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Prologue
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Ivy sat by the window, staring at the city lights that flickered like dying stars. The weight of her secret pressed against her chest, making it hard to breathe. She clutched the ultrasound photo in her trembling hands, the faint outline of her baby a bittersweet reminder of the life she carried within her—a life she had chosen to protect, no matter the cost.

But at what cost?

Arlo’s face flashed in her mind, his piercing eyes searching hers for answers she could never give. The last time they had spoken, his voice had been laced with suspicion, his words sharp enough to cut through her already fragile heart. He thought she was betraying him. Scarlet had made sure of that. And now, Arlo believed that Theo—the doctor trying to save her life—was something more than he could ever be.

“You don’t understand,” she had whispered to herself, the words never brave enough to reach him. How could she tell Arlo the truth? That her kidneys were failing, that every day was a battle to stay alive, and that their unborn child might be the only thing keeping her going?

Instead, she had fled. Fled from the man she loved, from the life they had built, and from the judgment in his eyes. New York was supposed to be a fresh start, a place where she could fight her illness in peace. But as the plane took off, Ivy couldn’t shake the feeling that she had left more than just her past behind. She had left her heart.

And Arlo?

He stood in the shadows of their once-happy home, his fists clenched and his heart torn apart. Watching Ivy leave without a word felt like the ultimate betrayal. And Scarlet’s whispers only added fuel to the fire. “She’s with him,” she had said, her voice dripping with venom. “She’s been meeting Theo for weeks. Don’t you see, Arlo? She’s not the woman you think she is.”

Arlo wanted to believe it was a lie. But the image of Ivy sitting across from Theo in that café played on a loop in his mind. He couldn’t ignore it. He couldn’t forgive it. And now, as he stared at the empty bed they once shared, his love for her began to feel like a bitter memory.

Can love survive lies? Can it endure betrayal? Or does it have an expiration date, like everyt

hing else in life?
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Chapter 1: Whispers of Love
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The sun streamed through the large bay windows of the apartment, casting a warm glow over the wooden floors. Ivy stood in the kitchen, her fingers wrapped around a steaming cup of tea. The aroma of chamomile filled the air, calming her nerves, if only slightly.

Arlo’s laughter echoed from the living room, where he was on a video call with his business partner. His voice carried the same confidence and charm that had drawn her to him years ago. She leaned against the counter, watching him from afar. His broad shoulders, the way he gestured with his hands when he spoke—it was all so familiar, so comforting.

And yet, an invisible chasm had opened between them.

“Ivy!” Arlo called out, turning to look at her. “Come here for a second.”

She set her cup down and walked over, a smile plastered on her face. “What’s up?”

“Tell Max here that I’m not the only one who thinks Friday nights are for takeout and movies.”

Max’s face appeared on the laptop screen, grinning. “Ivy, back me up. He’s been dodging our Friday meetings, claiming it’s ‘couple time.’”

Ivy laughed, the sound light and airy. “Well, he’s not wrong. Friday nights are sacred in this house.”

“See?” Arlo said, smirking as he leaned back on the couch. “Told you.”

Max rolled his eyes. “Fine, fine. I’ll let you off the hook this time. But next week, no excuses.”

After the call ended, Arlo turned to her, his eyes sparkling with mischief. “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever sided with me in an argument.”

She shrugged, sitting beside him. “Don’t get used to it.”

He chuckled, pulling her into his arms. “You’re my favourite person, you know that?”

Her smile faltered for a split second, but she quickly recovered. “And you’re mine.”

Arlo kissed her forehead, his lips lingering as if he could sense her unease. “You’ve been quiet lately. Is everything okay?”

She hesitated, her fingers fidgeting with the hem of her sweater. “I’m fine. Just... tired, I guess.”

He studied her for a moment, his gaze searching. “If something’s bothering you, you’ll tell me, right?”

“Of course,” she lied, her heart sinking.

The truth was, she had no idea how to tell him about the storm brewing inside her. The diagnosis, the pregnancy—it was all too much. She wanted to protect him, to shield him from the pain, even if it meant carrying the burden alone.

Later that evening, as Arlo worked in his home office, Ivy sat on their bed, staring at the ultrasound photo in her hand. The tiny life growing inside her was a miracle, but it also complicated everything.

Her phone buzzed, pulling her from her thoughts. It was a message from Theo, her doctor and confidant.

Theo: Don’t forget your appointment tomorrow. We’ll discuss the next steps.

Ivy sighed, typing a quick reply.

Ivy: I’ll be there.

She set the phone down, her mind racing. Meeting Theo in public always felt risky, but she trusted him. He was the only one who knew the full extent of her situation.

The next morning, Ivy found herself at a small café on the other side of town. Theo was already there, a folder of medical reports in front of him.

“You’re late,” he said, offering her a small smile.

“Traffic,” she replied, sliding into the seat across from him.

He pushed the folder toward her. “The test results came back. We need to act quickly if you want to keep the pregnancy viable while managing your condition.”

Ivy nodded, her stomach twisting. “What are my options?”

Before Theo could answer, a shadow fell over their table. She looked up, her heart skipping a beat.

