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For my husband








1 Victoria

10 WEEKS: KUMQUAT

Every courtship was a dance, and even though this seduction was professional, it was no exception. Victoria had been pursuing Nash Winton—the Nash Winton, as in the elusive, eccentric billionaire Nash Winton—for the better part of a year. Now, Victoria was closing in, her body rife with the delicious anticipation of consummation…well, metaphorically, anyway. Victoria was so thrilled, she could do another dance—the sort of dorky, fist-pumping jig that one only did alone, or in sitcoms.

Victoria arrived at the restaurant early. The host greeted her warmly and led Victoria over to the table, which was situated smack in the center of the place, where Nash could see and be seen, just as he liked. Victoria thanked the host and discreetly slipped him a hundred for securing her the last-minute reservation of a prime table.

Then, Victoria assessed the lighting, choosing the chair that would bathe her in the most flattering glow. She sat and crossed her legs, which were intentionally unsheathed from their usual trousers and instead clad in a formfitting pencil skirt with a generous slit. Most of the time, the boys’ club prevailed. But sometimes, the hint of an extra little something worked to pique the interest and capture the attention of a man who didn’t need any club, a man whose fortune rendered rules irrelevant, a man who had already blazed a trail of indisputable conquests and relished a challenge, a man who was seemingly one of the few tycoons without any interest in playing with rockets.

Five minutes later, as Victoria was faux-casually scanning an index report on her phone, Nash sauntered in, making his presence known as he waded through the restaurant, stopping at various tables, first to level a boisterous greeting at a movie-studio head in gym shorts and then a “Howdy, ya handsome devil” to a hedge funder who recently closed a deal to control the majority of high-end retail in the United States. When Nash reached their table, Victoria put down her phone and gave him a friendly smile. Victoria’s bottom line was abundantly clear to both of them: She wanted Nash’s money—not for yachts or Birkins, but to make an indisputable case to everyone at her wealth-management firm that she should at last be named managing director, having landed this ferociously sought-after whale.

Victoria stood to greet him and Nash’s hand grazed the small of her back as they embraced.

“Vic—can I call you Vic?”

Victoria loathed nicknames and would likely pretend not to hear someone if they dared to abbreviate her name. She looked directly into Nash Winton’s intelligent eyes. “Let me handle your portfolio and you can call me anything you want.”

The dance had begun. Nash’s mouth twisted upwards with amusement. “All you care about are my assets?” Nash asked.

“I could say the same thing to you,” Victoria teased.

Nash took an unsubtle, appreciative glance towards her figure. It was then that Victoria knew, without a doubt, that she had him. Her whale was on the line.



Just a few days later, Victoria would marvel at how everything could come spectacularly undone in an instant, how a carefully constructed life was no more impervious to complete disaster than a sandcastle was immune to the threat of a wave. But at 1:15 p.m., Victoria was still forty-seven minutes away from losing Nash and forfeiting the role of managing director to her coworker Mark Berg, a position they both had been contending for since day one. It was a designation that, if meritocracy were as fashionable as nepotism, Victoria should have been a lock for, even though she lacked the prep school connections, the Ivy League pedigree, and the sprawling ancestral manse on Nantucket that came with them.

Victoria glanced around her corner office, taking a rare moment to appreciate her surroundings. She let her gaze pass over the mid-century modern couch, the artfully arranged objects on the coffee table, and the pearly white cymbidium orchid that was thriving despite her flagrant neglect. It all came together to create a sense of tasteful, if studied, luxury—the interior design equivalent of a sweater from the Row, of which Victoria owned several. Something understated and expensive but without a giant label on it that screamed, Hello! I’m loaded, can’t you tell by this logo?

Victoria lightly tapped her heels on the area rug beneath her desk. She didn’t struggle with nerves before pitches, didn’t crumble under pressure or quake at the idea of public speaking. The opposite, in fact. Victoria lived for the thrill of bringing in a new asset and multiplying a fortune on their behalf. Victoria could deliver a TED Talk to rousing applause without so much as considering a beta-blocker, glancing at a confidence monitor, or breaking a sweat, and had in fact accomplished this very feat five years prior, just shy of her thirty-ninth birthday, allowing her to check yet another item off her list of life goals. Becoming her firm’s youngest and first female managing director instead of Mark Berg, a Wharton grad born and raised in Brentwood who managed to insert this information into most of his conversations, would satisfy another. A movement in her peripheral vision caught Victoria’s eye and snapped her back into focus. She shot a glance out the floor-to-ceiling glass expanse that separated her corner office from the cubicles housing the assistant pool. Her assistant, Harper, met Victoria’s gaze with an exuberant wave, then launched into a series of hand movements that Victoria couldn’t interpret.

“What?” she mouthed. Harper leapt up from her chair in platforms and a collared crop top—ostensibly an oblique nod to business casual—her three-inch heels not impeding her speed as she galloped over to the glass wall demarcating Victoria’s office from gen pop.

Harper mimed being stabbed and Victoria screwed up her face in confusion, then pointed to her door, indicating that since Harper was already convulsing at her threshold, she might as well come in. Harper pushed the door open a few inches and stuck her head through like a puppy sniffing out the location of a treat.

“You’re going to kill!” Harper whisper-shouted. “Your slides are lit.”

“Thanks, Harper.”

“Mark Berg thinks he has rizz but he’s one ass-grab away from getting hashtag canceled! Do you want to, like, close the shades and dance around to ‘About Damn Time’?”

“Oh. That sounds…fun. Maybe another time.” With a karaoke machine, in hell.

Harper flashed Victoria a thumbs-up and clomped away.

Several minutes later, a muted chime alerted her to a Slack message and Victoria shifted her attention to one of the three screens on her desk. A chat box started with Hey, B!

It had taken a few months for Victoria to get used to her assistant’s syntax, an adjustment period before she realized that Harper was teeming with youth in a way that required an onslaught of slang, emojis, and exclamation marks to communicate.

