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WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU start a fire you can’t quench?

An unplanned pregnancy. 

She didn’t want to accept facts, but Monique can’t escape reality. Sometimes, things don’t always go as planned. She needs to talk to Hunter about it—she didn’t make this baby alone. But Hunter’s father is in hospital and she doesn’t want to jump it on him when he has so much he needs to worry about already. Now is not the time.

As his father grows weaker, the company is signed over to Hunter. He has mixed feelings about it – it was always the plan but he hates this it happened under these circumstances.  Then he finds out about the baby—a secret Monique has kept from him. Why?

Monique is shattered when it looks like she was trying to keep Hunter out of the loop and she doesn’t know what to do. Along with a threatening miscarriage, life is becoming too hard to handle. 

Are they going to be able to figure it out together? Or are Hunter and Monique doomed to go through their journeys alone?
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I SAT ON THE BED IN Taylor’s room, feeling like I had been hit by a bus. The pregnancy test lay on the bed next to me and I stared at it like it was a monster that was going to bite me. 

“I’m not taking it,” I said to Taylor. “I don’t need it. I’m on birth control.” 

“And you missed your period,” Taylor pointed out. 

“I could just be late,” I said. “It hasn’t been that long.” 

Taylor looked at me, skeptical. “You missed a period, on birth control?” 

“Stop pointing it out that it’s weird. Shit happens sometimes, right?” I buried my face in my hands. “I can’t be pregnant right now,” I said through my fingers. “Not with his baby.” 

Taylor sighed and leaned against me, not quite a hug but enough to know she was there. I dropped my hands and looked at her. 

“Mon,” she said. “It’s not what you planned, but being pregnant right now won’t be the worst thing. You’ve always wanted to be a mom, anyway. You’re at a good age, you have a good job—if an accident is going to happen then this is a good time for it to happen.” 

“I’m not pregnant,” I said flatly.

“You don’t know that, not until you take the test.”

I shook my head. I didn’t want to take the damn test. What if it was positive? What was I going to do, then? Hunter and I had just gotten through the most complicated break up. And we weren’t exactly together right now, either. Not to mention that he was still in Chicago. I barely saw him as it was. 

This would just complicate everything. And I didn’t need more complications when it came to Hunter. 

Okay, yeah, so I’d always wanted kids. But planned. With my husband. Not like this. This was scary. 

“Just take the test, Monique,” Taylor said, in a voice that made me think she would make a pretty good mom, too. If she and Rick would ever try. But Taylor didn’t want kids. She had seen too many cases in which the kids got hurt when relationships went south, being a relationship therapist and all. It was a pretty cynical outlook on life, if you asked me. 

But she didn’t ask me, and I wasn’t going to volunteer my opinion on that. 

“What if it changes everything?” I asked, my voice almost a whisper. There, I’d confessed my worse fear. Out loud. I had told Taylor what I really thought. Because I wasn’t sure at all. 

“Not knowing isn’t going to make all of this go away,” Taylor said. “If you don’t take the test, you’re going to stress about it for another couple of weeks before you either get your period, or don’t. If you take it now, you’ll know. Then you can take it from there.”

I shook my head. “Do you only handle relationships, or do you give good advice in other areas, too?” 

“Not that I charge for,” Taylor said with a grin.

I groaned and picked up the test, walking to the bathroom. I ripped it open and read the instructions. I read them again, and again. 

“Did you do it?”

“I’m reading.”

“Pee on it, that’s all there is to it,” Taylor called from the room. 

My fingers trembled when I stuck the test between my legs. I put the cap back on when the control line showed and put it down on the basin before I wiped myself. When my pants were up, I opened the door. 

“You’ll feel better once you know,” Taylor said, trying to reassure me. 

“Or I won’t.”

Taylor came into the bathroom and closed the toilet lid, sitting on it. I sank onto the bath mat, my back again the edge of the bath, and closed my eyes. 

“You can look,” Taylor said. 

“Will you?”

Taylor picked up the test and I tasted my heart in my throat. She looked at it and glanced up at me. I squeezed my eyes shut. 

“Just say it,” I said. 

“It’s negative.”

I looked up at her, shocked. I was sure it was going to say positive. 

“What?”

She showed me the test. “You’re not pregnant.”

I let out a breath in a groan and collapsed on the mat. “Oh, thank goodness.”

Taylor laughed. “Don’t be so dramatic about it.”

I pushed myself up again. “I was really thinking I might be pregnant for a moment there.”

“We should go out,” Taylor said. 

“Tonight?”

Taylor nodded. “We’re adults, we’re allowed to go out during the week. Besides, now that we know you can drink—”

I laughed and Taylor held out a hand, pulling me up from the floor. 

“It sounds like a great idea,” I said. “I’m not even going out to get dressed.”

“You look fine,” Taylor agreed. 

We brushed our hair and touched up our makeup, and headed out to a restaurant where we could eat something and drink something. I ordered wine, just because I could. Taylor did the same. 

When the wine arrived, we clinked our glasses together. 

“To happy endings,” she said. 

I giggled and sipped my wine. It felt so good to know that everything was okay. My period would start again soon and then everything would be fine. 

“Thank you,” I said to Taylor. 

“For?”

“Being there for me when things get hairy.”

Taylor nodded. “It’s what I’m here for. Not just the good times, blah, blah, blah.”

I laughed and shook my head. I had missed Taylor while I’d been in Chicago. For a while there, it had been touch and go whether or not I would stay there. I would have been able to make new friends, but Taylor and I had come a long way and she was my voice of reason.

“How are things going with you and Hunter?” Taylor asked. 

“It’s going pretty well,” I said. “I think it helps that I don’t see him so often.”

“I still don’t understand why that’s a good thing,” Taylor admitted. “It’s hard to try again when you’re doing a long-distance thing.”

