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“What’s your name?” I pant, hurrying to bring his shirt over his head.

“Ethan,” he answers.

“Now make me scream it.”

He only smirks before his lips crash down on mine. Unlike the kiss we’d shared earlier in the bar before coming to his hotel room, this one is far less tame, our tongues clashing in our rush to finish undressing one another. I shiver as his hand slides up my skirt to push the fabric covering my pussy aside so his fingers can trail through the wetness I know is there.

It’s been there since we locked eyes an hour ago. His, intense and hungry, had trailed down my body until they settled on my bare thighs. Maybe it was the way I rubbed them together in need that had his eyes snapping back to mine. And in them, I found everything I needed to know about how the rest of my night would go.

And I was right. His gaze promises passion. His hands on my body betray the feral need driving him to give me exactly what I want. Their rough hastiness tells me he’ll not only take me high but keep me there. His fingers moving against me, one at my clit and the other thrusting inside me, brings the promises his eyes made me to life. As he starts rubbing my clit harder and faster, I reach into his pants, wrapping my hand around his dick and feeling him jerk in my hold.

“Shit,” he hisses, breaking our kiss. “That feels so good.”

I can only moan because words are beyond what I can give right now as he strokes me closer towards an orgasm. His lips go to my neck, kissing and sucking the skin there, and at his first bite, I fall apart, my hand tightening on him as my breaths come heavy and fast, pleasure coursing through me. When my eyes finally open again, I find him with a small smile on his face, watching me. He gives me one more kiss before removing his hand and stepping back. My own hand falls away from him and he reaches for his pants, removing them and his boxer briefs.

I bite my lip at the sight of his dick, hard, a drop of pre-cum already glistening on the tip. Pushing him backwards, he collides with the bed and falls into a seated position. I drop to my knees between his thighs, leaning forward to lick the drop off him. The groan that leaves him is music to my ears, making me smile around him before I suck the head of his dick into my mouth.

Circling my tongue around it a few times, I move further down, taking him in until he hits the back of my throat. I moan around him, the vibration making his thigh muscles clench under my hands. I bob on him, alternating between fast and slow until his hand in my hair tightens and he pulls me up for a hard kiss.

Our lips never break apart as he uses his hand to guide me up until I’m hovering over him. He pushes my skirt down, and then the thong underneath, making it easy for me to grind down on his dick when he reaches over to the nightstand to pick up the condom he placed there. His hands fumble with the wrapper while I grin at the way his teeth bite into his bottom lip, loving the effect I have on him.

He gets the condom out and I lift so he can roll the latex down his dick. His hands are quick to go to my hips, moving me back where we both want me to be. Positioned over him, and ready to slide down. I don’t waste any time doing just that. Even with the bite of him stretching me, I move down him all at once, until every inch is inside me. My head falls back at the feeling of being so full, at the way his hands tighten on me to the point of pain.

My hands go to his chest, and I begin riding him, rising and falling, slow at first, and then speeding up as the need to come intensifies. My head falls forward and I look down at him. I’m unsurprised to find him watching me with the same—even more so, really—intense look from the bar. As if his only thought is how he can make my body want to belong to him. As if he’s learning every little thing that will make me moan and gasp. And I’m so, so close to giving him what he wants.

He sits up then, his mouth going to my breast, tongue licking around my nipple, then flicking it as I speed up. His hands go to my ass, gripping me tightly and making me slam down harder on him.

“Oh God,” I breathe.

“Give it to me,” he demands.

I can only whimper, my body so close to the edge that I can taste the bliss I know is just beyond it. Then, he sucks my nipple into his mouth and I’m there, gasping my release, staying as close to him as possible so I can grind my clit against him. I hold his head to my breast, the sensation of him filling me and sucking on me taking me higher and higher. Feeling myself tighten around him, he groans against my breast, giving short thrusts into me, holding me to him by wrapping his arms around my back. As if I was going to climb off him, anyway. Not a chance. Not when my orgasm is only just now receding, but I’m still seeing the stars from how powerful it was.

When I finally release his head, he lets go of my nipple with an audible pop, bringing his head back until he’s staring into my eyes. Then, his lips are on mine, gentler now, exploring as our bodies move together slowly. My arms wrap around his neck, content to use this moment to catch my breath before I get more. Because I definitely want more.

Our lips break apart and Ethan stands, his hands going under my ass to hold me up. He turns so he can lay me on the bed, and I let my hold around his neck go. He slips out of me, and I can’t help the whimper that escapes me.

“You’re not done with me, are you?” I ask.

“Not even close. You haven’t screamed my name yet. Turn around.”

I hurry to do as he tells me to, getting onto my hands and knees. He puts pressure on my lower back, pushing me down even further until I’m on my forearms, my chest touching the sheets beneath me. He slides his dick through my wetness a few times, rubbing the head of it against my too-sensitive clit, making me shudder in anticipation. Then, he’s at my opening, the head teasing me before he drives inside me with one thrust.

I gasp, my body trying to move up the bed. His hands are there, grabbing onto my hips to bring my body back into his as he begins pounding into me. I say his name over and over, first like a prayer, but then louder like a plea. It’s still not good enough for him. He wants my scream.

He leans over me, tongue licking up my spine, making me shiver. Using his thighs, he widens my own until my entire front is against the sheets. I arch up for his quick, hard thrusts, his arms going under my body, one up high so his hand can wrap around my throat, and the other across my breasts, holding me impossibly close to him. It’s his hand on my throat though, that has my eyes closing as the tension in my clit reaches an unbearable point.

“Please,” I beg.

“There we go. Now you’re ready to scream,” he whispers gruffly in my ear.

He bites the tip of it before licking around the shell while he gives me a brutal thrust. A few more of those and I give him exactly what he knew I would. My scream.