Messages from Harper popped up, rapid-fire.


B like boss, not bitch!

OMG I would never call u that!

LOL!

Literally!



Victoria wondered if Harper was literally laughing out loud at the thought. She, like the rest of her generation, seemed to have a flawed relationship with the word literal.

The messages kept coming:


I know u don’t want to dance but do u want anything else before the BIG mtg!?! Like a latte? Or a matcha? Or a green juice? Endorphins! Yay!



There was a case to be made that what Victoria needed was another assistant. One, for example, who showed a fleeting interest in the world of finance, or who practiced a more judicious approach to her use of exclamation marks, or who had a résumé devoid of the glaring nepotism that had landed Harper the position in the first place. Because yes, Harper’s parents were longtime clients. If pressed, Victoria would have suggested that they take a little time to get to know their offspring and then, correspondingly, find another field—any other field—better suited to Harper’s interests and talents. Victoria was glad she hadn’t been consulted, though. Despite Harper knowing the lyrics to every Taylor Swift song but being unable to create an Airtable to save her life, Victoria was charmed by her.

Victoria tapped out a quick reply: Thanks, Harper. Appreciate it, but I’m good.

Harper wrote back, U know u r! SLAY ALL DAY!

A smile tugged at Victoria’s mouth and she shot another glance out of her office, hoping to lock eyes with her assistant, but instead Victoria intersected gazes with Mark, who was walking by in a flash of Zegna and hair pomade. Mark’s head snapped away from Victoria, but not before she caught his death stare.

Victoria’s stomach suddenly coiled—a familiar pang of hunger mixed with something else altogether, a bitter, foreign sensation. She tensed. Her digestive tract twisted again and Victoria chastised herself for skipping breakfast in favor of an acidic orange juice; she didn’t have time for GI rebellion. She considered asking Harper to bring her something to eat but rejected this idea in the time it took her to stand up from her desk. The litany of questions and opinions that would follow was simply not worth it. What kind of snack? DF and GF? I swear my skin is literally glowing since I cut out dairy. You deserve some carbs, girl! I mean woman. I mean BOSS.

Victoria set off towards the office kitchen, walking down the hallway, which was decorated with muted but still significant modern art. When Victoria first traversed this hallway as a summer associate, she’d been wowed by the whole mise-en-scène. The army of Purple Label suits, the number of zeros on the figures funneled into funds and trusts, the sometimes intricate, sometimes flashy vanity deals brokered to satisfy clients’ whims. Victoria had listened to the easy banter of the other summer interns over take-out salads from La Scala, wondering how they had all learned so much, so quickly, about tennis clubs and Cap d’Antibes and the significance of Teterboro. A few weeks into the summer, Victoria had realized they hadn’t needed to learn these things; their fluency was innate, whereas Victoria, who’d grown up in landlocked, blue-collar Fresno, where mozzarella sticks and fountain Coke signified the height of fine dining, had to figure out which parts of Florida were acceptable (Palm Beach, Wellington, and Miami—but only during Art Basel) and if “The Brando” was a nickname. It wasn’t.

Now, Victoria smoothed her pencil skirt and silk blouse, about to enter the kitchen, when she heard the chatter. She paused, peering in through the inch-wide crack between the wall and the doorframe.

“I almost bought her whole I-don’t-need-a-man act,” said Ellen, a middle-aged mid-level HR manager.

Deborah, an assistant to one of the partners, predictably agreed. Deborah loved nothing more than feeling included. Except, perhaps, for combing through eBay for rare trolls to add to the sprawling collection that lined her cubicle.

“I heard the wedding cost a million dollars!” Deborah chirped with satisfaction. “A million.”

Annalise, the most junior member of the trio, gasped. “No way.”

Victoria felt a frown forming on her face and tried to tamp it down. Surely, she wasn’t…hurt? This woman collected trolls.

“Do you think it will last?” Annalise tested.

“I give it a year,” Ellen said.

“Six months,” challenged Deborah.

Victoria’s stomach lurched again. She chastised herself—why did she care? She usually deflected spiky, petty remarks without a second thought. Maybe that was the way she was built. Maybe it was a habit born of necessity. Maybe this was just how women were with one another.

Victoria marched into the kitchen. “What’s the over/under on a year?” she asked.

The women’s heads turned in unison. Ellen’s mouth dropped open. Deborah and Annalise froze in place and flushed, not with shame, Victoria suspected, but at the bad fortune of being caught.

Deborah recovered first. “Victoria, hi,” she said.

Annalise joined in. “We were just talking about this girl I know—who recently got married!” she added lamely.

As she stood there looking at the three women—Ellen focusing on the air two feet to the right of Victoria’s head, Deborah staring at the floor, Annalise suddenly consumed by an emergency with a fingernail that required her full attention—Victoria stifled a sigh.

“Ladies, ladies. Are we really going to pretend you weren’t talking about me or are we better than that?” Victoria asked, keeping an upbeat, playful lilt to her voice. Like she was in on the joke. Like it was a joke.

There was a sharp intake of air from Ellen as Victoria went over to a cabinet, opened it, and selected a box of Simple Mills almond-flour crackers. Deborah’s left eye began twitching in a way that a casual observer might think required medical attention, but it was just her tell—the signature, irksome physical response that acted up when Deborah behaved poorly, like a punitive Tourette’s.

Victoria felt a quick pang of guilt when she noticed Deborah’s eyeball dancing in its socket, but she also knew her point had been made. She tucked the box of almond-flour crackers under the crook of her arm and thought that Simple Mills had just complicated their day.

“It wasn’t anywhere near a million,” Victoria informed them. She was a wealth-management advisor, for God’s sake. Did they really think she’d blow that kind of money on one day?

Victoria flashed the women a thousand-watt smile, then walked out, holding her head high. She knew details of this encounter would be disseminated, deconstructed, and debated until the story no longer bore facsimile to what had occurred, but she had bigger priorities.

