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By nine-thirteen on Thursday morning, I had three tabs open for floral centerpieces, one tab open for a bakery in Society Hill, and one tab I was not letting myself look at for longer than two seconds at a time.

What to Know Before Choosing Donor Eggs at Thirty-Five.

I clicked back to my spreadsheet before the guilt could settle.

Peonies in blush were still too expensive in late June. Garden roses were possible if I cut down on candles. The quartet was nonnegotiable. Ben’s mother wanted a full string quartet because “nothing says timeless like live music,” even though she wasn’t paying for it. I highlighted the cell in pale yellow and changed the number for the fourth time.

My inbox chimed.

Three media requests. Two internal memos. One calendar reminder for a cake tasting at four-thirty.

One text from Ben.

Running late tonight. Don’t wait dinner. Love you.

Love you.

I stared at the words until they blurred a little, then dropped my phone face down beside my keyboard and sat back in my chair.

“Please tell me that face means murder, not flowers.”

I looked up to see June Mercer leaning in my doorway with a coffee in one hand and a stack of branded folders tucked under her arm. June ran investor relations like she was born wearing heels and carrying bad news. She was all sharp eyes, dark curls, and the kind of loyalty that made you braver than you were.

“It means hydrangeas are extortion,” I said.

“Ah.” She nodded as if I had confirmed a market crash. “And here I was hoping someone finally poisoned the board.”

I smiled despite myself and took the coffee she held out. “You’re a gift.”

“I know.” Her gaze dropped to my screen. “You still doing venue math?”

“Trying to.”

“You have that look.”

“What look?”

“The one where you pretend Excel can fix your whole life.”

“I don’t pretend,” I said. “I believe.”

That got a short laugh from her. She came inside, hip-checking my office door shut behind her, and perched on the edge of the chair across from my desk.

June’s eyes flicked once to the top of my browser, where the donor-egg tab sat hidden between a bakery site and a printer order form.

She didn’t say anything.

That was one of the reasons I loved her.

She knew when to let silence stay kind.

“I can reschedule the tasting,” she said instead. “You’ve got the Hargrove statement, and Martin wants your edits before noon.”

“I can do both.”

“You always can do both. That’s not the same as should.”

I blew on the coffee and looked down at the spreadsheet again. “I’m fine.”

It came out neat. Smooth. Practiced.

June studied me for a beat too long, then pushed off the chair. “Right. Well. When you marry the human equivalent of a decorative throw pillow and start stress-googling fertility options in work tabs, I reserve the right to interfere.”

I looked up so fast my neck almost cracked.

Her mouth curved. “See? Still got reflexes.”

“You’re awful.”

“And yet beloved.” She tapped the folders against my desk. “Conference room B in ten. Graham wants the revised crisis brief.”

At the sound of my boss’s name, something in my shoulders pulled tight.

Not dread. Never dread.

Awareness.

Which was worse.

June saw it, because of course she did. “Try not to verbally stab him before coffee number two. He’s in one of his moods.”

“When is he not?”

“Fair.” She headed for the door, then paused. “And Willa?”

I lifted my eyes.

“You are not behind. Not in life. Not in anything that matters.”

The donor-egg article glowed at the top of my screen like a small private shame.

I swallowed. “I know.”

It was a lie. But it was a useful one.

After she left, I took one more look at the hidden tab before closing it altogether.

Thirty-five was not old. I knew that. Dr. Shah had told me there were options, tests, timelines, plans. Women did this every day. But knowing there were options was not the same as feeling time brush past your ear like a warning.

Ben wanted kids “someday.”

Ben had been saying someday for three years.

Someday, after the wedding.

Someday, after his promotion.

Someday, after things calmed down.

Someday was a lovely word when it belonged to someone else’s body.

I straightened in my chair, pulled up the crisis memo, and went to work.

That was the easy part.

Work made sense.

Work had rules.

Work rewarded preparation.