I scream, I shout, I yell his name, no thought of the fact that the people in the next room over must be hearing us. No thought except that my body has never felt such pleasure, has never reached this height before, and I never want it to stop. His hand tightens on my throat, and I find myself stretching my neck, wanting more of his hold. Then, he groans, burying his face in my hair and slamming into me as he comes. Our bodies slow down gradually, and we get the last of each other for a little while longer before he stops.

“Maybe I can know your name now?”

I chuckle. “Better late than never, huh? Alana.”

“That’s beautiful.”

A contented silence fills the room then. We stay the way we are, laying there with him atop me, and me beneath him. I’m not ready for him to move. I’m not ready for this to end. But it does, in the most unexpected way.

“Uh, I think the condom broke,” Ethan says when he slides out of me.

Well, there’s nothing like those words to break you out of all the bliss you just experienced.

I shout again, but this time it is not in any type of pleasure. “What the hell do you mean?”

“I don’t see anything in here, at least, definitely not as much as there should be.”

I turn over and look between my thighs, at the clear evidence that, yes, the condom broke. Trying to stay calm, I move off the bed. Running a shaky hand through my hair, I stare at him, my eyes narrowing.

“How old is that freaking condom?” I hiss.

“I got it like three weeks ago.”

“Oh, you take women back to your hotel room that often, huh?”

He shakes his head. “Don’t even go there. I was safe. It’s not my fault the condom broke.”

Taking a deep breath, I nod. I know he’s right, but fuck. This is a complication I really don’t need. This was supposed to be a carefree night. Something I desperately needed after spending the weekend at my parents and having them criticize every single area of my life from my lack of husband, child, or a parent-approved career.

I walked into the bar, needing a drink and a moment to unwind before I finished my long car ride home. But then I’d seen him, felt an attraction I never had before, and acted on it. And this is where it got me. Standing in a hotel room with a complete stranger, a broken condom in his hand, and us staring at each other like one of us will have some magic answer for what the hell to do about it.

“I’m sorry,” I murmur, still trying to think straight.

I look down at the ruffled sheets, our time spent messing up the bed seeming like it was hours ago instead of minutes.

“Look, we can go to the clinic together, if that’s what you’re worried about,” he offers. “I’m clean, but I get that you don’t know me well enough to take my word for it.”

“Good to know, but I’m more worried about what could happen nine months from now because of that broken condom.”

He nods. “We can get you the morning after pill. Just...” He throws the utterly useless condom in the garbage and walks towards the bathroom. “Just let me get cleaned up and we can go together.”

He hesitantly goes into the bathroom, like he knows I’m ready to bolt at any moment. And he’s right, because the second the door closes, I begin getting pulling my panties and pants on. I can handle this myself. I don’t need a man I barely know, well beyond our kisses in the bar and what we just shared in this room, to go with me to the pharmacy. I pull my shirt over my head, and with one last look at the bathroom door, I grab my bra and purse, and walk out of the room.

Closing the door softly behind me, I regret it the moment the door closes. The moment I can’t go back into the room and act like I never left. Because if I’m being honest with myself, there was something there. The moment our eyes locked in the bar, there was something. Yes, attraction, lust, and need, but underneath all that, there was a stirring inside me that this man was different, that he was someone I wanted to know and wanted to learn about.

Everything we just did in that room has only made my interest grow. It’s only making the decision to leave the room, and him, behind that much harder because somewhere inside of me I know—I know—that if I stayed, this could be something. We could be something. He would take me to the pharmacy, but then he’d take me out to eat, he’d ask all the right questions, and give all the right answers. He’d smile more, and give me more kisses, he’d give my body more pleasure. He would make me want to stay here with him. And I can’t.

My parents’ words are still too fresh in my mind. Their ridicule and disappointment in me and my choices still hurting too much for me to forget them just yet. Those words ringing in my mind are what finally has me taking my hand off the doorknob. I step away from the door and walk the three blocks back to the bar, to where my car waits in the parking lot.

I get into the vehicle with a huff, dropping my head back on the headrest. Knowing I need to go before Ethan realizes I’m gone and comes looking for me, I start the car. Convincing myself again that this is the right choice, I pull out of the parking lot. Just as I turn onto the road, I see a figure running down the street, and even from our little time together, I know it’s him. I don’t stop, instead pressing down on the gas harder as he waves him arms over his head, trying to get me to let him catch up. 

I keep driving instead.

The next morning, regret in my every step for leaving the room, I go to the pharmacy and call the doctor to make an appointment for a check-up while I wait in the checkout line. Once I’ve got the morning after pill, I pop it out and swallow it with a mouthful of water.

“I should be fine now.”

Famous last words, right?
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5 Months Later

“Ethan, come on. Are you seriously still thinking about her?” Bryce asks. “She must have a pussy made of gold.”

I give him an exasperated look. “Remind me again why the hell I’m friends with you.”

I don’t even know what answer he gives because I hear a laugh. A laugh that has filled my dreams, both haunting and enchanting me, for the past five months. I heard it in my hotel room only once, when I asked her for her name, and every time I’ve heard it since has only been in my mind. Only when I was wishing that I could hear it again.

And now, I have.

I stand from my chair so quickly it almost topples over. Looking left and right, I search for the source of the laugh, getting anxious when I don’t see her. And then... I do. She’s turned around, waiting at the counter, speaking to another woman, but even from the back, I know it’s her. Alana.

“Hey, are you okay?”

I ignore Bryce and walk towards the front of the line. When I’ve almost reached her, she finally turns around, the smile on her face still so beautiful, and yet, so much more beautiful than my mind even remembers. My memories haven’t done her justice. Her eyes lock with mine and she freezes, drink midway to her mouth, her eyes widening in recognition. Well, thank God, she remembers me too. The way she’d fled the room and drove away from the bar like the devil was on her heels, I worried she might not want to remember me at all.