Moments later, Victoria was scarfing crackers and completing a post-presentation mental victory lap at her desk when her phone buzzed on her desk with a text notification. She assumed, without having to look, that it was her husband, checking in on her before her meeting.

Victoria picked up her phone. His text read, Checking in…

Victoria called him and Ace picked up immediately.

“A phone call? From the office? Did someone die?” Ace asked.

“No. No deaths. Just crackers,” Victoria answered.

“Crackers? Are we speaking in code?”

“Sure, as long as it’s code for ‘I’m sitting here taking down an entire box of crackers.’ ”

“Careful, you know what they say about crackers. It’s a slippery slope to sourdough.”

Victoria’s mouth curved upwards. Her orchid gleamed in the early-afternoon sunlight spilling in through the window. “I love sourdough.”

“I know you do.”

“Now I want a big stick of sourdough.”

“Is that code?” Ace joked.

Victoria chuckled. “You wish. And you know what? It’s your fault I’m in this carb hole.”

“Moi?” Ace asked.

Victoria could picture the sly half grin, half smirk that Ace was undoubtedly wearing at that exact moment.

“Yes. I’m wondering if I can go back in time, un-meet you, and not be shoving crackers down my throat,” Victoria said.

“String theory! Let’s do it.”

“Actually, I could still meet you,” Victoria mused, looking out her window down onto the tony streets of Beverly Hills. “I’d just have to stick to my guns in the parallel life where I’m not in this situation and never give you the time of day.”

“To be fair, you didn’t. Not at first.”

“Not for a long time.”

“Good thing I was irresistible,” Ace said.

“More like relentless,” Victoria replied. “And now here we are. Here. We. Are.”

“Indeed,” Ace said. “Pumped for your meeting?”

“I am,” Victoria answered. She didn’t believe in beating around the bush, and with her husband, she never felt like she should.

“Go land your white whale,” Ace said.

“And here I was expecting a joke about how I already had.”

Ace laughed his way off the phone while wishing her good luck and simultaneously making it clear that Victoria didn’t need it. She didn’t rise to meet an occasion; she was already there, ready and waiting, prepared to harpoon it.

Victoria walked out of her office and tossed a friendly smile to Harper without breaking her stride so her assistant would know to carry on. There was no need for Harper to join Victoria on her battle march; she didn’t need to pause her important work adding items to her Shopbop cart, decoding illiterate texts from last week’s one-night stand, and trading memes of the day with friends who were also serving in the ranks of corporate incarceration with only the internet to lighten their sentences.

Victoria passed the smaller conference room—the one reserved for internal meetings and clients who preferred the sensation of intimacy over grandeur—and veered to the right, towards the large conference room. The big dicks, the major leagues. Most of the principals were already assembled in leather rolling chairs around the long mahogany table. A large flatscreen displayed the firm’s name, cued up for Victoria to present her deck.

As she entered, Victoria passed an approving eye over the Russ & Daughters spread she’d had flown in from New York. A few months prior, Nash had mentioned that it was his favorite deli; Victoria had collected this kernel of information and squirreled it away until she could transform knowledge into action. The billionaire’s preferred refreshments now sat waiting: a precipitously tall tower of bagels, plump and doughy; a platter of gleaming smoked salmon; mounds of cream cheese flecked with forest-green chives; a bowl of satiny sablefish; and a vat of caviar so deep it would please an oligarch, the small onyx beads of roe glittering like treasure.

Victoria looked at the suits convened around the table. As usual, Mark avoided her gaze and inspected the infantry of LaCroix cans lining the middle of the table before finally selecting Pamplemousse, then checking his watch like he couldn’t wait for this to be over.

At precisely two o’clock, Victoria’s white whale crested the shores of the conference room wearing custom cowboy boots, faded Levi’s, and a crisp Charvet shirt tucked in to show off a belt with an oversized buckle. His silver mane was slicked back and glinted like mica under the recessed lighting.

“Excuse the boots. I just came from my ranch,” Nash announced, referring to his expansive property in Montana recently featured on the cover of AD. An assistant ferried over a bagel and lox. As Nash sat down, the sharp, pungent smell of the smoked fish wafted over to Victoria.

A wave of queasiness descended like a thick fog rolling in without warning. Victoria felt a gag rising in her throat and managed to swallow it down, but her stomach roiled uncontrollably. She tried to prevent evidence of her nauseated state from showing on her face. She tried to proceed as if her body hadn’t been overtaken by forces beyond her. She really tried. But goose bumps sprang up amid the sheen of sweat suddenly covering her body, and there was no stopping this. The morning’s ill-conceived orange juice and half-digested almond-flour crackers forcibly ejected themselves…onto Nash.

Revulsion covered Nash’s face as he recoiled, the viscous, milky-yellow soup of Victoria’s stomach acid seeping down his white shirt. A cracker fractal slid off his chest onto the table.

The room was deathly silent. The sour, acrid stench of sickness permeated the air. One of the assistants dry-heaved, then turned to retch into a nearby wastebasket.

Still in shock, Victoria put her hand up to her mouth. Little driblets of vomit clung to the bottom of her lips.

“Oh my God. I am so sorry,” she said, then vomited again onto the table.

Nash remained motionless—a statue of stunned disgust. Everyone else stared at her, aghast, except for Mark, who didn’t bother to try to conceal the titillated grin splitting his face like a Muppet. For maybe the first time in her adult, professional life, Victoria didn’t know what to do next.

“I’m pregnant,” she blurted. Then, she fled the room.





2 Liz

8 WEEKS: IPHONE APP ICON

Liz pulled the chicken out of the oven and inspected it for the “life-changing” qualities that a sitcom star turned lifestyle blogger had touted on TikTok. Liz doubted that this twice-basted bird could make her boyfriend of eleven months suddenly declare his undying love or give Liz the courage to quit her soul-crushing job. Still, Liz had to try. Even though she was about as far from a yoga-mat-toting, green-juice-chugging blogger as Preston was from proposing.