Hunter was still working at the Chicago branch of a company his father owned. He didn’t want to be here in Manhattan, or else he would have to break away from his father’s company completely. He still wanted the job, he just didn’t want to be around his father. 

Because of me. Because Jack had fired me to get me out of the picture, so that he wouldn’t lose Hunter, who had been about to quit. 

It had seemed like a stupid move, since Jack had lost Hunter in many ways over it. But that wasn’t my problem, it was theirs to sort out. I was happy with the job I had now. Back here in Manhattan, but with the same position I would have had in Chicago. 

Dave, my boss at Mortech, was really good to me. 

“It’s helping us, actually,” I said to Taylor. “It’s good to know that we care enough to make the effort to see each other, but it can’t go too fast because we can’t see each other very often. We’re living our own lives, and getting to know each other properly, without rushing into anything.”

Taylor sipped more wine. “I guess so. I just don’t think I could do it, though.” 

“Yeah, it’s not for everyone,” I said. “But it’s working for now.”

“What if you get more serious?” 

I pulled up my shoulders in a shrug. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get there.” 

Taylor nodded. “Maybe some of my patients should do the same thing. Distance might do some of them good.”

Taylor had the funniest patients. Sometimes, she told me how full of shit they were with each other. It was a laugh to listen to, especially when things felt shitty in my own life. It was a distraction. But to have to listen to what they were blathering on about every day would have had me slitting my wrists, honestly. I didn’t know how Taylor did it. 

“And work?” Taylor asked. “You seem happy.” 

I nodded. “Yeah, I prefer being here. Even if being in Chicago would have been closer to Hunter.”

Turns out, I hadn’t been ready to move, to leave my life in Manhattan all behind. I was happy I had chosen to stay here, and felt like I was home again. I saw Hunter enough times to make our relationship exactly that—a relationship. But I hadn’t had to uproot myself again—find a new apartment, new friends, new everything. It had been a good choice to tell Aaron to take the position, instead of taking it myself. 

It also meant I didn’t have to run into him at the office, which was another blessing. After he had confessed his love to me out of the blue, when I thought we were good friends and co-workers. I had rejected his advance, and he had gotten into a fight with Hunter over it. On top of that, I had won the completion for a promotion our boss Dave had set up between us, so all in all, things were pretty damn awkward with Aaron just now. 

I’d already experienced awkward moments with Hunter at the office when we worked together. I didn’t need a repeat of that. 

So settled in with our wine, we ordered food and started talking about other things. 

“I’m curious,” Taylor said halfway through supper, “what would you have done if the test was positive?”

“Not had wine, for one thing, so thank goodness I’m not,” I said, sipping the last of what was in my glass before I poured more from the bottle we had ordered. It was pointless ordering by the glass, if we both knew we were going to share the bottle. 

“I mean, with your life.” 

After a long exhale, I took a sip from my glass. “Raised it, I guess. And told Hunter. Figured it out, I guess? It’s easy to talk about it and throw out ‘what ifs’ now that it’s not actually happening.” 

Taylor nodded and took a bite of food. “Yeah, I guess that’s true. I think it would have been pretty cool to be an aunt, though. And you would make a great mother.”

I snorted. “What makes you think that? My drinking habits? Or the fact that I picked Hunter up in a bar and he’s ten years younger than me.”

Taylor laughed and rolled her eyes. “The how and the why fall away when you become a parent, doesn’t it? You’re caring, you do what needs to be done. And you love. With all your heart. That’s a really all you need.”

I smiled. Taylor was such a sweetheart. Maybe she was right. Maybe I would make a good mom. I didn’t want to find out, though. Not yet, not now. Maybe, one day down the line, I would be pregnant and be happy about it because it was planned. And then I would do everything in my power to be a good mom. But now, I was focused on my career, and on what Hunter and I could become. On living my best life as the person I was creating as I took life one day at a time. 

I might have been dating Hunter—sort of—but I was still set on discovering who I was without anyone else to define me. It was something I had started when Hunter and I had split up just over two months ago. And even though I’d admitted that I couldn’t get over him, couldn’t just fall out of love, I wasn’t about to give that up. I was still going to be the Monique Vaughn I was meant to be. I was still going to find out exactly who that was. I liked having the space and the time to do that.

I was happy with my life. 

“Are you ever going to consider having kids?” I asked. 

Taylor nearly snorted into her wine. “No, thanks. I’m not sure it’s fair to bring kids into this screwed up world. Marriages have a thirty percent chance of lasting at best. It’s going to be up to you to take one for the team on that.”

“Maybe another time,” I joked and we both laughed. 
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ON WEDNESDAY MORNING I woke up and had Advil for breakfast. It wasn’t that I was hungover, but wine always gave me a headache. I should have known it would happen, but I had been eager to celebrate that I wasn’t pregnant. And Taylor and I always had such a good time. 

When I headed in to the office, Dave was already in the lobby, talking to Cynthia at the reception desk. 

“Ah, there’s my star,” he said, when he saw me. 

Cynthia smiled and shook her head. 

“I’m not exactly a star,” I said to Dave. He walked with me to my office. 

“How is the new position treating you?” Dave asked. 

It had only been two or three weeks, and I still felt like I was treading water. 

“I’m getting there,” I said. “But it still takes some getting used to.” 

When I told Dave I wasn’t going to take the position in Chicago, he had told me that I could have the position here in Manhattan that Hunter had vacated. Since I had proven myself in Chicago he had wanted me there, but I was happier here. And now, I was still getting the benefits of being promoted, even though I’d been willing to sacrifice it all. 

“You’ll be on your feet in no time,” Dave said. “I have faith in you. I’ve seen what you can do.” 

At my office, I thanked him and he carried on
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