I slowly take her in, still in disbelief that she’s standing before me. She has the same spark in her light brown eyes, her face and cheeks are still full, actually even more than before. Her lips, sexy and curved up at the edges, are still always ready to smile, even now in her shock. Her tanned skin has a...glow to it, of sorts, that wasn’t there before, making me want to reach out and stroke her cheek. Dark blonde hair is cut shorter now, the tips of it brushing her shoulders. It used to come down to her belly. Where my eyes go next.

Her belly! Her clearly pregnant belly. My eyes snap back up to her face and she frowns now, worry in her eyes. Still trying to figure out what this all means, I watch in confusion as her hand goes to her belly, resting on the bump there. I close the little bit of distance left between us slowly, my feet feeling like bricks attached to my legs. When we’re only a few feet apart, she gives me a hesitant smile.

“Hello, Ethan,” she says, her soft voice like life to a dying man.

“You’re pregnant,” I blurt, and then wince.

Not exactly what I imagined my first words would be when I finally saw her again. Her smile grows, a little less worried now.

“I am.”

“How many months?”

“Five.”

I don’t even have to do the math to know it’s been five months since I was between her thighs. Shit, it’s all I’ve thought about since then. Still, I’m unsure of what to say next. I’ve waited for this moment since I realized she’d left the hotel room while I was in the bathroom. And now that it’s here, my tongue is tied, my mind is a mess, and tension rides me every second I’m in her presence. I decide to just say exactly what I’m thinking.

“You know, I’ve rehearsed what I would say if I ever saw you again so many times in my mind, but now I think we have more important things to talk about than what I had planned.”

She inclines her head. “I would say you’re right.”

“Can we talk now?” I ask, hoping her answer is yes.

She smiles and it hits me right in my chest like it did five months ago.

“We can. If you’ll feed me.”

“I can do that.”

“Just let me let my friend know.”

She looks over her shoulder at the woman I saw her talking to at the counter. The woman is staring right back at me, a look on her face that says if I had said one word wrong, she would’ve had no problem letting me know how she felt about it. Alana walks towards her and I turn around to find Bryce closer behind me than I thought he would be.

“Not how you expected that reunion to go, huh?” He raises his brows.

“You heard all that?”

“More like saw the stomach first, and then put two and two together when I got close enough to hear. So, that’s her, huh? Alana?”

“Yeah. We’re gonna go out to eat. We clearly have a hell of a lot to talk about. Sorry, man.”

He waves me off. “It’s cool. We can hang out later, or tomorrow. Granted, you’re not about to start your Lamaze classes then.”

I fake a laugh. “So funny. I don’t even know what the hell to say,” I admit.

“I would definitely start with why the hell she didn’t find you and tell you, but hey, that’s just me.”

“I’ve been looking for her for five months, Bryce. What if I say the wrong thing and she runs again?”

“Well, to be honest, I don’t think she’s running too far or fast in her current condition.”

I chuckle. “I really cannot stand you.”

He nods towards her. “She’s waiting for you.”

I turn around and find her looking my way, finally taking a sip from her drink. Swallowing my nerves, I walk towards her. Her eyes go up and down my body as I get closer, and I could swear I see that heat from the hotel room in them before she gives a small shake of her head, and it disappears.

“You ready to go?” I ask when I reach her.

She nods. “My friend was my ride, so I hope you don’t mind driving me home after.”

I almost make a joke about it being so easy to finally get her address after I’ve spent months trying to find out where she lives. But I decide that sounds slightly...stalkerish, and instead just say, “Not at all.”

I gesture for her to walk ahead of me, and my hand almost goes to her lower back, but at the last moment, I curl it into a fist. It’s strange to feel so unfamiliar and awkward after what we shared months ago. Would she welcome my touch again? Will this conversation be full of weird silences and long pauses, both of us trying to feel each other out? Pushing all these thoughts to the side, I walk around her to open the door.

“Let’s get you some food,” I say as she passes me before murmuring, “You and my baby.”
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Ethan and I are all small smiles and side glances at the restaurant. I look at him through my lashes when I peek up from my menu and find him averting his gaze when he realizes he’s been caught staring. He’s just as I remember him. That short cropped dark brown hair. Those light grey eyes that first captured me still hold the same intensity in them. His lips, and it’s hard to not think about how it felt to have them on me, are full and pink. My eyes drift down to his chest, remembering how my nails had dug into the skin there as he...

I snap my eyes back down to my menu, immediately blaming my damn pregnancy hormones. I should not be thinking about anything to do with sex right now, but it’s hard not to let my mind run in circles with the silence hanging heavy between us. Maybe he’s trying to figure out what to say just like I am. Luckily, the waiter comes over and gives us an excuse to avoid the much-needed conversation another minute.

“What can I get you guys?” he asks.

“I’ll take the chicken alfredo,” I answer first.

“Great, and you, sir?”

“I’ll have the blackened chicken and rice over beans.”

“Thank you. I’ll bring that out as soon as it’s ready.”

He takes our menus and I watch him walk away before taking a deep breath and bringing my gaze back to Ethan’s. This time, he doesn’t look away. This time, his eyes bore into mine, wanting answers for the questions he has yet to ask. So, I speak the words I’m sure he wants to know.

“I went back to find you,” I begin. “When I realized I was pregnant, I went back to the bar, asked about you, but I only had your first name and description. When they couldn’t tell me who you were, I went to the hotel, but they told me they couldn’t give me any information about you. I did try to find you so that I could tell you.”

His shoulders drop, the relief obvious that I wasn’t trying to hide my pregnancy from him.

“I’ve only ever been to that bar the night we met,” he explains. “My best friend was getting married the next day, and we had his bachelor party there. I’d chosen to stay there when they went to continue the party at a...club.”

I arch a brow. “A strip club?”

“Yes.”

“And you didn’t go? Not so bad after all.”

“I would hope from the few memories we have with each other, none of them were bad.”