Liz sprinkled parsley on top of the chicken and, with full hands, jabbed at her phone with her pinkie finger before it plunged into lock-screen mode. She saw the time: five minutes to seven. Shit. Liz whipped into action and spun through her apartment. She hid dirty pans and threw away used paper towels, hopefully removing any signs of effort so that this dinner, which she had labored over, would seem effortless. Oh, what? This four-course gourmet meal? It was nothing!

Liz tried to arrange the place mats to cover the various water rings and other blemishes on her table. She fluffed the throw pillows on her worn-in Jennifer Convertibles couch, tore off her rarely used apron—a gag gift from a bachelorette party that boasted penises dressed as vegetables—and cued up a Romantic Dinner Vibes playlist on Spotify.

As soon as Al Green started flowing through the Bose speakers, Liz paused. “Let’s Stay Together” seemed…a little on the nose? Maybe even desperate, or like she was trying to convey some kind of super-textual message like the sync music in the background of The Catch, the reality dating show she edited, if combing through hours of B-roll for something scandalous that had inadvertently slipped through the net counted as “editing.” Liz knew she should feel grateful to have a job on a top-rated show, but instead Liz felt her faith in mankind plummet with every day she spent witnessing gaggles of women fight to lock down “a catch,” fully aware of the other catch that the double entendre of the show’s name promised: One of the men wasn’t straight. Liz had worked for this arguably homophobic cultural blight upon humanity for six of its eight seasons, vowing with each ersatz fight or booze-soaked hookup that she’d finally get on LinkedIn and get out of reality TV. Meanwhile, Preston loved his job in the sports department of a top agency. He met whatever professional tasks he faced with the boundless enthusiasm of a golden retriever. Like the world owed him something, and wasn’t it fun?

The buzzer sounded. Either Preston was on time or Postmates was ringing her again because her stoner next-door neighbor had ordered enchiladas, then fallen into an indica stupor and forgotten about his craving. Liz took a deep breath to steady her nerves. Would she ever feel secure in a relationship, free of the sense of impending doom that clung to her like bad perfume? Or were relationships just like this—as precarious as a polar ice cap? Liz went over to the buzzer as it sounded again, loud and squeaky, like a goat bleating.

“It’s Domino’s,” Preston joked when she answered it.

“No tip if you forgot my breadsticks again,” Liz said, and let him up.

While she waited for Preston to climb the two flights of stairs to her apartment, Liz changed to a Dinner Mood playlist and paced her tiny kitchen. As soon as she heard footsteps approaching, she channeled her best breezy blogger and plastered on a smile that she hoped came across as chill, low-key, and appealing.

“Sweet,” Preston said, taking in the Pinterest-worthy tablescape. He offered her a bottle of wine and kissed her on the cheek. Liz hoped he directed his affection there—where he might greet his sister or his mother—instead of kissing her on the mouth because she was wearing visible lip gloss and not for some other reason. Like he’d suddenly lost all romantic interest in her. “You went all out,” Preston said.

“This?” Liz said, gesturing casually to the spread she’d agonized over for a week. “Oh, it’s nothing. Are you hungry?”

“Starving,” Preston said, taking off his suit jacket and slinging it over the arm of the couch. Liz loved how comfortable he was in her place. Even if he didn’t have a key. Even if they never discussed their future. Even if their relationship seemed more like a mislabeled situationship they had slid into rather than something with legs they had intentionally sought out. Even—

“Should we pop that open?” Preston asked, pointing to the bottle of wine in Liz’s hands.

“I’ll do it!” Liz rushed off to find a bottle opener. Preston sat down at the table and started thumbing through emails on his phone.

“Just have to check something.” Liz wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or himself, so she just nodded while pouring cabernet.

“I’ll put it on silent in a sec,” Preston added.

“It’s fine!” Liz insisted.

Preston tapped out a few more emails, then put his phone on vibrate—his definition of silent—and slipped it back into his pocket.

“This dinner looks bomb,” Preston said, glancing at the roasted chicken, Mediterranean farro, kale salad, and sweet potatoes. He helped himself and Liz fussed over him, acting like it was normal for them to have a home-cooked meal together on a weeknight. Preston ate heartily, laying on the compliments, while Liz tried to choke down a few bites of influencer-endorsed chicken. It was perfectly cooked, but Liz was too nervous to enjoy her culinary triumph. She waited for Preston to consume enough wine to take the edge off a workday, then she cleared her throat.

“There’s something I need to talk to you about…”

Preston looked at Liz curiously and then a flash of something else—fear?—flickered across his face before he said, “Actually, there’s something I wanted to talk to you about too.”

Liz’s heart sank so low in her chest she was sure a rescue party would deem it a lost cause.

“Okay,” Liz said, her throat constricting and dry…like overcooked chicken. “Do you want to go first?”

“No, no. Ladies first.” Chivalry was not dead, though Liz wished, in this moment, that it was taking a breather. She didn’t know how to go about this, only that she needed to, somehow.

“Well…” Liz took a big gulp of air. “I know we weren’t planning this, and we don’t ever really talk about us in a where-is-this-going kind of way and—that’s fine! Not everything has to be so target oriented just because we’re in our thirties and our friends are hitting those milestones and society—you know?” Preston looked blankly at her but nodded. “Anyway, this was—is—a big surprise, and obviously, you have a say in it, we’ll figure it out together—”

“Liz,” Preston interrupted, his brow furrowed. “What’s it?”

She looked at him. At his classic, even features and his blue-gray eyes that changed color like a mood ring.

“I’m pregnant,” Liz said.

Preston stared at her. The shock seemed to spread across his face gradually, like a rash, from top to bottom. First, his eyebrows darted up, then his eyes widened, and finally his mouth opened to form a perfect circle. “Seriously?”

