew from my father what a bad dad looked like, and what he felt like for the kid. That loneliness, the emptiness, the constant mix of rage and resentment and desperate need to earn his love. The pain of knowing, deep down, that there was no earning his love, his respect or approval, but needing it anyway, and trying over and over. Exhausting myself with trying.

      My father had not loved me. He had not loved my mother either; she had been there to fill the wife-function, half arm candy and half baby-producer, disregarded beyond that. I had struggled, and my mom had screamed; now she was gone, and he was gone, but the pain still lived in my heart.

      An unloving man could ruin a wife or child’s life without ever even raising a hand to them.

      I had always been super picky about sex and dating in part because of that. I did not want to end up yoked to some ass with no heart, or with a cash register in its place. My heart wouldn’t have taken it, and I would never have inflicted a man like that on a kid.

      Now, I was about to become a single mom. Worrying, from a career point of view; with all the male dinosaurs on the board and Ian already gunning for me, I would face even more scorn when they learned of my pregnancy.

      I had gleaned from their disgusting casual talk that at least a third of the board members stepped out on their wives; at least one frequented high-end call girls and bragged about it when he forgot I was in the room. And then there was Ian the creep, who only backed off when I told him to so that he could avoid a lawsuit. Not because he felt bad about wanting to fuck a superior he was constantly undermining. No; the men of Archimedes Gears could be loose with their affections and brag about it.

      But God forbid that the one woman among company leadership showed any signs of having a sex life. Especially one that Ian couldn’t exploit.

      At least I would have a few months to plan before I started to show.

      Of course, that just started making me think about exit strategies again. I didn’t want to be around Archimedes Gears for that drama. In fact, if I felt this lousy every morning until I gave birth, and then had to deal with interrupted sleep for at least a year after, I didn’t want to be around Archimedes Gears anymore at all.

      But again came that nagging feeling: like I was giving up right on the threshold of getting what I wanted. It kept stopping me whenever I fantasized about just walking out. But those fantasies came more and more these days anyway.

      Was my dream of getting respect for heading my father’s company unattainable? Was I simply chasing it because I was too stubborn to give up? Was I caught up in a sunk-cost phenomenon, thinking of all those years of fighting that felt like it would be for nothing if I didn’t win?

      I turned and looked at myself in the mirror: too pale, too tired-looking, conflict riding in my eyes.

      “You deserve better than this,” I said to my reflection and knew it was right.

      One thing at a time, though. Tomorrow, I had to deal with this pregnancy thing on top of my usual tasks. I would need to call my OB-GYN during business hours. I needed final verification, and I needed advice.

      And there was one more phone call I needed to make—to the only man who could be this baby’s father. The only man I had slept with in over two years.

      I’ll have to talk to Ace.
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