At Rourke Stratton Capital, I was not the woman with a hidden article open in her browser or a wedding budget bleeding from a thousand small cuts. I was Director of Communications. I fixed headlines before they became disasters. I wrote language sharp enough to turn panic into confidence. I took angry board members, nervous clients, and one impossible billionaire and made them all sound calmer than they were.

By eleven, I had rewritten the Hargrove statement, diffused a rumor about an acquisition, and talked a local business editor out of running a stupid piece with a more interesting exclusive next week.

At eleven-thirty, Martin Kehoe knocked once on my open door and delivered half a turkey sandwich from the executive lunch tray because I had forgotten to eat again.

At noon, Nora Rourke—Graham’s younger sister and the only truly warm person in that family—called just to ask whether I liked ranunculus more than sweet peas because she was helping with a donor event and “you know all the pretty things, Willa.”

At one-fifteen, Graham sent back the revised brief with only two tracked comments, which in Graham Rourke language was a standing ovation.

At one-seventeen, a new message arrived in my inbox.

Good work. Join me at three. We need to prep for Monday’s board call. —G.R.

No greeting. No sign-off beyond initials. No wasted word.

Still, I read it twice.

Then hated myself a little for the tiny, ridiculous pulse of warmth it caused.

I had worked for Graham for eight years. Long enough to know the exact cadence of his footsteps outside my office. Long enough to know when he was angry by the silence he carried into a room. Long enough to know that when he said good work, he meant it, because he never said anything he didn’t mean.

He was forty-two, controlled to the point of cruelty, and impossible to impress.

He was also, unfortunately, a man with a voice like dark velvet and hands that made me think unprofessional thoughts when he rolled his shirtsleeves to the elbow.

That was my burden to bear alone.

At three, I stepped into his office with my legal pad and tablet tucked to my chest.

Floor-to-ceiling windows lit the room in cold spring silver. Philadelphia stretched below us, all stone and glass and money. Graham stood near the window with his jacket off, one hand in his pocket, the other braced on the back of a chair.

He turned when I entered.

Even after all these years, my body noticed him before my brain did.

Tall. Broad shoulders. Black hair with one thread of silver at the temple that had appeared last winter and made him look unfairly better. A face cut in hard lines that never softened unless Nora was in the room or he was looking at something he wanted to dismantle.

His gaze moved over me once. Efficient. Complete.

“Hart.”

“Rourke.”

The corner of his mouth almost shifted. Almost.

I sat across from him and opened my notebook. He did not.

That should have warned me.

Instead, I said, “Hargrove calmed down after legal signed off. The Journal wants comment, but I bought us time.”

“I saw.”

There was a pause.

I looked up. “Was there something else?”

His eyes went to my left hand.

I hated that I knew the exact second he noticed the ring.

Or maybe noticed the way I touched it. Thumb to diamond. Small habit. Mine.

“Your fiancée count still at one?” Nora had once joked when she caught me fidgeting with it in a meeting.

I took my hand off the table.

Graham’s gaze lifted back to my face, unreadable.

“We’re hosting the Whitmore dinner next week,” he said. “I want you there.”

I blinked. “That’s not my lane.”

“It is now.”

“Because?”

“Because Whitmore likes you.”

Most people did. I was careful with their egos.

“Is this your way of complimenting my people skills?”

“It’s my way of assigning you work.”

There it was. The dry edge. The familiar calm. The small, sharp rhythm that made dealing with him feel like fencing with a knife you were never allowed to touch.

I wrote the dinner date down.

“Anything else?”

His gaze dipped to my hand again. “You’re distracted.”

Heat rose under my collar. “I’m prepared.”

“That wasn’t the question.”

My spine straightened. “If there’s a problem with my work, say so.”

“There isn’t.”

“Then I’m not sure why we’re discussing my concentration.”

For one breath, we just looked at each other.

Then he moved back to his desk, signaling the meeting was over.

“Monday, eight a.m.,” he said.

Dismissed.

I stood, gathered my tablet, and left with my pulse oddly unsteady.

That was the thing about Graham. He could make a room feel too small without taking a single step.

By four-fifteen, I was finally heading out for the cake tasting with a white pastry box balanced in one hand and my tote bag slipping off my shoulder.