“Seriously,” Liz confirmed, as if she would ever play a pregnancy prank on someone whose feelings for her still felt undefined, as if she would ever joke about something so huge. Liz twisted her hands in her lap underneath the table. Preston sat there wordlessly for what felt like an eternity. A torturous eternity. A torturous eternity from which Liz could wave at him from across the expanse of a galaxy and send him a postcard: Hi, from Hell!

“Are you sure?” Preston said.

Liz felt a little piece of herself crumble like a brick from an abandoned building. While it was ridiculous for her to imagine that Preston would have reacted by leaping up, shouting like Oprah, and telling Liz that this had made him realize his deep love for her, it was still a fantasy she had unfortunately entertained.

“Yes…positive.”

In case Preston needed proof, Liz got up, went over to a drawer, and pulled out ten at-home pregnancy tests. She carried them over to the table and placed them in front of Preston in a haphazard heap of EPTs, some of the sticks jutting out at odd angles like a bizarre game of Jenga. Preston eyed the tests from a distance, either unwilling to touch them and validate their contents or reluctant to handle plastic sticks that had been held under a stream of her urine. Liz watched Preston’s facial expression anxiously, trying to tease out its shifts like a meteorologist.

“They’re all positive?” he said.

Liz nodded. A candle dripped wax on the table and Liz didn’t wipe it away, beyond caring that it would congeal on the wood and have to be scraped off later with a butter knife.

“Wow,” Preston said. “Wow.”

Liz peered into the question marks in his eyes and marveled that someone who had been inside her body on a semiregular basis over the course of almost a year could do something, or not do something, and suddenly seem like a complete stranger. Her expression, which she was trying to keep under wraps, must have escaped onto her face, because Preston leapt into preservation mode.

“Sorry, I’m just really shocked.”

“I get it. But, yeah, it’s not a joke. I’m pregnant. Knocked up. With child. Or at least, pre-child. With sperm that joined up with an egg.”

“ ‘Joined up,’ like they formed a band?”

Liz lifted a corner of her mouth into a tentative smile. Was Preston cracking jokes? That seemed like a good sign. “A tiny, two-member band,” she said.

“Wow. This is wild. Preg-nant.” Preston paused between syllables to break the word into two parts, enunciating like English was his second language instead of first and only. Before he could utter the word wow one more time, Liz rushed to supply some facts.

“I’m eight weeks along. I’m not completely regular so I didn’t think anything of it last month, but then I started feeling nauseous and I looked at the calendar…so I got the tests.”

Preston cracked a few knuckles, a habit he had been trying to break for as long as Liz had known him. Which was to say, since they had both swiped right on an internet stranger eleven months ago and then, unbelievably, made plans to meet up in person. Plans that, even more unbelievably, seemed to go well. Until…now.

“You don’t have to say anything this second. It’s a lot,” Liz added, more to reassure herself than him.

Preston met her gaze. “Sorry. I know I keep saying wow and sitting here like an idiot.”

“Not at all. I mean, you are saying wow a lot, but you’re not an idiot.”

Preston smiled at her a bit sheepishly, but also gratefully. “You’re not alone in this. Two people formed that band, and we’ll decide how to handle it as a team.” Liz assumed he meant whether the band should break up or stay together and she felt her chest tighten at the second option. She wasn’t ready to talk about that.

“Should we think about it?” Liz suggested, suddenly feeling like her lungs weren’t getting enough air and trying not to suck in asthmatically. “Let it sink in?”

“Good idea,” Preston agreed.

Liz got up and retrieved a plate of tahini chocolate chip cookies, another blogger-sanctioned delight. “I made dessert, if you want some.” She used her arm to make room by sweeping the pile of EPTs off the table, onto a chair. In the second after, she regretted this move; it was gross, and Preston might not have been done eating.

Preston put his hand on his stomach. “Thanks, but I’m full from the chicken.”

Or unforeseen news that he needs to digest, Liz thought. And then she remembered.

“Was this what you wanted to talk to me about too? Were you going to tell me you’re pregnant?” Jokes. Bad jokes.

Preston laughed, but it sounded strained. “How’d you know?”

Liz chuckled but the problem was, she didn’t know. She didn’t know what Preston was going to talk to her about before she had dropped a bomb on him, and Liz didn’t have the courage to ask him.

“I don’t remember what I was going to say. It obviously wasn’t important,” Preston told her, and Liz wondered whether one or both parts of that statement was a lie.



Soon after, Preston said he had to leave because he had an early branding meeting the next day with an outfielder. He told her the player’s name and Liz feigned recognition, but it was impressive in and of itself that she knew he was talking about baseball instead of basketball. Preston lived for men running around in uniforms trying to put balls in nets, over walls, or in holes. Liz knew nothing about these nets, walls, or holes, except that they were very important to these men, and therefore to Preston.

“I’ll call you tomorrow,” he said.

They hugged goodbye and then Liz stared at the back of Preston’s head as he walked out as if maybe, just maybe, his wavy hair held some clues about what he was thinking. After the door closed, Liz sank onto the couch and drew a soft, nubby blanket over her legs, too tired to clean up the dinner plates she had tossed in the sink and too nauseous to deal with the cloying scent of cleaning supplies. She thought that while it could’ve gone better, it certainly could have gone a lot worse.

When the buzzer sounded again a short while later, Liz groaned. She was scrolling through some true crime shows in her queue and had paused at one that another editor had told her was especially violent and murderous, though she had just come across a meme warning that people who watched true crime shows to unwind might be seriously disturbed themselves. Liz didn’t want to unpack why she felt televised trauma relaxing, but she also didn’t want to get up to manage her pothead neighbor’s Dorito Locos Taco order. Nevertheless, Liz mustered the energy, walked across the room to the buzzer, and called into it “You have the wrong apartment” before allowing the delivery person up.

Two minutes later, there was a knock on her door. Annoyed, Liz flung it open, ready to redirect the Postmate, only to find Preston, holding a container of breadsticks. “I wanted to make sure I’d get a tip this time.”

Liz stood there too flabbergasted to react.