It was Scarlet.

“Well, isn’t this cozy?” Scarlet said, her tone dripping with sarcasm.

Ivy’s pulse quickened. “Scarlet, what are you doing here?”

Scarlet crossed her arms, a smug smile on her face. “I could ask you the same thing. Does Arlo know you’re sneaking around with another man?”

Theo frowned, his gaze shifting between the two women. “This isn’t what it looks like—”

“Oh, save it,” Scarlet snapped. “I always knew you weren’t good enough for my brother.”

Ivy stood, her hands trembling. “This has nothing to do with Arlo. Just leave, Scarlet.”

Scarlet smirked, her eyes gleaming with malice. “We’ll see about that.”

As Scarlet walked away, Ivy sank back into her chair, her chest heaving.

“She’s going to twist this,” Ivy said, her voice barely above a whisper.

Theo reached across the table, his hand covering hers. “We’ll figure it out. Focus on your health and the baby. That’s what matters.”

But as Ivy left the café, her mind was already spinning with dread. Scarlet’s hatred for her was no secret, and if she told Arlo what she had seen—twisting it into something it wasn’t—it could destroy everything.

Back at home, Ivy found Arlo in the kitchen, cooking dinner. He turned to her, his face lighting up.

“Hey, there you are. How was your day?”

She forced a smile, her heart breaking. “It was fine.”

But as she hugged him, the weight of her secrets pressed down on her, threatening to suffocate her.
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Chapter 2: Cracks Beneath the Surface
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The following morning, Ivy woke to the faint smell of coffee wafting through the apartment. She blinked against the sunlight streaming through the curtains, her mind foggy from a restless night. Arlo’s side of the bed was empty, the sheets cool to the touch.

Pulling herself out of bed, she wrapped a robe around her shoulders and padded into the kitchen. Arlo stood at the counter, his back to her, pouring coffee into two mugs.

“Morning,” she said softly.

He turned, his expression softening when he saw her. “Morning. Coffee?”

She nodded, accepting the mug he handed her. Their fingers brushed, and for a moment, she felt the warmth of his touch. It was a fleeting reminder of the connection they once shared.

As they sat at the kitchen table, the silence between them felt heavier than usual. Ivy sipped her coffee, stealing glances at him over the rim of her mug.

“Are you working late again tonight?” she asked, breaking the silence.

Arlo shrugged, his focus on his phone. “Probably. There’s a lot going on at the office.”

She bit her lip, hesitating. “Maybe we could have dinner together? Just the two of us.”

He glanced up, his brows furrowing. “I’ll try, but I can’t promise anything.”

Disappointment settled in her chest, but she forced a smile. “Okay.”

As the day wore on, Ivy found herself pacing the apartment, her thoughts consumed by Scarlet’s interference. She couldn’t shake the fear that Scarlet would twist the truth and drive an even bigger wedge between her and Arlo.

By late afternoon, her anxiety had reached a boiling point. She grabbed her phone and dialed Theo’s number.

“Ivy,” Theo answered, his voice calm and reassuring. “What’s wrong?”

“She’s going to tell him,” Ivy said, her voice trembling. “Scarlet saw us at the café. She’s going to make him think I’m cheating.”

Theo sighed. “Ivy, you can’t control what Scarlet does. What you can do is be honest with Arlo. Tell him the truth before she gets the chance to lie.”

“I can’t,” Ivy whispered, her throat tightening. “He’ll hate me for keeping the pregnancy and my condition a secret.”

“You’re underestimating him,” Theo said gently. “He loves you. He deserves to know.”

Ivy closed her eyes, tears slipping down her cheeks. “I don’t know if I can.”

That evening, Arlo came home later than usual. He looked exhausted, his tie loosened and his hair slightly disheveled. Ivy watched him from the couch, her heart aching with the weight of her secrets.

“Dinner’s in the oven,” she said softly as he walked past her toward the bedroom.

“Thanks,” he muttered, not meeting her gaze.

Ivy’s chest tightened. She wanted to reach out to him, to bridge the growing distance between them, but the words caught in her throat.

After he had eaten and showered, Arlo joined her on the couch. He leaned back, closing his eyes as if the day had drained every ounce of energy from him.

“Arlo,” she began hesitantly.

“Hmm?”

She twisted her hands in her lap, her heart pounding. “Can we talk?”

He opened his eyes, his expression wary. “About what?”

“Us,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Ivy, I’m tired. Can this wait?”

Her stomach sank, but she nodded. “Sure. It can wait.”

As he drifted off to sleep on the couch, Ivy sat beside him, her thoughts racing. She knew she couldn’t keep the truth from him forever, but the fear of losing him paralyzed her.

The next morning, as Ivy prepared for her appointment with Theo, she caught a glimpse of Arlo’s phone on the kitchen counter. A message from Scarlet flashed across the screen.

Scarlet: We need to talk about Ivy. Call me when you can.

Ivy’s heart stopped. Scarlet was already planting seeds of doubt.

Grabbing her bag, she left the apartment, her mind a whirlwind of fear and uncertainty.
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