Chapter 11

“We don’t know where she went,” one of her former coworkers said coldly. “But you know exactly why.” Then they hung up on him.

Worried something might have happened to her, he even called colleagues from obstetrics at the hospital and asked whether a patient named Sophie Bennett had made an appointment for a prenatal checkup.

No.

Still no.

He was already at his wits’ end and about to go out to search the cafés and bookstores Sophie used to like, hoping for a miracle, when Vanessa called again. Her voice was as soft and fragile as ever.

“Ethan, Annie’s not feeling very energetic today. I think she misses you. Can you come have lunch with her?”

Something inside him snapped.

“Vanessa Reed, enough!” he roared into the phone. “I know exactly how Annie’s recovering. She’s basically no different from any healthy child now. Stop using her as an excuse every single time!”

He ended the call and grabbed his car keys, his mind in total chaos.

Then the doorbell rang.

“Sophie—you came back?”

He thought she’d changed her mind. He yanked the door open.

A local courier stood outside, holding a thin document envelope.

“Mr. Ethan Sterling? Delivery for you.”

Frowning, Ethan tore it open.

Inside was a single sheet of paper.

A confirmation form for a pregnancy termination by induction.

Under Patient Name, it read clearly:

Sophie Bennett.

There was also a handwritten note in Sophie’s unmistakable hand.

Dr. Sterling,

Your fatherly devotion is clearly overflowing. My child and I weren’t lucky enough to deserve it.

Now you can focus on being somebody else’s Daddy Ethan.

I wish the three of you a lifetime together.

You deserve each other.

A loud buzz filled Ethan’s head.

The room seemed to spin. His knees gave out, and he collapsed onto the floor.

That sheet of paper was almost weightless, yet it felt heavy enough to crush his chest flat.

The baby…

His baby was gone?

He scrambled up like a madman and called Sophie again.

Her phone was still off.

He bolted out the door and drove to every place he could think of that she might go, but no matter how hard he searched, he found no trace of her.

It was as if she had vanished from the face of the earth.

As if she had erased herself completely from his world.

Overwhelming regret and panic closed around him. A man whose hands were usually steady enough to hold a scalpel through the most delicate surgery now found he could only force himself to sleep with alcohol.

And every time he shut his eyes, he saw Sophie in her wedding dress, crying.

He saw that termination form.

He saw the child he would never meet.

The day after the procedure, it felt like more than half of me had been hollowed out. I was so weak I could barely lift my hand.

Daniel Harper—my old upperclassman—and his wife, Claire, drove all the way from Seattle to pick me up in person. As the car slowly pulled away from the city that had held everything I had ever loved and hated, we stopped at a red light at an intersection. A car rolled up beside us. Its window came down, and there he was.
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Ethan Sterling.

Just his profile was enough to make my chest tighten.

His brow was drawn hard, his expression frantic, one hand gripping the wheel while the other kept redialing his phone. He was still looking for me.

I curled in on myself by instinct, then laughed silently at my own reaction.

If he was that anxious, he was probably in a hurry to get back to the little girl he cared about so much—his “daughter”—and to Vanessa Reed, the woman who always needed him to play savior.

Once I reached Seattle, life seemed to drop into mute and slow motion. It was so quiet, so steady, it almost made me uneasy.

When I refused to move into Daniel and Claire’s place and impose on them, Daniel insisted on renting me the vacant apartment upstairs from theirs.

“It’ll be easier to keep an eye on you this way,” he said in a tone that left no room for argument. Then he added, “And Claire’s younger brother lives right across the hall. He looks like trouble, but he’s a good kid. If you need help with anything heavy or annoying, just call him.”

I still couldn’t sleep.

At night, I lay awake staring at an unfamiliar ceiling for hours. During the day, I often curled up in the beanbag chair on the balcony with my knees pulled to my chest, watching the traffic below flow past in endless streams, feeling like an island the world had forgotten.

My body was healing, little by little.

The wound inside me would take longer.

Then one afternoon, the doorbell started ringing like whoever was outside had no intention of stopping.

When I opened the door, a young man with striking silver-blue hair and an oversized black T-shirt stood there holding a huge steaming stockpot that covered nearly half his face.

“Hey, new neighbor! My sister Claire sent me over with chicken soup. You need to build your strength back up.”

His voice was bright and fizzy, like an ice-cold soda in summer—so alive it felt almost unreal against the dead stillness I’d been living in.