Not a single one. Those memories have been what I have used for every fantasy I’ve had since then. The way he felt beneath me as I rode him. The heat and weight of him laying over me after we had both came. His kisses, his tongue on other parts of my body, even his touch and the way he looked at me. I remember it all, and none of those memoires are bad.

“No,” I say simply. “I don’t remember anything bad about you.”

“But you still left?”

Surprised at the sadness I see in his eyes as he says the words, I cast my gaze to the side.

“I can only say that I wasn’t in the right headspace to deal with everything I was feeling that night.”

“You mean about the condom breaking?”

My eyes go back to his. “I meant the way I felt about everything. Yes, the condom breaking, but also what I was feeling for you. I wasn’t ready to deal with what staying in that room with you would have meant.”

Instead of pressing me for more, he stares at me for a few seconds before nodding and sitting further back in his chair. Does he not need to ask because he felt some of what I did that night? Does he know some of the feelings that were going on inside me because he felt them too? I give myself a mental shake. None of that matters now. That night is done, those feelings are gone, and what we need to talk about right now is the pregnancy, and what that means for us going forward.

“So, where do you live?” I ask.

“This town, actually. For the past two years.”

“My doctor is in this town. That’s where I just came from before I went to the café.”

He sits up straighter, leaning forward with an urgency in his eyes that makes me want to smile. “Is the baby okay?”

“It was just my monthly check-up. He’s perfect.”

“He?” he breathes, his eyes widening as he leans forward.

“Yes, a boy.” I lean forward then too, ready to get to the point of all this. “Listen, if you don’t want to be involved in the baby’s life, I can do it alone. I am prepared to do it on my own. I know this isn’t the usual circumstances for people to have a baby under, and if you would rather not be in his life, I won’t hold it against you.”

His face gets stern, losing any playfulness. “Not happening. I’m in this one-hundred-percent. Doctor appointments, classes, any and everything. I’m there.”

I let his words sink in, letting the part of me that was thinking I’d have to do this without him accept that maybe—just maybe—I don’t really have to, but then the doubts come.

“We don’t know anything about each other,” I say. “Let alone how the other will be as a parent.”

“Well, the way I see it, we have four months to get very well acquainted before our son gets here.”

The waiter brings the food, and we talk in between bites, the awkwardness mostly bleeding away. At least enough for us to begin laughing with one another before we’re finished with our food. Then, we’re in front of the restaurant, and he opens the door to his car for me. He gets in and I give him my address to put into the GPS before he pulls off.

“So, how did you find out you were pregnant?” he asks.

“Vomiting was my first clue.” I chuckle. “My period was late, but I thought it had been a side effect of me taking the pill, that it had kind of messed up my cycle or something. But when I woke up and had to run at top speed to the bathroom, there was no more denying it. I went to the doctor a few days later and he confirmed it.”

“Do you still get sick?”

“Not since about a month and a half ago. But now, I’m just hungry all the time.”

“Well, you call me day or night, and I’ll bring you anything you wanna eat.”

“My best friend will be mad you’re taking over what has been her job.” I joke.

“Tell her I’m not sorry. Is that who you were with at the café?”

“Yeah. Livia. We’ve known each other since high school.”

“Me and the friend you saw me with are the same. Even if he’s a major pain in the ass most of the time. But he’s let me talk about you nonstop for the past five months so, I guess he’s owed my patience, too.”

I look over at him when his words hit me. He’s been talking about me. Nonstop, apparently.

“Have you, really?” I ask low. “You didn’t forget about me?”

“I looked for you too, you know? Asked about you at the bar and I’d find myself checking any place I went for you, even though I knew the odds of finding you were slim to none. But I couldn’t help it. I couldn’t get you out of my mind. Out of my blood.”

“Did you want to?”

“Not at all.”

Ethan drops me home and we exchange numbers when he walks me to the door. Sitting down and putting my feet up on the ottoman, I look at the many texts from Livia that I ignored while I was with Ethan. Shaking my head and smiling as I read through the messages, I decide to call her instead of responding to each one.

“Finally!” she exclaims. “I have been literally waiting by the phone.”

I chuckle. “You say it like you’ve been sitting by the house phone.”

“You know what I mean. Spill, right now. And by the freaking way, you did not tell me he was so extremely good looking.”

“I told you he was sexy.”

“Yes. Sexy, not sex on a stick. Now, tell me.”

Before I left the café with Ethan, I only had time to tell Livia that it was him, the father of my child, the man I had been telling her about from the morning I talked to her after I left his hotel room. She’d been with me when I went to the bar and hotel to look for him. She’d been there when I questioned what in the hell I was going to do with a baby right now. She’d been the one who told me to ignore all the things my parents said to me about my pregnancy, or my bastard as they called their own grandson.

“He wants to be in the baby’s life. He said he wants to be here for it all Livia.” I tell her.

“And do you want him to be?”

“I have no idea. I think I’d already set my mind on doing it alone.”

“Hey.”

“I know I had you, but you know what I mean. On being a single parent. And now he’s here, out of nowhere when I was sure I’d never see him again, telling me how he wants to be a father to our son. I’m happy and apprehensive all at once. Like I told him, we don’t know anything about each other, or how we’ll parent a child together. But underneath it all, when he said he wanted to be here, I liked what he said.”

“Well, you have the assurance that he’ll act right because if he doesn’t, he’ll be six feet deep in my backyard. Nobody is messing with my nephew. He’s gonna have the best childhood known to...children.”

I bark out a laugh. “I would help you shovel. He... He said he looked for me too. That he’s been thinking about me and talking about me all these months.”

“You two definitely already have that in common.”

“What are you trying to say?”

“I have heard about that man for five months. You still feel...whatever it is you felt for him the night you shared, maybe even more now.”

I roll my eyes, even though she can’t see it. “What are you saying?”

“That I know you. Your parents twisted what you should want in life so much that you’re afraid of your own feelings. So, you’re going to try and push anything you feel for him away, far away.”