The bakery had insisted I take samples home.

Lemon elderflower. Dark chocolate espresso. Vanilla bean with raspberry jam.

I had texted Ben on my way downstairs.

I’m bringing cake. Home early.

No answer.

I told myself he was in a meeting.

Traffic on Walnut was thick. The city smelled like rain and exhaust and the first warm day after a cold stretch. By the time I let myself into the apartment, my arm ached from carrying the pastry box and a folder full of revised guest numbers.

“Ben?” I called, toeing off my shoes by the door.

No answer.

The apartment felt wrong at once.

Not loud. Not broken.

Just... occupied in a way that did not belong to me.

A low laugh drifted from the hallway.

A woman’s laugh.

I went still.

For one strange second, my mind offered me every explanation except the true one. Television. A phone call. A speaker. His sister dropping by. A neighbor.

Then I saw the pair of high-heeled sandals beside the console table.

Red.

Not mine.

Something cold slid down my back.

The pastry box tilted in my hands.

I set it down carefully on the entry table, because some stubborn part of me still believed in not making a mess.

The hallway stretched ahead. Familiar. Beige runner, framed print Ben’s mother had chosen, the dent in the wall from when we moved in my bookshelf and he swore he’d fix it.

Another sound from the bedroom. A murmur. Bedsprings shifting.

The world did not shatter in one dramatic blow.

It narrowed.

Each step I took became its own separate act.

Hallway.

Doorframe.

My hand on the half-open door.

Push.

Ben was on top of a woman in our bed.

Not our bed, some practical voice corrected at once. Ben’s bed. Ben’s apartment. Ben’s family trust. Ben’s hardwood floors. Ben’s art. Ben’s future.

The woman beneath him twisted with the movement and looked over his shoulder.

Sadie Keene.

I knew her face.

She had been at two office-adjacent events with Ben in the last year, all polished blonde hair and bright teeth and harmless laughter. He’d called her a client contact once. Then later, nothing. Which should have told me something, maybe.

Her hand flew to the sheet.

Ben turned.

For half a second, he did not look ashamed. Only startled. Annoyed that timing had inconvenienced him.

Then he sat up hard. “Willa—”

Sadie’s other hand moved to her stomach.

Round beneath the rumpled sheet.

Not maybe.

Not rumor.

Pregnant.

The room swayed once and righted itself.

I had thought betrayal would feel hot. A blaze. A slap. Something dramatic and red.

It felt white.

Like every sound had been stripped out of the world.

Ben swung his legs off the bed, dragging the sheet with him. “This isn’t—”

“Don’t,” I said.

My voice surprised all three of us. Clear. Even.

Sadie looked down fast, a flush crawling up her throat. Ben stood, grabbing for his jeans.

“Willa, let me explain.”

I looked at the bed. At the pillows I had bought. At the navy throw folded at the foot. At my life turned into a cheap scene in a room I had dusted yesterday.

Then I looked at him.

“When?” I asked.

He rubbed a hand over his face like I was exhausting him. “It’s complicated.”

“When?”

He said nothing.

Sadie swallowed.

“Six months,” she said quietly.

Ben snapped his head toward her. “Sadie—”

I laughed.

One small sound. Barely more than breath.

Six months.

Six months of cake tastings and linen swatches and his mother forwarding honeymoon villas. Six months of him kissing my forehead before work and saying he was “just tired” when I asked why he seemed distant. Six months of me worrying about ovulation schedules while he was making a baby with someone else.

I looked at Sadie’s stomach again.

Not just cheating.

Replacement.

He hadn’t merely chosen someone else.

He had given someone else the future I kept asking him to stop delaying.

“I was going to tell you,” Ben said.

The lie was almost insulting in its laziness.

“When?” I asked again.

He shoved a hand into his hair. “Soon. I was trying to figure out the right way.”

“The right way,” I repeated.

“Yes.”

“Was she here while I was at work?”

His silence was answer enough.

The white noise in my ears grew louder.

Ben took a step toward me. “Look, nobody wanted this to happen like this.”