He leaned his head around the pot and flashed me a wide grin, all straight white teeth.

“I’m Lucas Carter. Lucas as in Lucas, Carter as in Carter. You can call me Lucas. Or, if you’re feeling generous, you can call me your favorite neighbor. I accept both.”

I stared at him for a second, not sure how I was supposed to respond.

He, meanwhile, had no such hesitation. He slipped past me as if we already knew each other, carried the pot inside, and set it down on the dining table with practiced ease. Then he looked around my apartment like an overly curious golden retriever before his gaze landed on my pale face and the dark circles under my eyes.

“Wow,” he said. “You’ve got this whole vibe going on. Like you just wrapped filming for a murder mystery.”

He clearly spoke before thinking, but there was something oddly disarming about how blunt he was.

I tugged at the corner of my mouth, though even that almost-smile felt forced.
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Now he walked down the hospital’s long corridor in a daze, carrying a cardboard box stuffed with his white coat, stethoscope, and the rest of his personal belongings. Once, this place had been where he poured out all his ambition and conviction. Every stretch of tile had known the rush of his footsteps. Every exam room had witnessed his skill, his confidence, his pride.

Now he looked like a man being escorted out of his own life.

Even the nurses passing by only dared glance at him from a distance, pity and whispers flickering in their eyes.

At lunch break, a cluster of younger staff had gathered outside the break room, laughing over a video on someone’s phone. The sound grated against the silence in the hall. Ethan had no intention of stopping—until a familiar profile flashed across the screen.

Sophie.

He lurched toward them so abruptly he nearly stumbled. His voice came out scraped raw. “Pause it. Pause the video—now.”

The others jumped at his tone and instinctively hit pause.

The frame froze on the audience of a stand-up comedy show.

Sophie was seated near the aisle, thinner than before, her jawline more defined now, but there was the faintest smile at the corner of her mouth—a small, quiet smile, one he hadn’t seen in far too long.

It should have relieved him.

Instead, it felt like a knife driven straight into his chest.

Beside her sat a young man with short silver-blue hair and a sharply cut profile, leaning close to murmur something in her ear. The intimacy of it was unmistakable. One of the man’s arms rested casually along the back of her chair, his fingertips only inches from her shoulder. The ease between them, the unspoken familiarity, the perfect comfort of that distance—it was something Ethan had never had with her.

“Isn’t that Lucas Carter?” one of the nurses whispered in shock. “The race driver? The one who won the national rally championship? He went to a comedy show? And he brought a date?”

Lucas Carter.

A race driver.

Ethan sank onto the bench in the hallway as if all the strength had gone out of him. The cardboard box slipped from his hands. His stethoscope rolled free and clattered across the floor with a sharp metallic sound.

He had always believed that after leaving him, Sophie would fall apart. That she would be as miserable as he was, trapped in the same grief, unable to move on. That she would wait for him to come find her, to make things right, to ask for another chance.

He had never imagined that she might already have broken free of the past—that another man had led her into a world he could never touch, a world that was vivid and alive and burning with motion.

On the frozen screen, Sophie’s eyes no longer held that old, muted endurance, that dimness he had grown used to. In its place was something loose, open, almost luminous. She looked at ease. She looked free.
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She cried beautifully, the kind of crying that made people want to believe her. Clutching his hand, she begged, “Ethan, I know I’m not good enough for you, but this is your baby. I can’t get rid of it. I don’t need a title or a future. Just... come see me and the baby once in a while. That’s enough.”

That, apparently, was when Ethan finally learned what it felt like to be strangled by his own sense of responsibility.

He’d thought about telling Vanessa to end the pregnancy. But every time the words reached his lips, he’d look at her pitiful face, think of Annie’s little features—features people said resembled his when he was young—and lose his nerve. So he started sending Vanessa money in secret, trying to make up for his “mistake” with cash, giving her whatever she asked for.

He didn’t realize that was only the beginning of the nightmare.

Vanessa’s demands grew bigger and bigger. At first it was a few thousand for living expenses. Then it became designer bags, luxury goods, and eventually an apartment. She claimed her emotions were unstable because of the pregnancy and called Ethan constantly—during work hours, in the middle of the night, whenever she was upset. If she wanted to see him, he was expected to appear immediately.

By then, he was overwhelmed, exhausted, miserable.

I heard that in front of friends, he admitted he regretted everything
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