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          Chapter One

        

      

    
    
      “I can be your surrogate.”

      Those were the five words I uttered tonight. Five little words that stunned everyone into an awkward silence. My husband, Kyle, looked at me like I had grown an extra head. Sarah, my best friend, stared in disbelief, and her husband, Ethan, looked about ready to burst. What he wanted to say, I couldn’t tell. Everything after that seemed to be a blur.

      “What were you thinking tonight, Alice? I know you want a baby, but this is going too far.”

      As I sit at my mirror, Kyle hovering angrily over me, I slowly take off my earrings. We had just returned from a dinner party with our friends. An innocent dinner party that suddenly ended when those five words left my lips.

      Blowing out a breath, I look at him. “This isn’t about me wanting a baby, Kyle. This is about me giving my best friend a special gift. You haven’t been there when she’s cried to me about not being the woman she feels she needs to be for Ethan. I’ve had to sit there and comfort her, telling her she is all woman and more. I’m the one who has had to listen to the heartache in her voice when yet another attempt at getting pregnant doesn’t work. I want to do this for her. I want to do this for both of them.”

      While Kyle paces the room, I watch as the man I married fights the urge to scream and shout. I know he’s angry, but I also know he’s trying his hardest to keep it together. He spins toward me.

      “Don’t you know what this means? It means you will be pregnant with another man’s baby! You will be the mother and Ethan will be the father. I know it will kill you to see another woman raising your baby.” When my shoulders sag, Kyle kneels in front of me. “See? You know it’s true, honey. How on earth will you manage to cope with that every day? And what about me? How do you think it will make me feel, knowing you’re carrying another man’s child?”

      When a tear slides down my face, Kyle wipes it away. “It’s been over five years, Kyle.” I see him sigh, making me angry. “You said we would try for a baby after we’ve been married three years. It’s been over five.”

      He sweeps his eyes over me. “Your body is beautiful, Alice. You’ve always looked so young and vivacious. Having a baby would just—”

      I gasp, standing up. Kyle stands slowly, too. “So that’s what this is all about? You’re afraid if I have a baby my body will be—”

      “Ruined. Yes,” he blurts out.

      My eyes bulge. I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You selfish prick.”

      Kyle holds out his hand, but all I do is look at it in disgust. “Oh, come on, Alice.”

      I step back and walk toward the bed. “I can’t believe you’re saying this. So the reason you won’t have a baby with me is because you’re afraid I’ll get stretch marks and saggy breasts?”

      Sighing, Kyle throws his hands up in the air. “It’s not just that. I’ve heard it from my mates at work before. They complain about their wives being too tired to have sex after having a baby. Many have gone as far as to say dinner’s sometimes not even ready when they get home. They’re jealous of me, though. Jealous of the fact I have a hot wife who gives me everything I need.” Holding his hands out, he walks closer to me, but I flinch away.

      “Oh…my…god… I can’t believe these words are coming out of your mouth. Seriously?”

      Kyle sighs again in obvious frustration. “You should be happy other men think you’re hot.”

      I huff in disgust. I can’t believe I’ve never seen this side of him. I already knew Kyle was a little reluctant about having a baby, but I never realised how deep it went. It made me see him in a completely new light.

      I narrow my eyes at him. “What would make me happy is to have a husband who supports me. What would make me happy is to seal our unity of marriage by starting a family. Isn’t that the way life goes? Isn’t that the life we agreed on?”

      Kyle shakes his head. “Honey, plenty of couples get married and don’t have children.”

      My eyes widen. “So now you’re saying you don’t want any kids? Isn’t this something you should have told me...I don’t know...eight years ago when we first got together? Eight years ago when you told me you wanted the house, the wife, the white picket fence? Did you just say all that to get me into bed? Was it all just bullshit?”

      Kyle runs his fingers through his hair. “Of course it wasn’t. I’m just not ready yet, okay? I need more time. Is that too much to ask?”

      I sigh, turning back toward the mirror before sitting down in front of it. “No, it’s not. But when someone you love and trust tells you three years, you don’t expect almost another three to pass you by with still nothing.”

      Kyle growls. “I’m sick of repeatedly having this same fucking argument. Why can’t you just accept the fact I’m not ready? The more you push this, the more I don’t want to have any fucking kids.” I open my mouth, but he cuts me off. “Fuck this. I’m sleeping on the couch. Looks like I am one of those suckers at work after all.”

      Kyle storms out, leaving me in tears. I knew he could be cruel, but that really hit me hard, and I’m sure he knew it. He’s the type who always wants to win an argument and, as long as he gets his point across, doesn’t care just how much his words sting.