I finally looked him full in the face.

“No,” I said. “You wanted it to happen in a way that kept me useful until you were ready.”

That hit.

I saw it land.

Saw the irritation flash in his eyes beneath the guilt.

“Be fair, Willa.”

Fair.

There are words a person can say that close doors forever.

That was one of them.

Sadie sat very still on the bed, holding the sheet to her chest. She looked ashamed now. Or maybe frightened. Hard to tell. She was younger than me by at least five years. Pretty in a bright, polished way. The sort of woman people called sweet until they were proven wrong.

“We should all calm down,” Ben said, using the voice he used on difficult restaurant staff and family friends who drank too much wine. “There’s no reason to make this uglier than it is.”

I stared at him.

Uglier than it is.

He cheated on me for half a year. He got another woman pregnant. He brought her into the home we were supposed to start our marriage in. And he wanted civility. Tone. Good manners over a corpse.

I almost admired the scale of it.

“Do you love her?” I asked.

Ben’s jaw tightened. “That’s not the point.”

Of course not.

Love had never been the point for men who thought comfort was character.

“The apartment is in my name,” he said then, too quickly, as if rehearsed. “Technically. Through the trust. So I think the cleanest thing is if you take a few days and stay with June or your sister, and we work out the rest without any drama.”

For the first time, the hurt hit someplace lower and meaner.

Not just heartbroken.

Homeless.

I had paid bills here. Bought groceries. Chosen paint. Filled shelves. Folded towels.

Still, legally, I was a guest.

A guest with monogrammed napkins in the dining room and no claim to a single square foot.

Something inside me settled.

Not healed.

Not hardened.

Just... settled.

I looked at my left hand.

The ring sat there like a joke everyone else had gotten months before me.

Slowly, I twisted it off.

Ben stopped talking.

I held the diamond between finger and thumb. It flashed once in the late light from the bedroom window. For years I had imagined passing it to a daughter maybe, or tucking it away as part of a story that ended well.

Now it was only weight.

I turned and walked to the bathroom off the hall.

Behind me, I heard Ben say my name.

I ignored him.

The bathroom was neat. My cleanser on the sink. His razor beside the tap. Two toothbrushes in the holder. Domestic little lies lined up in ceramic.

I looked at myself in the mirror.

I did not look ruined.

That was almost offensive.

I should have looked different.

Women in stories looked different when their lives split open.

I only looked pale. And very calm.

“Willa.” Ben’s voice came from the doorway, careful now. “Let’s not do something dramatic.”

I met my own eyes in the mirror.

Then I dropped the ring into the drain.

It hit metal with a bright, final sound.

Ben cursed and lunged for the sink. “Jesus Christ—”

I stepped back as he shoved his fingers uselessly toward the grate.

The diamond glinted once, far below.

Gone.

When I walked past him, he caught my wrist.

Not hard. But enough.

I looked down at his hand until he let go.

“I’m trying to be civil,” he said, breath sharp.

“So am I.”

I went to the bedroom closet, pulled down my overnight case, and packed with the kind of order people use when chaos is inches away.

Underwear. Blouse. Black trousers. Toiletries. Laptop charger. One pair of flats. A sweater because offices were cold. My passport. My grandmother’s bracelet. The framed photo of my parents from the mantel in the living room.

Not the wedding binder.

Not the shoes.

Not the veil sample draped over the guest chair.

Let the dead keep their costumes.

When I came back to the living room, Sadie was dressed and standing near the windows with her arms folded over her middle.

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Then said, “I’m sorry.”

I believed that she believed it.

I did not have enough mercy left to care.

“Take care of yourself,” I said, because the child had done nothing to me.

Then I looked at Ben one last time.

He had put on jeans. No shirt. Hair still mussed from sex. A man interrupted, not transformed.

There was no great speech inside me. No breaking plate. No sob to shame him with later.

Only this.

“You don’t get to call me when this becomes inconvenient,” I said. “You don’t get to miss me. You don’t get to come back when being chosen stops flattering you.”