“Can I come in?” Preston smiled and handed her the cardboard box. Liz wordlessly accepted it and stepped aside to let him in. Preston waited for her to close the door behind him but remained standing, as if he wanted a clear escape route after he had accomplished whatever pressing task had led him back there.

Liz clutched the warm box of breadsticks and wondered if they were a parting gift, Preston’s way of letting her down easy. Nothing said I don’t want you to have my child and I don’t want you to be my girlfriend anymore, but I hope we stay cool like a dozen gooey breadsticks.

“Why do you look scared?” Preston asked, inspecting her.

“I’m not!” Liz insisted, terrified.

“I didn’t want you to think I was only bringing this up because of, you know.” Preston gestured to Liz’s midsection. “But it really is what I wanted to talk to you about earlier.” Preston paused and Liz held her breath.

“I think we should move in together,” Preston said.





3 Victoria

10 WEEKS: KUMQUAT

Victoria’s usual routine, after stepping out of her heels and putting her bag down on the console table in the foyer, was to settle into Ace’s end-of-the-day embrace. Today, she flung herself into his arms like she had been ejected from a T-shirt cannon at a Lakers game. She buried her face in Ace’s chest and inhaled his familiar scent, the woodsy muskiness somehow complementing the freshness of Dial soap, which he insisted on still using even though Victoria had read somewhere that the dye was carcinogenic.

“That bastard. He wouldn’t sign?” Ace asked.

“No. It was worse. Much, much worse,” Victoria replied, her voice muffled. She pulled her head back and looked up at her husband, whose brown eyes were brimming with affection. “I threw up on him.”

“What?” Ace exclaimed, his eyebrows lifting.

“And then I panicked and told everyone I was pregnant.”

“I thought you weren’t saying anything until—”

“After I landed managing director and I was showing, I know,” Victoria said, unable to stifle a flare of irritation. “Hence, the ‘I panicked’ of it all.”

Victoria peeled off her jacket and stalked towards the kitchen. She smelled something simmering on the stovetop. Bossa nova emanated from the sound system. A bouquet of peonies sat on top of the gray-and-white Calacatta marble island, their ballet-slipper-pink blooms newly burst open, and two place settings were arranged on the dining room table. It looked like a fucking movie set.

“I’m sorry,” Ace said as he followed her into the kitchen. “What can I do?” Victoria threw her jacket across the counter, knocking a few petals off a peony. She sat on a barstool and kicked off her heels, which skittered across the floor.

“A dirty martini would be great, but I can’t even have that, can I?” Victoria shot Ace an aggrieved look, then shook her head. “After everything…I can’t believe this.”

“You’re human,” Ace said. “We’ve all—”

“Vomited on a billionaire in front of your entire company? After working for decades to be taken seriously? To be taken seriously as a woman, and then that very thing—that womanhood—is the thing to betray me?” Ace opened his mouth to respond but Victoria silenced him with an icy look. “Don’t try to make me feel better. There’s nothing you can say.”

Ace put his hands up. “I won’t even try. I won’t point out that it’s not your fault. I might, in fact, try to make you feel worse?”

“Impossible. How?”

“You don’t smell great,” Ace replied, shooting her a smile as he went over to the stove and adjusted the heat setting.

“You do realize I won’t get managing director now? Not after that disaster. Not now that they know I’m going to be out on maternity leave.”

Ace opened his mouth, but Victoria beat him to it. “Don’t try lecturing me about workplace equality. The idea that women aren’t discriminated against for having a uterus is complete and utter horseshit! Sure, that would be nice. That would be fair: Don’t punish our gender while we propagate the human race. But that’s not reality.”

Ace waited patiently for Victoria to finish her tirade. She knew she was preaching to the choir. Ace would never try to mansplain about workplace equality. He was the guy who couldn’t eat lobster rolls after learning that crustaceans often walked claw in claw. Ace knew how many times Victoria had been mistaken for an assistant. He understood that the condition of walking-into-a-conference-room-while-female was tenuous at best and arduous at worst. He was deeply aware of how, unbelievably, Victoria still had to fight to be compensated for her worth.

“I’m going to wash the vomit out of my hair!” Victoria yelled before storming out of the room. Her dramatic exit was impaired when she tripped over her discarded shoes, stubbing her toe. “Damn it!”

Victoria limped to the closet—her sanctuary. Once there, she parted a row of hanging clothes and dove into it like Moses crossing the Red Sea. This was the only place she cried, not that she would ever admit it. Just like Victoria didn’t do nerves, she didn’t do tears. Over the years, she had cultivated the tough emotional shell of an armadillo, which she considered not just key to her success, but also vital for her well-being. Only by herself, in the dark confines of her closet, safely tucked away from the world, would Victoria occasionally allow herself a good cry.

An initial, indignant tear made its descent down her cheek, soon followed by its brothers-in-arms. While Victoria hoped the tears would prove cathartic and wash away some of her fury, she also tried not to think about Nash’s reaction, what her coworkers were saying, how much Mark Berg was gloating, or how she had taken out her frustrations on Ace.

It was remarkable that her relationship with Ace had even happened. Victoria had been on a tear of mutually agreed-upon, no-strings dalliances when she attended a client’s wedding in Montecito. She had been sitting by herself in a quiet corner of the hotel bar, downing a martini before the reception and dreading the gauntlet of social pleasantries she was about to endure, when Ace had interrupted her solitary pregame. Victoria hadn’t bothered to look up before blurting, “No thanks. I’m not interested. I prefer being single.”

Instead of being rebuffed, Ace asked, “Why’s that? Have you been dating a bunch of clowns?” Victoria looked up to register this annoying stranger who had invaded her space. If an oak tree were cast as the star in a romantic comedy, that would be the man standing before her: handsome, tall, sturdy, capped with an impressive shock of salt-and-pepper hair. Oh, and he possessed what would doubtlessly be described as an “irresistible” twinkle in his eyes.

Victoria replied, “I don’t date clowns.”