I interrupt her, not quite ready to hear this truth again. “All I’m focused on right now is the baby, this pregnancy, and now figuring out this whole co-parenting thing before the baby gets here. It’s all I have room for right now, Livia.”

“I’ll let it go, for now. And since we mentioned your parents...”

“You mentioned,” I point out.

“Whatever. Have they called?”

I sigh. “Only to tell me how wrong this all is, yet again. Asking me how I can even dare to have a baby when I’m not married yet. That I still have options, as they put it. And their latest, yesterday, was that they know someone who does abortions at five months.”

“No the fuck they didn’t,” she growls. “Are you serious?”

“I wish I weren’t. I’ve had to stop picking up most of their calls because I always end up in tears. I just can’t take the stress of having a conversation with them. Of them talking about my baby like he’s some unwanted creature from the devil himself.”

“You know, there’s plenty of room in the hole I’m about to dig for Ethan, just saying.”

“Gee, thanks, I’ll keep your offer to murder my parents in mind.”

“Anything for you. So, when are you supposed to see Ethan again?”

“Actually, I don’t know. We exchanged numbers, so I guess we’ll schedule something.”

“A booty call, hopefully,” she murmurs.

“Knock it off. Having sex is the last thing on my mind.”

“According to all these pregnancy books I’ve been reading in preparation of being the best aunt ever, it should be one of the first things on your mind.”

I chuckle. “I can tend to my own hormones, thank you very much.”

“Yes, but is Ethan who you think of while you’re doing it?”

I blush, even knowing she can’t see me. “Anyway, I have to pee, as usual. Talk to you later.”

“Bye.”

We hang up and I hurry to the bathroom. Just as I’m coming back into the living room, my phone rings on the couch. I sit down and look at the screen to see a text from Ethan.

Ethan: In case everything I said didn’t convey it enough, this is the happiest I have ever been. To know I’m about to not only be a father, but to be a father to a child I’ll share with you. We may not have intended this when we went back to the hotel room that night, but I’m glad this is what happened.

The screen gets blurry as tears flood my eyes. I could tell he was happy, how adamant he was to make sure I understood he will be in our baby’s life made that clear. But this text... It’s everything I didn’t ask for, but needed, nonetheless.

I hold the phone to my chest, feeling all the feelings I just got done telling Livia I have no time for. And I still don’t. Not really. I need to focus on the pregnancy and my career before I have to take months off after I have the baby. But they flitter around inside me regardless of if I think I have time for them or not.

Clearly, the attraction is still there. I felt it the moment we locked eyes in the café. But also, the interest is there too, the want to know more, everything and anything, about him. The need to touch him, to hold him. And underneath it all, hope and fear, that this could be more, so much more, than what I ran from in the hotel room that night.
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“So, tell me all about your baby mama.” Bryce grins.

“Never say that again, please. She has a name, use it,” I tell him.

He puts his hands up in surrender. “Sorry. Ethan, tell me about how it went with Alana.”

“She’s five months pregnant. With a boy. My boy.”

His eyes go to the side before he looks back at me and speaks. “Are you sure the baby is yours?”

The thought had never entered my mind. My eyes narrow at him trying to put it there.

“I’m sure,” I say through clenched teeth. “Don’t ask me again or speak that shit.”

He gives a single nod. “Got it. So, I’m gonna be an uncle to a little man. I like it.”

“I can just imagine the kind of advice you’ll be giving.”

“The best. What else did you guys talk about?”

“I told her I wanna be a part of it all now. She was telling me about the pregnancy so far. She lives about twenty minutes away. Twenty minutes, Bryce. She was that close the whole time.”

He shakes his head. “That’s wild. You were looking everywhere for her, and then end up finding her in your own town. So how does this change everything? You’ve been trying to find her for the past five months, and now you find her, pregnant with your baby.”

“It means I didn’t think I could want her more than I already did, and now I do. So, the way I see it, she doesn’t really know me, doesn’t know how good of a father I’d be, or even what kind of person I really am. And I have four months to make her believe we can be something more than co-parents.”

“And how do you plan to do that?”

I grin at him. “Well, other than my usual charms, wining and dining, all that good stuff.”

“Trying to wine a pregnant woman?” He tsks. “Off to a bad start on the dad front.”

“Such an asshole.” I sigh.

My phone vibrates on the table, and I see Alana’s name on the screen. I snatch it up, not at all ashamed of the way Bryce laughs at me, teasing about how I’m acting like someone with a high school crush. I throw him a dirty look as I swipe the screen. We texted until she told me she was tired last night, asking general questions about each other. She even told me a few of the names she’d tossed around. I felt like I’d barely done anything all night but wait for the next text to come through.

Alana: I was thinking of doing a little baby shopping in a few days, if you’d like to join me.

Me: I would love to join you. Just tell me where and when and I’m there. How are you feeling today?

Alana: Ok. I’ve been on my feet, in heels, most of the days and my body is not thanking me for it.

Me: I don’t like the sound of that. Why do you have to stand so much? Where do you work?

Alana: I’m a real estate agent. Normally, I would be sitting more, but I had an open house today, so I had to greet potential buyers as they walked in and give tours of the house.

“She’s a realtor,” I say absently to Bryce.

“Ah, the one hundred questions phase. How I don’t miss it.”

I look over to see him grinning, but behind the grin, in his eyes, is the pain. Bryce has sworn off relationships since his last one ended five months ago. Can’t really blame the guy after he got left at the altar the morning after I was with Alana. I don’t think I’ll ever forget the look on his face as I watched the wedding planner whisper that his fiancée wasn’t coming down the aisle. He’d drowned himself in alcohol for the rest of the day, but when he sobered up, he’d sworn that he would never be in a relationship again.

“You say that like you actually believe it,” I tell him.