His face changed then. Not with grief. With anger.

Because he knew me well enough to hear the truth in it.

“Willa—”

I lifted the suitcase handle.

He moved as if to take it from me, maybe to soften the image of himself in his own mind.

I stepped around him.

At the door, the cake box still sat on the entry table, white ribbon neat, bakery label bright against the cardboard.

I picked it up, considered it for a second, then set it back down.

Let them choke on buttercream.

Outside, the hall was quiet.

The door clicked shut behind me.

Only then did my knees threaten.

I took the elevator down with my suitcase beside me and my phone burning in my coat pocket with messages I did not want to read.

In the lobby, I called June.

She answered on the first ring. “If this is about the hydrangeas, my answer is burn them all.”

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came out.

There was a tiny silence on her end. Then her voice changed. Softer. Sharper. Real.

“Where are you?”

“Outside,” I managed.

“Are you hurt?”

“No.”

“Did he?”

“No.”

Another beat. “I’m getting my keys.”

I shut my eyes.

“He was with someone,” I said. “She’s pregnant.”

June inhaled once, hard and furious. “Stay where you are.”

The city moved around me. Cabs. Footsteps. A siren blocks away. Someone laughing too loud outside a bar.

“I have work in the morning,” I said, because apparently my brain had broken.

“You have me in the next ten minutes,” June said. “The rest can line up and wait.”

That should have been the moment I cried.

It wasn’t.

I didn’t cry in June’s guest room either, though she brought me an old T-shirt, put cold water on the nightstand, and sat beside me while I stared at the wall.

I didn’t cry while I texted my sister that the wedding was off but I was okay.

I didn’t cry when I set my alarm for six and laid out a blouse with hands that felt borrowed.

I cried at two-forty in the morning because I reached for the other side of the bed before remembering it had never really been mine.

The next day, I went to work.

Of course I did.

The lobby of Rourke Stratton smelled like polished stone and expensive coffee. I walked in with concealer over shadows, my hair twisted into a knot so severe it gave me a headache, and my suitcase rolling quietly behind me.

I hated the suitcase most of all.

Everything else I could disguise.

Not that.

At my office door, Martin took one look at me, then at the suitcase, and his kind face went grave.

“Morning, Ms. Hart.”

“Morning.”

He held out a paper bag. “Blueberry muffin. Emergency issue.”

A laugh almost escaped me. “Thank you.”

He nodded once and walked away without asking a question.

By nine, I had answered twelve emails, revised a shareholder note, and hidden the suitcase under my desk with the careful shame of a child sneaking contraband.

At nine-thirty, Nora appeared in my doorway, took in my face, and crossed the room without a word to hug me.

That did almost break me.

Almost.

“I will kill whoever did this,” she whispered into my hair.

I made a sound somewhere between a laugh and a sob. “Please don’t. The paperwork seems annoying.”

She pulled back and cupped my face. “June called me. Only because she knew I’d worry if you looked like this and I didn’t know why.”

I nodded. Grateful. Mortified. Too tired for either to win.

“Do you need my apartment?” she asked. “My guest room? My brother’s country house set on fire? Name a thing.”

“I’m fine.”

Her expression said she did not believe me for one second. Smart woman.

Still, she only squeezed my hand and said, “You are loved here, Willa. Don’t do that thing where you go quiet and call it strength.”

After she left, I stared at my screen until the words became shapes.

You are loved here.

That was the trouble, maybe.

At work, people noticed if I frayed.

At work, I mattered.

At eleven, Graham summoned me.

I carried my notebook into his office and felt his attention land on me before the door fully shut.

His eyes moved first to my face. Then to my left hand. Then down, very briefly, to the wheel marks on the hem of my trousers from the suitcase under my desk.

Nothing in his expression changed.

Which somehow made me want to scream.

“We’re moving the Whitmore dinner to Thursday,” he said.

I sat. “Fine.”

“Hargrove’s counsel wants revisions to paragraph four.”

“I’ve already handled it.”

“I know.”

The silence that followed stretched.

He did not ask whether I was all right.