That was true enough. Victoria didn’t date clowns; she slept with perfectly acceptable guys for three to six months before finding perfectly reasonable excuses to extract herself. But Victoria didn’t owe anyone an explanation about her personal life. She returned her eyes to her phone.

“No, you don’t date clowns,” Ace corrected himself, sizing her up further. “You don’t date. Or you do, but you don’t relationship.”

“Relationship isn’t a verb,” Victoria responded. Clearly, this guy would have to go away now, understanding that her bar for entertaining someone’s advances started at basic grammar.

“The lady deflects,” Ace hit back, then tossed her a grin enclosed by parentheses of dimples.

A charming grin, those twinkling eyes, and dimples? Victoria was sure the damn things had never failed him. She drained the last drops of her martini and stood up.

“Nice to meet you.” She didn’t think she needed to voice the sentiment Have a nice life, which I will never be a part of again. It hadn’t been the most eloquent exit line, but it was a solid plan. That is, until Victoria found her seat assignment for the wedding reception, located the hodgepodge singles’ table her place card directed her to, and saw The Oak Tree sitting there.

“Should we try this again?” he said, giving her a broad grin and extending his hand. “I’m Ace.”

What was Victoria to do? She introduced herself, made polite conversation, and allowed Ace to order a drink for her. At the end of the night, if forced, Victoria would have to admit that she had enjoyed his company. Then again, the people at the singles’ table of a wedding were like the dregs at the bottom of a bag of potato chips. The unfortunate aunts and weird friends from college did not pose fierce competition.

Ace had asked to see Victoria again while escorting her to the hotel elevator. He handed Victoria his card and watched as she stepped inside. Victoria pressed the button for her floor. Ace pointed to the card in her hand, indicating: her move. Victoria had considered calling him. Emailing? Texting? Did men his age even text? Was there a complimentary communications course at the Genius Bar for men over the age of fifty-five with the purchase of an iPhone? What would she even say? What was the chance that this guy would be different from everyone who had come before him, that he was worth the time, the risk, the energy?

Victoria had reminded herself that her life functioned flawlessly exactly as it was. She dismissed the entire episode with Ace and left his business card in the trash can of her hotel room.

When an enormous bouquet arrived at her office without a note a week later, Harper—instinctual Gen Z digital sleuth that she was—immediately did a reverse Google image search and discovered that they were purple torenias. Also known as Clown Flowers, LOL, she had Slacked.

Victoria had felt something inside herself shake loose—an excavation of sorts. In hindsight she could label it. It was hope.



As she sat in their closet, inhabiting a world they now shared as a unit, Victoria thought that it was either unbelievably terrifying or downright extraordinary how one person could bend the trajectory of your life. She could smell the shallots wafting from the kitchen and her stomach—that traitor—growled with hunger. After shedding her work clothes, Victoria threw on a silk robe and rinsed her face, the cold water offering a small internal reset. When she walked back into the kitchen, Ace looked up from the stove, where he was tasting sauce from a wooden spoon. “I know,” he told her. It was all he needed to say.

Victoria went over to wrap her arms around him and whispered the words into the soft fabric of his shirt anyway. “I’m sorry.”

“Are you also hungry?” Ace asked.

“Yes, but I might throw up on you.”

“You’re my wife. You can vomit on me anytime.”

“You should have put that in the vows,” Victoria said.

Ace spooned puttanesca into their dishes and they sat down at the table, side by side.

“Do you want to talk about it?” he asked.

“It, the dumpster fire of my career? Or it like Rosemary’s Baby?” Victoria pointed to her stomach. “I think you impregnated me with the devil. I’ve felt perfectly fine this entire time and then, at the most inopportune moment, this little fucker decided to act up.”

Ace switched his focus from Victoria’s face to her abdomen. “You keep putting your mom through the wringer and we’re going to have words on the other side of this thing, you hear?”

Victoria froze, a rictus grin on her face.

“What?” Ace asked, putting down his fork.

“I’m going to be someone’s mom.” Victoria paused, the words heavy on her tongue before she uttered them. “What if this was a huge mistake?”

“My love,” Ace said, turning to her and placing his hand on her knee.

“I know I shouldn’t say this out loud…but I’m having second thoughts.” She looked at Ace. “Some people shouldn’t be mothers.”

“That’s true. But you’re not one of them.”

“I don’t like children.”

“Who does? From what I can tell, it seems like they’re always sticky and loud and demanding. But there must be a reason people keep having them.”

“What if the maternal instinct doesn’t kick in?”

“It will. I know we’re old and we don’t know the first thing about parenting, but we’re in it together.”

“What if I’m not any good?” Victoria looked at him searchingly, raw and exposed. “You know how my mom was. How she is.”

“You’re not her,” Ace said firmly. “You’re nothing like her.”

Victoria thought about her mother, who had birthed her with an enthusiasm that faded in steep increments once she failed to detect any commonality. Family lore had it that as soon as Victoria began talking, she was brimming with questions, having found a voice for her insatiable curiosity. Why are tongues wet? Why did they build the pyramids? Where do we go when we die? But how? But why? Why, why, why?

Victoria’s mother met this onslaught with confusion and then fatigue and irritation. By age five, Victoria had taught herself to read so she could find better resources to quench her thirst for information. Victoria’s mother then operated with the polite remove of someone hosting a foreign exchange student in her home. She would be gracious until the semester was over, but she wouldn’t try to bridge the language barrier or forge any sort of lasting bond.

Victoria met Ace’s gaze and swallowed hard. “What if this is the one thing we have in common?” Victoria asked him, speaking so softly her words were barely audible. “What kind of mother feels ambivalent about being pregnant?”

Ace took Victoria’s hands in his. “I’ve been on this planet for six decades. Not to toot my own horn, but there have been a lot of women who have wanted to procreate with me. But until I met you, I never thought about settling down and having a family. So, what does that tell you?”

“You have Alzheimer’s?”