      Trying to push that aside, I think back to Sarah and Ethan’s house tonight. We had just finished our meal. Yes, wine was involved, but even in my woozy state, I knew I wanted to do this for them. I didn’t understand what I felt inside, but I knew I was doing the right thing. How? Well, I haven’t figured that out yet, but I know, in my heart, this is meant to be.

      “Sarah and I accept the fact we cannot get pregnant naturally. We still want a baby, so we’re exploring other avenues, aren’t we?” Staring at Sarah, Ethan places a loving hand over hers.

      I was always a little jealous of the way he looked at her. It makes me wish I had that in my marriage. Mine isn’t falling apart, by any means, but Kyle can be a little aloof with me at times. It’s almost like he’s in lust with me, rather than love. From the moment he gets home from work at night until the moment he’s ready to leave the next morning, he constantly wants sex. In the beginning, it was exciting, but it’s now become a replacement for love and companionship. It’s as if I’m only his crutch. I want the sex, but I also want to be cherished. I don’t think that’s too much to ask.

      “What other avenues are you looking into?” I ask, briefly glancing across at Kyle, who gives me a stern look. The look that tells me not to go there. He always tenses up whenever anyone talks about babies. It pisses me off sometimes.

      Sarah pushes her golden locks from her shoulder and smiles, which seems a little off tonight. It makes me wonder if she’s given up hope. I pray that isn’t the case because they would make a beautiful baby together.

      Sarah is as stunning now as she was when we first met. We’ve known each other since primary school. Despite us being polar opposites…she has blonde hair, I have dark; she has dark blue eyes, I have light brown; she’s five-four and petite, I’m five-eight with curves…we’ve always gotten along.

      Come to think of it, Kyle and Ethan are opposites, too. Kyle, having thick blond hair, is not much taller than I am, whereas Ethan has short dark hair and towers over me. He’s also more toned than Kyle, working out at the gym down the road from my job. He lives a healthy lifestyle, hoping it will produce a healthy baby. I know he is going to be a fantastic father.

      “We’re thinking of surrogacy.”

      Ethan’s voice halts my thoughts.

      “Surrogacy?” I ask.

      He smiles brightly, but Sarah’s is still off. “Yes. We realise now that IVF won’t work, so we’ve been talking about a surrogate mother. Someone who could carry our baby.”

      I frown, looking at Sarah. “You mean, one who will carry the egg from you?” I look at Ethan. “And the sperm from you?”

      “Not me.” I snap my head to Sarah. “My infertility runs a little more complicated than that. Not only do I have endometriosis, my eggs are of poor quality. The best solution is for another woman to carry Ethan’s baby.”

      Ethan grabs Sarah’s hand and looks at her. “Our baby.”

      The sadness in my friend’s face makes my heart ache. “It’s no use, though. The chance of us finding someone who is willing to carry our baby is virtually nil.”

      Just then, something comes over me. It’s almost like clarity has formed in my head. It feels as though I finally know why I have been put on this earth. Like, for the first time in my life, I have a purpose.

      Before thinking about the implications, I blurt out, “I can be your surrogate.”

      Tears fall as Kyle’s cruel words whirl around my head. He could have been a little more understanding, even interested as to why I want to do this. Yes, I am curious to know what it feels like to have another life growing inside me—even though I know I won’t be a mother to the baby. I have been friends with Sarah for eighteen years. We grew up together, met our husbands together, laughed together, and cried together. We are almost like sisters. I wouldn’t think twice about doing this for my sister, so Sarah’s definitely no different.

      Despite my husband’s obvious disgust at the thought, I need to go ahead with this. Something inside me still says it’s the right thing to do.

      But I guess convincing Kyle is going to be harder than I imagined.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    
    
      When I wake the next morning, Kyle isn’t talking to me…per usual. He knows I’ll eventually cave and be the first to speak. He’s as stubborn as a mule when it comes to arguments. He has to have the last word, and I have to be the peacekeeper. The one who says the argument is silly and can we just forget about it. It usually ends with Kyle’s excitement growing. The bulge in his trousers is evidence of this. He always ends up taking me on the table, sofa, anywhere just so we can have rough make-up sex. He says those are the best times. I, however, don’t agree. I always feel used and empty afterward, but I accept it because Kyle was my first. I simply don’t know any other way. Despite the fact I am unhappy in our sex life, I just assume all relationships are like this. I’ve never climaxed, but Kyle doesn’t seem to care, as long as he gets what he wants. I just feel there should be...I don’t know…more.

      This morning, though, I feel different than usual. Kyle’s still angry, so it must be a shock to him when I get up, dress in my yoga gear, and head out to the gym without a word. This isn’t something I’d normally do. I’d always concede, making Kyle happy again. Not today. I need time away from my husband. Time to meditate and think things through. I really need to ponder whether my offer was as good as it sounded. I know I won’t change my mind, but I still owe it to myself to play devil’s advocate.