He was too disciplined for that. Or too private. Or maybe too much like me.

Instead he said, “You missed a call from the Journal at ten-oh-two.”

“I was in legal.”

“You’re never in legal without forwarding your line.”

There it was.

Not accusation.

Observation.

I set my pen down carefully. “Is there a purpose to this meeting, Mr. Rourke?”

His gaze lifted fully to mine.

In all eight years I had worked for him, I had never once called him Mr. Rourke.

Something changed in the room.

Small. Deadly. Intimate.

Then he said, very evenly, “Take the rest of the day if you need it.”

The words struck harder than pity would have.

Because they held none.

Only permission.

And maybe concern, which was worse.

“I’m working,” I said.

“I can see that.”

“I don’t need special treatment.”

“No one mentioned special treatment.”

My hands tightened in my lap.

He leaned back slightly in his chair, eyes still on me. “Your suitcase is visible from the hall.”

Heat climbed my throat so fast it hurt.

Of all the humiliations in the last sixteen hours, that one somehow cut deepest. Not Ben. Not Sadie. Not the ring in the drain.

This.

Being seen.

I looked away first. “It’s temporary.”

“I assumed.”

The gentleness in that nearly undid me.

I stood too fast. “If that’s all—”

“Hart.”

I stopped at the door.

He did not repeat himself. Did not fill the silence with advice or questions or false comfort.

When I turned back, his gaze was steady.

“Your work is covered,” he said. “Whether you leave now or not.”

I gave a short nod because speaking felt dangerous, then walked out before my face could betray me.

I stayed.

Of course I stayed.

I worked through lunch. Through the afternoon. Through the hollow ache that kept opening in my chest every time I remembered the curve of Sadie’s hand over her stomach.

By seven-thirty, most of the floor had emptied.

By eight-fifteen, even the cleaning crew had moved to the far end of the corridor.

I finally shut my laptop, slid it into my bag, and crouched to drag the suitcase from under my desk.

The office lights were dimmer at night. Softer. More honest.

I rolled the suitcase toward the elevators and pressed the button.

When the doors opened, Graham was already inside.

Of course he was.

He stood in shirtsleeves, jacket folded over one arm, tie loosened just enough to make him look less like a machine and more like a man some woman, somewhere, had probably once prayed over.

I stepped in because there was nothing else to do.

The doors closed.

Silence pressed around us.

I stared at the gold numbers over the door.

Thirty-two.

Thirty-one.

The suitcase handle was damp in my hand.

Graham said nothing.

Then, as the elevator passed twenty-eight, he moved.

Only one step. Barely that.

Still, all the air changed.

He reached past me to press the lobby button, though it was already lit. His chest brushed my shoulder. Warm. Solid. Brief.

Every nerve in my body lit up like a struck match.

I went still.

My breath caught so softly I hated that he probably heard it.

His hand came back to his side.

But his gaze dropped, once, to my fingers wrapped around the suitcase handle.

They were shaking.

I hadn’t noticed until he noticed.

He did not mention it.

Did not offer help.

Did not say my name.

That silence felt more intimate than sympathy would have.

More dangerous too.

The elevator kept descending.

Twenty-two.

Eighteen.

My pulse beat hard at the base of my throat.

When I finally looked up, he was already watching me.

Not with curiosity.

Not with the cool distance he wore in meetings.

With something harder. Quieter.

Something that looked a little too much like intent.

Like he had seen the crack in the wall and was deciding whether to touch it or tear the whole thing down.

The doors opened to the lobby.

I stepped out first, dragging my suitcase behind me, feeling his gaze between my shoulder blades like a hand.

I should have been relieved to escape it.

Instead, all I could think, stupidly, dangerously, was this:

Graham Rourke looked at me like a problem he meant to solve.

And I had no idea if I wanted to run from that.

Or let him.
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The next morning, I sat in a paper gown that did not close all the way in the back and stared at a framed print of yellow tulips on the wall.

Medical offices always tried too hard.

Soft art. Soft lights. Soft music.

As if a room could make bad news kinder.