Ace tipped his head back and laughed. “I fucking love you.”

Ace got up and scooped Victoria’s favorite gelato into martini glasses for dessert. Then she picked up the rogue peony petals from the counter while Ace rinsed the dishes and loaded them into the dishwasher with the precision of a brain surgeon. By the time they were turning off the music and shutting down the kitchen for the night, Victoria’s low-grade queasiness had subsided, and she was feeling almost like herself again. Almost. This course correction made her hopeful that the horrendous incident earlier in the conference room was a one-off and she’d be able to go on acting like nothing was changing for at least another month, when she entered her second trimester. After all, Victoria wasn’t even showing. Until this afternoon, she hadn’t experienced any evidence that she was pregnant.

As they were getting ready for bed, Victoria ducked back into their closet and, in an attempt to feel like herself again, put on the white La Perla set that was Ace’s favorite. She opened the bottom drawer that housed Ace’s skiwear. It was where they hid their sex toys so their housekeeper didn’t have to face the discomfort of knowing too much about her employers. Victoria rifled through GORE-TEX turtlenecks and heated ski socks until she reached a layer of equipment that wasn’t sold at base lodge mountain stores. She was startled to see a tuft of fluffy fabric sticking out from under a two-pronged vibrator. Victoria pulled out the unidentified object and puzzled over it for a moment: Was Ace exploring a furry fetish?

And then Victoria realized.

She marched into their bedroom. Ace was settled in their California king, reading glasses perched on his nose, Barbra Streisand’s thousand-page autobiography in his hands.

Victoria held it up. “I thought we said we weren’t doing this?”

Ace looked up and his face immediately became blanketed by a bashful grin.

“I know, I know. I’m sorry!” Ace said. “I couldn’t help myself.”

“But you put it with our sex toys?”

“It’s the only designated hiding spot in the house. Aside from the safe.”

Victoria nodded. She had to give him that.

“Besides,” Ace added. “It is a rabbit.”

Victoria looked down at the object in her hand, which she had only given a cursory look. Genus: stuffed animal. Species: bunny.

“We said weren’t going to buy anything,” Victoria said. Ace was Jewish and superstitious. Victoria was agnostic and in denial that they were having a baby. Agreeing not to fill the house with pacifiers and onesies had become an easy show of solidarity.

“Zei gezunt,” Ace said. “Now can we talk about your outfit?”

Victoria remembered that she was wearing nothing except Ace’s favorite bits of strategically placed French lace, but her mood had swung from lust into less prurient territory upon discovery of The Rabbit, not to be confused with her sex toy, the Rabbit. Victoria looked down at the offending object. It wasn’t that Ace had gone against his own insistence that they not buy anything ahead of the baby’s arrival. It was the expression on Ace’s face that betrayed deep reserves of excitement that Victoria didn’t share.

“I’ll be right back,” Victoria said, eking out a smile to her husband.

She strode into the bathroom and looked at her reflection in the suspended mirror above the his-and-hers sinks. Then she peered up at the ink-black expanse of night visible through the skylight. Get it together, she told herself.

Victoria entered the toilet room where the Japanese commode heralded her arrival by opening its lid with a cheerful jingle. She sank onto the heated seat and pulled down her lace thong, where she was stunned to see a vibrant Rorschach stain on the small triangle of available real estate. She stared at the color, trying to make sense of it; usually period blood had a rusty-brown hue. This was crimson like Snow White’s apple, cartoonishly bold. It was a red carnation. It was a funeral flower. Victoria called out her husband’s name, having the good sense to know that something was very wrong.





4 Liz

10 WEEKS: MINI COCKTAIL SAUSAGE

Liz gave her thirty-day notice to her landlord and started packing her things as she waited for Preston to bring up the pregnancy again. It was agonizing, a true test of her willpower, but Liz was determined not to ask Preston for his thoughts before he was ready. Two weeks after their initial conversation, and a week before Liz was set to climb that next rung of adulthood—cohabitation—she still hadn’t found out what those terms were. She was about to learn that the conditions for discovery involved six vodka tonics.

But before Liz began debating how many hair-depilation devices and sweatshirts were too many to cram into a U-Haul, Preston invited her to go with him to his coworker Sameer’s birthday party. It was at a dive bar in Koreatown, the kind of place that was so uncool it was cool. Preston had texted Liz to remind her about the party, as if it weren’t implanted in her memory with the force of a thousand Sharpies. Liz comforted herself that even though Preston had yet to bring up the elephant in the womb, at least their plans weren’t being canceled. They were still a couple, and they were still on steady ground. Right? Maybe?

As she tripped over herself trying to figure out what to wear to the party, Liz questioned whether steady ground really existed for anyone. Her therapist, an impossibly rational Gen X PsyD named Jayne, always reminded Liz that by validating a feeling, she perpetuated it. Feelings are not facts, she said. They often are the mind’s most creative fiction. The day before, Jayne had urged Liz to envision an alternative default setting. What if, instead of ending, Jayne had said, a relationship lasted? Well, yeah. That would be great. Only Liz had never known that to happen. Liz was well versed in all varieties of rejection. The swipe right that wasn’t reciprocated. The unsubtle Do you want me to call an Uber for you? while she was still half naked in a guy’s bed like food simmering in the pan even though the stove had been turned off. The glaring inactivity of her phone. (Who knew you could feel the calls and texts you weren’t receiving?) The pat lines delivered unceremoniously: I’m not looking for anything serious. I feel like something’s missing. I met someone else. I’m getting back together with my ex, but do you wanna fuck?

Liz frowned, recalling how Jayne had laughed, as if Liz were paying $120 an hour, after insurance, for the express pleasure of entertaining someone with her misadventures in dating. But still, Liz tried to remember how, in the next breath, Jayne had encouraged optimism. Liz had tried to explain how she thought the best approach was to keep her expectations low. If Liz could pre-manage disappointment, it would be bearable. But Jayne had not been impressed by this.

Liz threw on a
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