      After an hour of yoga, I feel as determined as ever to see this through. I just need to know how Sarah and Ethan feel about it. Once I have them on board, it’s just Kyle I have to convince. I don’t know how to do that at this point, but I’m sure I can think of something.

      After showering, I get dressed and make a hasty exit, phone in hand. I’m so busy texting Sarah, I run into a hard chest, hands grabbing my arms to steady me.

      “Oops, sorry.” I look up, seeing Ethan smiling down at me. “Oh… Hi, Ethan. I was just in the middle of texting Sarah.”

      Ethan pulls his hands away. “Yoga class again?”

      I nod. “Workout for you?”

      “Yep.”

      It suddenly feels awkward. We both look away, as if trying to think of something to say.

      “About last night…,” I start.

      At the same time, Ethan says, “I was hoping to talk to you.”

      We both smile, then Ethan sighs. “Can we go for a quick coffee?”

      I shrug. “Sure.”

      We venture down the escalator to the Starbucks on the first floor. Ethan orders a cappuccino, while I opt for a latte. It’s quiet because it’s still early on a Saturday morning. That’s why I like going to the early classes. I miss all the shoppers. After ten thirty in the morning, forget trying to find a seat in Starbucks.

      After sitting at a table in the corner, Ethan shifts slightly. I know he’s trying to work up the courage to say something, so I debate whether to put him out of his misery. Seeing as he’s obviously having a hard time, I decide to start.

      “It wasn’t the wine talking.”

      His head snaps up. “What?”

      I chuckle a little. “Last night. It wasn’t the wine talking. I was serious about my offer. I would love nothing more than to give you and Sarah this gift.”

      Ethan’s eyes light up. His boyish excitement has me almost giggling again. “You really are serious, aren’t you?”

      I take a sip of my latte and nod. “Of course. It would give me so much pleasure to see you both happy. I know how hard it’s been on you two.”

      Ethan looks down for a moment, shoulders slumping. “It hasn’t been easy. Sarah was ready to give up, but I pushed the thought of surrogacy. She was hesitant at first, but she’s coming around to the idea. I think she thought by the time we found a surrogate, she would be too old to raise a baby. We have been trying for over four years now. Nothing seems to be working.”

      I bite my lip. “Did you two discuss this after Kyle and I left last night?”

      “Yeah. I thought that maybe you weren’t thinking straight and would regret it by morning. I would have been disappointed, but would have also understood. I can see that isn’t the case now, but what concerns me the most is that we’re all close friends. You’d be a part of the baby’s life. I’m not sure I’d be comfortable knowing that every time you look at our daughter or son, it would upset you.”

      I sigh, thinking about what Kyle said last night. I know it’s true, but I still want this for them. I feel like this is my destiny. To make them a proper family.

      “I hear what you’re saying, but it’s...” I sigh, trying to get the words out. “I can’t explain it. It just feels...right.” I roll my eyes. “You probably think I’m nuts to say that.”

      Ethan laughs, shaking his head. “Not nuts. Courageous, selfless, and maybe a little bold, but certainly not nuts.”

      I take another tentative sip. “What’s your overall opinion about this? Would you mind me being the mother of your child?”

      He clears his throat. “I have been ready for this for the past four years. I’ve built up my hopes and dreams of starting a family. I’m just so grateful someone close to us is willing to do this. I think Sarah feels the same, but the biggest question of all is are you and Kyle ready for this?”

      I grimace a little, remembering our argument. “I can safely say I am. I just need to speak with Kyle a little more. Like you, I think he thought it was just a spur-of-the-moment thing, but there is one thing he obviously still hasn’t learned about me.”

      “What’s that?” Ethan asks, an intrigued look on his face.

      “That I would never promise something I didn’t mean. Saying I would, then going back on it would be cruel to both you and Sarah. All I can say is I am ready, as long as you and Sarah are.”

      Ethan takes a sip of his cappuccino. “Tell you what. Why don’t we give each other a few days? I’ll talk things through with Sarah, and you can talk things over with Kyle. By the end of next week, we can see if we still want to do this.”

      I nod. “Sounds good to me. I’ll call you Friday afternoon with a decision.”

      Ethan inhales deeply, the weight of the world seeming to lift off his shoulders. It’s a strange sight to see, but one that makes me happy. It just further cements my decision.

      “I’m not sure if this will all go smoothly, but I must admit. This is the happiest I have been in a long time. I finally have hope again.”

      I know I probably shouldn’t meddle, but I feel the need to. “Are you and Sarah okay?”