A nurse had taken my blood pressure twice because the first number was “a little high,” which was a sweet way of saying I was one sentence away from chewing through the ceiling.

I folded my hands over my knees and tried to breathe like a normal woman sitting in a normal fertility clinic on a normal Friday morning.

Outside the exam room door, phones rang. Shoes clicked over tile. A baby laughed somewhere down the hall.

That laugh went through me like a needle.

Not because I was jealous.

Because I wanted.

That was the part people never said out loud.

Women were allowed to want love. Allowed to want weddings. Allowed to want pretty rings and white flowers and a man who picked out strollers with them on a Sunday afternoon.

But wanting a child with your whole body was still spoken about in whispers.

As if it was too much.

As if wanting that much made you needy. Soft. A little pathetic.

I put my hand flat over my stomach and looked down.

Not yet, I thought.

Please. Not yet.

A soft knock came at the door. Then Dr. Alina Shah walked in with a tablet in one hand and a kind face she did not use like a trick.

She was small, dark-haired, calm in the way only very smart people were calm. No false cheer. No pity.

Just truth.

“Good morning, Willa.”

“Morning.”

She sat on the little rolling stool and looked at me for one second too long.

Not in a rude way.

In the way doctors do when they are deciding how straight to go.

“We have your bloodwork and the ultrasound results,” she said.

I nodded once.

“My job right now is not to scare you,” she said gently. “It is to give you clear information.”

That made my spine pull tight.

I had always liked clear information.

Clear information could be turned into lists. Plans. Deadlines. Next steps.

Feelings were what ruined good systems.

“Your ovarian reserve is lower than average for your age,” she said.

For a second I heard the words, but they did not land.

Lower than average.

Not terrible. Not gone. Not impossible.

Just lower.

She turned the tablet a little and showed me numbers I understood only in pieces. Hormones. Follicles. Markers. Small facts with huge teeth.

“You can still conceive,” she said. “This is not me telling you that you can’t. But I am telling you that waiting another year may change the picture. Maybe not beyond repair. But enough that your options get narrower.”

I kept my face still.

I had spent years learning how.

At work. At home. In rooms with investors and reporters and men who thought the loudest person won.

Stillness was power.

“I see,” I said.

Dr. Shah studied me with those calm dark eyes. “You do not have to be brave for me.”

“I’m not trying to be brave.”

That, at least, was true.

I was trying not to come apart in a room with fake tulips.

She gave a small nod. “All right. Then let’s talk plainly.”

And she did.

She talked about egg freezing. About insemination. About donor sperm. About embryo creation. About timelines that suddenly sounded very short. About chances and percentages and the ugly little fact that biology did not care if your life had gone off the rails three days before your consult.

I asked questions. Good ones.

I asked about costs, success rates, legal steps, what could be done now, what should not be delayed, what tests came next.

Dr. Shah answered every one.

At the end, she folded her hands over the tablet and said, “I need you to hear one thing clearly. This is urgent, Willa. Not hopeless. Not catastrophic. Urgent.”

Urgent.

Such a sharp word.

Not a tragedy. A clock.

I looked down at my bare left hand.

Forty-eight hours ago, I had been arguing with a florist over centerpieces for a wedding to a man who said someday like he had invented time.

Now I was in a clinic hearing that my body had no interest in waiting for any man to get serious.

I laughed once.

Dr. Shah’s head tilted. “What?”

“Nothing.” I swallowed. “Only that life apparently enjoys dramatic timing.”

She smiled a little, but not much. “That part I can’t treat.”

I looked back at the numbers on the screen.

My mother had wanted four children and gotten two before illness took too much from her. She used to say motherhood was the only job that made her feel more like herself instead of less. When I was little, I used to roll my eyes at that.

I was not rolling my eyes now.

“Can I do this alone?” I asked.

“Yes,” Dr. Shah said.

No hesitation. No sugar. Just yes.

That did something to my chest. Hurt it. Helped it.

“If you want to move now,” she said, “we make a plan now. If you want to wait a little, we can discuss what that means. But I do not want you treating this like a someday decision.”

