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      This novella (approximately 65-70 printed pages) is intended for my existing readers, who’ve followed Sasha and Leo’s relationship from the start! If you’re new to the series, I recommend you start with Irreparable Harm and come back to this when you know Sasha and Leo a little bit better.
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        The web of our life is of a mingled yarn, good and ill together.

      

      

      
        
        William Shakespeare, All's Well That Ends Well,

        Act IV, Scene III, lines 69-70

      

      

      

      Sasha McCandless-Connelly huffed and pushed open the front door to the building that housed Jake’s Coffee Shop on the first floor and her law offices on the second. Naya trotted behind her, racing to catch up.

      “Jeez, Mac, slow down already,” the legal assistant grumbled.

      Sasha waited until they were inside the building to answer. She paused at the base of the steps, gripping the banister, and looked back at Naya. “Sorry.”

      “It’s not my fault Judge Creech is a creep,” Naya pointed out.

      Sasha sighed. “You’re right. It’s not.”

      “And even though he said you looked like you’re smuggling a watermelon, he did rule in our favor,” she continued.

      Sasha stared at her and tried to think of a compelling way to explain to a lithe, non-pregnant person that she didn’t need any reminders—not even from a judge who’d been on the bench since the Mesozoic Era—that she was hugely, enormously, giantly pregnant. Every minute of every day was a reminder, what with the near-inability to buckle her shoes and the hundred and seventy-eight trips to the ladies’ room. At this point, her excitement at not being pregnant any longer was nearly equal to her excitement at becoming a mother. She decided to save her breath. She’d need it for the climb up the stairs to the office. And her efforts would be wasted anyway. Being thirty-nine weeks pregnant was one of those things a person needed to experience to understand, so she just nodded in agreement, and started hauling herself up the steps.

      Naya zoomed around her, passing her halfway up the staircase, which seemed unnecessary. What she did next was even odder. When the older woman reached the hallway that led to McCandless & Volmer’s reception lobby, she turned around and planted herself in the middle of the corridor, effectively blocking Sasha’s path. The look on her face was determined, almost grim.

      Uh-oh. Now what?

      Having worked with Naya for a dozen years (had it really been that long?) and having seen that expression more than once, Sasha knew that whatever Naya was about to tell her was bad news. She continued up the stairs, not slowing her already-slow pace, but hoping that whatever it was Naya was about to tell her, it would be a short conversation. Because her swollen feet ached in her four-inch heels. Having to wear cutesy maternity suits adorned with big floppy bows and ruffles was bad enough—she wasn’t about to sacrifice her footwear, too. But she did desperately need to get off her feet.

      She stepped up into the hallway and stopped. “What is it?”

      Naya’s mouth was a tight line. “I want you to promise me that you’ll be nice.”

      “Be nice? About what? To whom?” She had no idea what Naya was talking about.

      Naya jabbed a finger at her. “I can’t tell you. Just remember, people care about you.”

      Sasha exhaled loudly, letting out a great whoosh of breath. “Okay, sure.  Whatever you say. If you’re not going to tell me what you’re talking about, can we please go inside? I want to sit down.”

      Naya eyed her cautiously. Then she walked to the end of the hallway and yanked open the door. “Remember,” she stage whispered as she held the door open for Sasha, “be nice.”

      As soon as Sasha stepped foot into the lobby, Caroline leapt up. “Sasha, Naya! Will needs to see you in the big conference room. Urgently,” she said, hurrying out from behind the reception desk. She strode ahead to the conference room, presumably to let Will know they were on their way.

      “Wonder what that’s all about?” she said half to Naya, half to herself. “And why was Caroline covering the desk?” She turned to face Naya. “Oh, no. Please tell me the new receptionist didn’t quit.” She had too many loose ends to tie up before the baby came and she went out on maternity leave to spend her last week of work interviewing receptionist candidates.

      Naya shrugged as if it to say it was a mystery to her, too. “Maybe that’s what Will wants to talk about.”

      “Maybe.”

      Just then, Caroline yanked open the conference room door and ushered Sasha inside.

      “Surprise!” a chorus of voices shouted.