He opens his hands wide. “Hey, have you seen me with a girlfriend since...then? I’m living my best life. Sex with no strings attached, someone in my bed when I go to sleep, but empty when I wake up. I have someone with me if I want it, and don’t have to deal with telling someone I want to be alone when I want to be. I’m good.”

I leave it alone, knowing this conversation will go nowhere. He’ll realize in time that the whole playboy lifestyle isn’t really for him. When he loves, he loves hard, and I get the feeling he’ll love again. Maybe this time, he’ll love the right woman. Because his fiancée definitely wasn’t that. I look back down at my phone as another message comes through.

Alana: I have another realtor coming in. I’ll text you later.

“How weird do you think it would be if I brought dinner to her house?” I ask. “I mean, that’s something any other guy would do for their pregnant...woman, right?”

He winces a little. “Your pregnant woman? Please never say that in front of her. I don’t know. I’m sure she would appreciate the meal, but I don’t know if you would be kinda rushing things.”

“All things considered, I kinda have to. I have four months to make her see me as more than just our baby’s dad. From what I hear, after babies are born, it’s all about, well...the baby. I don’t think there’ll be much romancing going on then.”

“I guess that’s true. Have you told your parents yet?”

I shake my head, smiling. “But can’t you just hear my mom’s shout of joy now when I do tell her?”

“I can.” He chuckles.

“I’m waiting a little while to tell them. Wanted to kind of give Alana and I a moment with each other, because we both know as soon as my parents find out, they are going to smother Alana with everything they have.”

“This is very, very true.”

Two days later, and I’m waiting outside the store Alana wants to meet at. It’s a small shop, a baby boutique, or so the sign in the window says. Taking Bryce’s advice and not rushing things with Alana, I didn’t bring her dinner, and waiting until today to see her again has been torture. We’ve been texting, learning more about each other over those days. She was absolutely thrilled when she found out my father and I owned a chain of furniture stores. I was told I had better give her a discount for all the staging she would be asking us to do in the future.

I look up at the sound of heels and find her walking towards me from her car. Somehow, she gets more beautiful every time I see her. She wears a dress that comes to her knees, one side wrapping over the other to tie on the right side at her waist. Pregnancy side effect, I guess, but her breasts look so good in that dress, I feel myself getting hard just watching her walk. Clearing my throat, I stand up from leaning on the building and she smiles when she spots me. That smile is everything. What all my hopes are hinged on.

“Hi,” she says, and leans in for a hug, her belly between us.

I wrap my arms around her as much as I can. “You look gorgeous.”

She waves my compliment off. “I certainly don’t feel it. Someone at work asked how much I gained with the pregnancy, and I have been feeling very unattractive since.”

“Well, I’m here to tell you that’s a lie.”

She ducks her head and smiles. It’s strange to see the shyer side of her because when we were in that hotel room, she had no inhibitions. She was free, demanding I make her scream, taking what she needed from me. But I guess we’ll both have to learn all the sides to each other.

I step around her and open the door for her to walk in. She goes straight to the strollers, pointing out the ones she researched so far online, her preferred ones. I open and close a few for her to help decide which would be the easiest to use with a baby in one hand. This is done with lots of instruction from her since I know nothing about strollers. Although, she chuckles at my efforts, and she is patient in explaining what other things in the store are for, like something called a diaper genie and the bottle sterilizer that can be put in the microwave.

“I already have the crib set up in the nursery,” she tells me as we pass them.

That statement makes me stop short. “So, how is that going to work? Are we each going to have our own nursery, or...”

She looks down at the ground, her eyebrows furrowing. “I don’t know. I’m sure neither of us will want to be away from the baby, especially in the beginning, so we’ll have to figure all that out.”

I open my mouth to say more but her hand goes to her belly. Rushing to cross the small distance between us, I hold her at the elbow.

“Are you okay? What happened?”

But she smiles up at me. “I’m fine. The baby kicked. You wanna feel?”

The breath shudders out of me at the unexpected offer. I nod and she reaches for my hand, bringing it to where hers just was. We both wait, utterly silent, and then, I feel it. The tiniest little kick, barely there, but I feel it. I close my eyes and leave my hand there, hoping for another one. Another kick, from my son. I still can’t believe it, really. Another kick comes, a little more powerful and we both chuckle.

“I think he likes you,” she whispers.

“Well, I would certainly hope so,” I joke. “Is he usually this active?”

She shakes her head. “I get a kick here and there, but never this many in a row. He’s showing off for his dad.”

My eyes snap to hers at her words, at the reality of them really setting in. His dad. She just gives me a small smile.

“It’s a huge thing to hear, right?” she asks. “To be called a parent, to really realize you’re going to have a whole person depending on you.”

“It’s not so much that, as it is that I’m going to be a father. A father. I mean, wow.”

I leave my hand on her belly for a few more seconds, hoping for another kick, before I finally take it away. We get a few more things and some outfits and head to the register. Alana begins to reach for her purse, so I hurry to pay for it.

“You don’t have to do that,” she says low.

“I do though. I hate that you even paid for some of the more expensive things already. I got everything from here on out.”

She arches a brow but lets it go when the cashier hands me the bags. I put a few in her trunk and the stroller and car seat in my own. She gets into her car, and I lean in the window.

“I’ll follow you back to your place so I can bring the stuff in.”

She nods. “But first, I need to eat.”

I grin. “I can take care of that. You have a place in mind?”

“I do. Follow me.”

I get into my car and wait until she passes me to pull out behind her, excitement from feeling the baby’s kick still thrumming through me. We drive for about ten minutes before getting to the restaurant, and God, when she gets out of her car and smiles over at me, I swear my heart squeezes in my chest. Yeah, I’m in way over my head here, but I find that I don’t mind at all.
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“So, this is where you work, huh?” Ethan asks, looking around my office.

“Yeah, for the past three years. Why, are you looking for a house?” I smirk.

“I wish you’d been the realtor I used when I bought my house. I had so many issues with the one I used.”