I nodded.

That word again. Someday.

A small graveyard of all the years I had handed my future to it.

When I left the office, the air outside was cold enough to sting my eyes.

It was late March in Philadelphia. The trees on the street had only just started to think about green. Cabs hissed through wet pavement. A man in a navy coat hurried past with coffee in each hand. Someone laughed into a phone.

The city kept moving.

It did not care that my life had split into before and after this week.

I stood on the sidewalk with my folder pressed to my chest and made myself one promise.

I would not panic.

Panic made women do foolish things.

Panic made you call the wrong man. Take the wrong offer. Mistake hunger for fate.

I would not panic.

I would plan.

That was different.

I took out my phone and opened a new note.

Tests

Timeline

Budget

Housing

Legal

Donor criteria

I stared at the last two words until the screen blurred.

Then I locked my phone and went to work.

By noon, I had already forgotten to eat.

That felt normal enough to be a comfort.

June appeared at my door with a salad I had not asked for and the look of a woman prepared to fight anyone who breathed wrong near me.

“You saw a doctor,” she said.

It was not a question.

I looked up from my screen. “Did Nora tell you to bully me?”

“Nora suggested. I improved the method.” June kicked the door shut with her heel and dropped the salad onto my desk. “How bad?”

I looked at the wall behind her for a second.

Then back at her face.

“Urgent,” I said.

June’s expression changed. Not dramatic. Just gentler.

“Okay.”

“That’s the word she used.”

June sat across from me without asking. “And what word are you using?”

I thought about it.

Scared was too simple.

Angry was true, but not all of it.

Alone was too ugly to say out loud.

“Focused,” I said at last.

June leaned back in the chair and looked at me for a long beat. “You know you don’t have to turn every disaster into a project plan.”

“Yes, I do.”

That got a quick breath of a laugh from her.

Then she reached across the desk and squeezed my wrist once. “Whatever you do next, do it because you want it. Not because Ben used your time like a toy.”

I swallowed hard and nodded.

She stood. “Also, Martin says the board is in a mood. Which means Graham is in a worse one.”

I looked back at my laptop. “Good to know.”

June was halfway to the door when I said, “What did you hear?”

She turned back. “Arthur called an unscheduled board session. Elias is there.”

That got my full attention.

Elias Rourke was Graham’s cousin. Sleek. Public. Too polished to trust. He smiled like a man already picturing your funeral.

“Why?” I asked.

June lifted one shoulder. “Because rich men enjoy ruining each other before lunch.”

Then she left.

I tried to go back to work.

I revised a statement. Killed a rumor. Answered two reporters with language so calm it almost sounded wise.

Still, my mind kept circling two things.

Urgent.

Board session.

By two, the entire executive floor felt wrong.

Too quiet.

People moved carefully, voices low, eyes flicking toward the corner office suite and away again.

At two-thirty, Martin came out of the boardroom with a stack of binders held too tight under one arm. His tie was crooked. I had never seen Martin’s tie crooked.

That said enough.

He passed my office and gave me a look that was not really a look. Just a fraction of one. A warning. Maybe sympathy.

I turned back to my screen and kept typing.

Inside the boardroom, Graham stood at the long end of the table and let them talk.

It was what he did best when men mistook silence for weakness.

Rain tapped at the windows. The city beyond the glass looked gray and distant. Around the table sat eight board members, two outside counsel, his grandfather Arthur Rourke at the head, and Elias across from him with his cuffs neat and his expression respectful enough to be insulting.

“Markets like continuity,” one of the older directors said.

“They like returns,” Graham said.

“They like confidence more.”

“They’ve had both from me.”

Arthur’s face did not move. Age had carved it down to bone and will. “This is not only about performance.”

Of course it wasn’t.

It was never only about numbers in families like this.

It was blood. Legacy. Optics. The old men’s favorite lie that money had morals if the right last name held it.

Elias folded his hands on the table. “There’s concern about stability.”

Graham turned his head slightly. “From whom?”

“From the investors who read newspapers,” Elias said.

A few people
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