      Sasha looked around the crowded room, taking in the pastel green and yellow balloons, the banner, the cupcakes, and the people. So many people beaming at her. Her parents, her sisters-in-law, Will, Hank, Daniel and Chris, Naya’s boyfriend Carl, the crew from Jake’s … the list went on. From the corner near a credenza piled high with brightly wrapped packages and colorful gift bags, Connelly materialized.

      He walked over and handed her a glass of water then kissed her chastely. “Here, have some water. You look flushed. Are you in shock?” he asked.

      She gulped the water down while Naya answered for her. “Nah, just homicidal. Your wife wants to kill a sitting judge.”

      Connelly threw her a curious look.

      “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you later,” she said out of the side of her mouth. Then she took another sip of water and asked loudly, hoping she’d be heard over the din, “What’s all this?”

      Her mother looked up from a conversation with Will’s wife and answered. “I know you said you didn’t need a baby shower. But my only daughter’s about to bear my grandchild. It’s my prerogative to throw one for you and Leo,” a beaming Valentina said. She crossed the room to hug Sasha—or at least, try. She had to struggle to get her arms around her daughter.

      Standing a hair under five feet tall, Sasha felt that she was now almost as wide as she was high.

      “Wow, thanks, Mom,” Sasha managed. A surprise baby shower wasn’t really her mother’s style, but she seemed to be in her element, laughing and joking. Over her mom’s shoulder, Sasha met her father’s eyes. He looked mildly bemused by the whole scene. She knew the feeling.

      “So, Daniel tells me you didn’t find out the baby’s sex.” Roberta Steinfeld asked, pressing a cupcake into Sasha’s hands. “I had to choose a neutral theme.”

      Sasha looked down at the confection. A fondant diaper pin rose from the frosted cupcake. “You made these, Bertie? This is adorable.”

      Her Krav Maga instructor’s mother waved the compliment away with her hand, “Pshaw, it was nothing. Literally, a piece of cake.”

      Sasha smiled at her then pulled back the wrapper and took a big bite just as a flash went off and someone snapped a picture.

      She surveyed the friends and relatives who jammed around the conference room table, laughing and eating, and rubbed her protruding belly. This baby was going to be born into the arms of a loving community. Then she cut her eyes toward Connelly and wondered what he was thinking. The only child of a single mother, he had no living relatives—at least none that he knew of. He’d never met his father. Was this display poignant for him? Or painful?

      He seemed to read her thoughts and reached for her free hand. “Our baby’s one lucky kiddo,” he said, pulling her close.

      She was just about to agree when her sister-in-law, Riley, rushed over. “Time for games!” Riley trilled loudly, clapping her hands to get everyone’s attention.

      Games? Baby shower games? And why was Riley holding a roll of toilet paper?

      Riley waved the Charmin in the air. “Okay, we’re going to guess how many squares it’ll take to get all the way around Sasha’s belly. Closest without going over wins!”

      Sasha flashed Naya a look that said ‘this can’t be about to happen.’ Naya flashed one back that very clearly said ‘I told you to be nice.’
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      Connelly deposited the last armload of gifts on the kitchen island and dusted his hands on his pants. “That’s the last of them,” he announced.

      Sasha looked up from the floor where she was sitting lotus-style with Mocha’s slobbery dog head resting on her thigh and Java at her side, purring and butting her hand with his head.

      “Thanks for bringing all that stuff in. I’m beat,” she said.

      He lowered himself to the ground and crouched on his heels, carefully examining her face. “Are you okay?” he asked, his gray eyes clouded with worry. His voice hitched with concern, which made Mocha startle and raise his head, ears back and alert.

      She patted the dog’s head to settle him and reassured her husband. “I’m fine. I’m just tired.” Tired was a bit of an understatement. She was exhausted. She was too uncomfortable to sleep. Coffee gave her heartburn and nausea. And she had a to-do list a mile long to accomplish before the baby came.

      Connelly leaned closer, unconvinced. “You’re sure? Maybe we should call the midwife?”

      She reached out and cupped his cheeks in her hands. “We don’t need to call the midwife. I’m supposed to be tired. I’m making a person over here. Got it?” She stared into his eyes until he nodded, then she smiled. “Good, now help me up, please. What we do need to do is go over the packing list one more time
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