I tilt my head. “Like what?”

“Getting the inspection done on time, communication was horrible. In the end, I had to speak to the lawyers myself to get everything done, so you can imagine how still having to pay her a commission didn’t quite sit right with me.”

I shake my head. “Some people get into this for all the wrong reasons, and it shows.”

“And you, why did you get into it?”

“I like the idea that I helped someone find their dream home, their forever home. Where they’ll raise a family, or even just lay down their heads with the person they love at night. And I always, always have my eye out for the house that I want. It’s very specific in my mind, even if I haven’t actually seen it yet.”

He smiles. “I look forward to hearing about this dream house.”

Heels click behind me, and I turn around to see Livia coming towards us.

“You guys haven’t been introduced.” I gesture between them. “Ethan, this is Livia. Livia, Ethan.”

They shake hands as I grab my purse off my desk.

“Nice to finally meet you,” Livia says.

“Finally?” He arches a brow.

“Well, I’ve been hearing about you for months now.”

He grins over at me, and I have to force myself to playfully smile and roll my eyes instead of paying attention to the heat that rushes through me from him looking at me the way he is.

“I’m flattered to know I was a topic of conversation.” He chuckles.

“Oh, you don’t even know how many conversations.”

“Livia.” I hiss and glare at her.

She just smirks. “ What? I gotta be honest with the guy if I’m gonna let him steal my lunch buddy.”

“You’re more than welcome to join us,” Ethan offers.

“No, no. It’s okay. I’ll let you take her today, but tomorrow is mine. Don’t worry, we’ll work out a schedule for her.”

“Gee, thanks. Well, Her is hungry, so let’s go. I’ll see you when I get back,” I tell Livia.

I look at her over my shoulder as Ethan opens the door for me and she wiggles her eyebrows, making me stifle a chuckle.

“I’ll miss coming here every day when I go on maternity leave,” I admit while Ethan begins heading to the restaurant.

“And when is that?”

“At eight months. I mean, I can still do paperwork and stuff like that, but no more showing houses. The firm has a rule about it. I suppose they don’t want someone going into labor while with a client.”

“Makes sense. I’m sure my dad will have no problem giving me the time off.”

“You don’t have to.”

“Yes, I do. I don’t want to miss a moment of his first weeks. And if I didn’t, my dad would whip my ass for leaving you home alone with a newborn.”

“I like him already. Have you told them yet?”

“No. I wanted to have you to myself for a little while before they descended on us. Because make no mistake, the moment I tell them, they will want to be a part of every aspect from here on out.”

He chuckles, but his words only serve to remind me of just how much my parents want nothing to do with me or their grandson. I brush those thoughts away by the time we get to the restaurant.

“So, why the suit?” I question when he takes the seat across from me.

He smiles. “I had a meeting before I came to get you. Why, don’t you like it?”

Entirely too much, but I settle for saying, “I do. Looks very nice on you.”

“Thanks. This new apartment complex is going to furnish some of their apartments, so hopefully, we get the contract.”

“Did your dad go to the meeting too?”

He shakes his head. “I mostly handle the meetings now, payroll, things like that. He designs a lot of the furniture and sees the production of it through.”

“Did you always want to be a part of the business?”

“Yeah. He started it when I was six, so my weekends were spent at the store, smaller then, but to kid me, the best store in the world. I started working there when I was sixteen, and my dad made sure I started at the bottom.”

I arch a brow, smiling. “What was the bottom?”

“A mover. I was one of the movers.”

I sit back and grin. “Oh, I can picture that.”

“Is it a nice picture?”

“Definitely.”

The waitress comes to take our order and leaves with our menus.

“So, I have a doctor’s appointment next week, if you’d like to come,” I say.

“I’m there. What usually happens at the appointment?”

“They measure my belly and check for the baby’s heart rate. I really like this doctor because he does an ultrasound, just a short one, at each visit too. I don’t think most others do. Other than that, they just take my blood pressure and weight. Make sure I’m gaining what I should, which I don’t think will ever be a problem with how much I eat during this pregnancy.”

“Well, the weight looks damn good on you.”

“Does it?” I smirk.

“In all areas.”

“Are you flirting with me, Ethan?”

“Yes. Is it working?”

I take a sip of my drink instead of answering, but that doesn’t stop a dicky grin from appearing on his face. Because, yes, all the time we’ve spent together and texting and talking over the past three weeks has slowly but surely broken down my resolve to keep things mutual between us. The feelings I felt in the hotel room that night have not only grown but dug deep inside me to make me miss him whenever we’re not together. To make me want more with him than I should. To make me begin to envision a future beyond just caring for our son together. And it all scares the hell out of me.

I get home from work and am just sitting on the couch when my phone rings. Looking at the screen I see it’s my mother. I begin to lay the phone on the cushion beside me, but my earlier conversation with Ethan fills my mind. His joy at how he knows his parents will react to the news of a grandchild. Hope makes me swipe the screen to pick up the call.

“Hi, mom,” I greet her.

“Hello, Alana.”

So formal, such as it’s been ever since I decided to leave their house against their will when I’d gotten my realtor license. Not that things were great before that, either. I was never the perfect, sinless daughter they wanted. Although they’d taken me to church damn near every day, and twice on Sunday, I was the daughter who had boyfriends in high school, who snuck to call boys on the house phone, since they wouldn’t buy me a cell phone. I tried to fit into their box for a while, but never could. And then I stopped wanting to.

They had at least tolerated me, tried to drum the same old “you must live a righteous life” routine into me, but then I’d told them I was moving out. To them, this meant one thing and one thing only. I was a sinner who wanted to live in the devil’s world. They’d all but thrown me out, the few boxes they’d deigned to pack for me left on the porch when I came to get my things. And no matter how long I rang the doorbell, or called their phones, I was ignored.

I didn’t speak to them again until a year after that, but unsurprisingly, the conversation was much of the same. Come home, repent, and live a righteous life. But all that changed when I told them I was pregnant. I hadn’t expected joy or happiness, but I also hadn’t expected them to refer to their own grandson as a bastard at every turn. To them, my baby was nothing but a blemish on their good name, a stain showing the world that I was unclean, that they had failed in raising me to be upright. And my pregnancy was nothing but a shame, something to be done away with as soon as possible.

“How are you?” I ask my mother.

“When one serves the Lord, they are always blessed. Maybe you’ve forgotten that.”

“How could I?” I grumble.

“What was that?”

“No, I haven’t, Mom. I...found the father of the baby.”

Yeah, that had only made matters worse. Much worse. I didn’t even know the father of my child’s last name, let alone where he was, or really, who he was. Although I didn’t tell my parents all the details about me having a one-night stand and fleeing a hotel room after the condom broke, they knew enough to make my ‘sin’ that much more reprehensible.

“Found him?” she scoffs. “The devil can be found anywhere. Is he ready to marry you?”

“I wouldn’t ask that of him. We don’t know each other well enough for that.”

“No,” she says, her voice getting louder. “But you did know each other well enough for you to open your legs to him like some whore of Babylon.”

“I’m not a whore!” I shout back.

I take a deep breath, trying to calm down. This is not where I wanted this conversation to go.

“Is Dad there?” I inquire.

Not that talking to him will go any differently, but this conversation has all but gone in the same direction as the others, and it won’t turn around now.

“Ah, speaking of your father.” She ignores my question. “He has a...friend who will take care of your situation.” 

"My situation?" I slowly puzzle.

"That...thing inside you," she spits with so much venom it makes me flinch.

"Do not speak of my child that way."

"That is no child. That is an abomination. The only way to save it now is to get rid of it or give it away to a good, God-fearing family who will raise it in the light of the Lord."

"What the hell are you talking about?" I yell, my anger getting the better of me at her words.

How can she even suggest either of those options?

"As I was saying," she continues like she doesn't understand the weight of what she just said. "Your father has a friend...of sorts. He can take care of your problem. He has agreed to perform the abortion I mentioned before."

My eyes widen in shock, in disgust, in despair.

"And just like before, my answer is no. I'm five months, Mom, almost six," I point out, my voice lower now with the emotions flowing through me tempering it. "Abortion is not an option. But you already know abortion was never an option for me. You know because, as much as you claim to cherish life, it was the first thing you suggested when I told you I was pregnant."

"It is different when that life was not made in a wholesome way. Something made in the dark can only be full of darkness. And I will not have any grandchild of mine be some creature of the devil because you chose to lay with one."

I rub my forehead, a headache beginning to ache at my temples. This was a bad idea. I knew it was, but I'd let hope fool me yet again. She'll never change. My father will never change.

"I'm telling you, and you can tell dad, that this baby is coming. I won't be aborting him, not it, him, and I will not be giving my son away. You have a grandchild who will be here soon, and you need to decide whether the both of you will be in his life or not. And if you aren't, that will be through no one's fault but your own."

"We want no part of it. Unless..."

"Unless what, Mom?" I sigh, hating the weakness that even makes me ask.

But at the end of the day, they are my parents. Prideful sure, arrogant in their self-proclaimed righteousness, always, but they are still my parents. The ones who held me when I had a nightmare, took me school shopping, and cared for me when I was sick. A part of me will always hope that they will come around and want to be a part of not just my life, but my son's.

"Unless you allow us to take it. Let us raise it and give it all the keys to heaven that we gave you, even if you chose to cast them aside."

I scoff. "Are you serious? You cannot even refer to my child as anything other than it, and you think I would allow you to raise him in your house? To be forever shamed by you, to be told every little thing he does is a sin against God, like you did to me for the smallest infractions? Never. He is my son."

"He is a bastard," she all but growls. "With you, that's all he will ever be. Some mistake made in sin."

"That's enough," I snap. "If that is all you see him as then there's no need to discuss this any further. Rest assured, I will not ask you to be in his life again."

"Good. Save yourself the embarrassment."

I hang up without another word, my head throbbing now. The tears are right there, making my nose tingle with their need to fall, but I refuse to let them. I have cried more than enough times over my parents’ words and actions. My hand goes to my belly.

"It will be all right," I whisper to him. "We don't need them. We have auntie Livia. And your dad. We have your dad now."

Of that, I am most sure.

After I call Livia and get my pick me up ‘your parents are judgmental assholes’ talk, I feel a little better. I may not have them, but I do have someone great who wants to be in my baby's life. Realizing I never told Ethan the time or address for the doctor's appointment, I call him after I eat dinner. Lying in bed in panties and an over-sized T-shirt, I wait for him to answer. He doesn't sound like I thought he would when he does.

"Hello?" he pants.

"Are you okay?" I ask.

"Yeah, yeah. I just ran to get the phone. Didn't wanna miss your call."

"How did you know it was me?"

"You've got a ringtone just for you."

He doesn't know what those words mean to me. That he gave me a different ringtone than everyone else, just so he'd know it was me. So he could know to run from...

"Where were you running from?"

"The shower."

I instantly picture him in a towel, or better yet, in nothing at all. Water running down his body, hair wet.

"Hello, are you there?"

"Yeah." The word squeaks out of me, and I clear my throat. "Yeah, I'm here."

"Everything okay?"

"Yes. I was calling to tell you the time for the doctor's appointment and where the office is. It's actually not too far from the cafe we met again at."

"Oh, okay, just let me get a pen."

It's so hard not to picture him walking around naked. It's certainly made easier by remembering how he looked walking towards me in the hotel room after he'd shut the door and turned around with pure lust and desire in his eyes. A pressure begins between my thighs, an ache that hits me with so much intensity I rub them together.

"Okay, go head," he says.

"Go ahead, what?" I murmur.

He chuckles
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