      Ethan smiles hesitantly. “Yes, of course. I just think this whole baby thing has put a strain on our relationship. I’m sure once we know we’re going to have a baby, things will settle down. I just want to make Sarah happy. I know she hasn’t been for a long time, which makes me unhappy. That’s why I said this was the happiest I have felt in a long time. I really want to thank you for that.” Ethan’s words bring tears to my eyes. He reaches across the table for my hand. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      I shake my head and sniffle. “No, it’s okay. I just really hope I don’t disappoint either of you.”

      Ethan looks at me, brows furrowed. “How could you ever disappoint us? Whether or not this works, what you’re offering is the most selfless, kind act imaginable. No matter what, I could never be disappointed.” He smiles warmly.

      “Thank you.”

      He chuckles. “It should be me thanking you.”

      With pride in my heart, I lift my coffee cup. “To new beginnings.”

      Ethan does the same. “To new beginnings.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I walk through the door, startled to see Kyle standing there. “Where the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to call you. Why did you just walk out on me like that?”

      I sigh as I drop my gym bag and head upstairs. “I think you can tell where I’ve been.”

      I hear Kyle following me. “Your yoga class finished well over an hour ago. Where have you been?”

      As I walk into our bedroom, I swing around to him. “I bumped into Ethan at the gym. He bought me a coffee and we talked about what happened last night.”

      When I see the anger in his eyes, I know another fight is brewing. “You had no right to go behind my back.”

      I narrow my eyes. “I didn’t go behind your back. I—”

      “You know he wants to fuck you.”

      I gasp. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

      “I’m not letting anyone else fuck my wife.”

      My eyes widen. “You don’t seriously think I would consider that, do you? Are you nuts? There are other ways to get pregnant without sex being involved.”

      Kyle’s nostrils flare. “Have you asked him?”

      “Asked him what?”

      He breathes deeply, the muscle in his jaw starting to tick. “How he wants to do this.” He inches forward, circling me without touching. I know what’s coming. “Did you ask him if he wants to rip your clothes off and fuck you senseless?”

      Tears spring to my eyes. “Kyle, please…”

      He grabs my breast before diving down toward the waistband of my yoga pants. Sliding his hand in, he forcibly pushes one finger inside me. I yelp at the intrusion. “Did he tell you he wanted to put his dick inside you and pound your pussy until it was sore? Did he tell you he wanted to come inside you? Make you scream?”

      I shake my head and gasp again as he pushes his finger in farther. “Kyle, you’re being unreasonable. You know it’s not like that. Ethan’s a doctor. He would only want to do this clinically.”

      Kyle’s breathing quickens, showing me he’s angry and turned on at the same time. That’s not a good mix, but it’s something I’ve seen too much of lately. “I see the way he looks at you. He wants to fuck you. Knowing that turns me on, but he can’t have you. No way am I going to allow anyone to fuck what’s mine.”

      I shake my head again. “It won’t be like that. I swear. I only want to do this so Sarah and Ethan can have a proper family.”

      Kyle pulls his finger out of me, then pulls my pants down. “Whose wife are you?”

      I try to get free, but he holds me in place. “There’s no need for this.”

      He turns me around and forces me to bend over the bed. “Whose wife are you, Alice? Who do you belong to?” I hear him pull down his zipper.

      “You, Kyle. I belong to you.”

      He forces his way in hard, making me gasp. I’m not ready, but I never am with Kyle. It hurts every time he enters me.

      “That’s right, baby. Mmm, you’re so fucking tight.”

      He starts pounding into me, grunting and panting as he grips my hips. I make my mind go blank. Nothing about this feels good. I feel used, but I take it like the diligent wife I am. I know he will be nice and caring afterward. He always is.

      “Jesus, Alice. You’re seriously the best fucking pussy ever. You make me come so hard. No one else can make me come as hard as you. No one.”

      I ignore the references to his other sexual encounters. I know Kyle was experienced before he met me, but he told me I was special because I lost my virginity to him. He promised me flowers, romance, marriage, kids. At first, it was romantic, but he eventually stopped caring about my happiness. After a while, everything just stopped.

      “Fuck, baby. I’m going to come. I’m going to fucking mark you. You feel so fucking good. I could fuck you all day. Shit, Alice!” He stills as he releases himself into me.

      Once his breathing calms, he caresses my back so tenderly, you would never believe he’s capable of making me feel so bad inside. As I hang my head, Kyle pulls himself out, grabs me, and pulls me onto the bed with him. He spoons me, gently placing kisses on my shoulder.

      “I missed this last night. I missed coming to bed with you and making love to you. That was one of the best make-up sessions we’ve ever had. I’m going to need you again in a bit. I just need to work myself up for the next round. You know it’s never long. Is it, sweetheart?”

      I sigh, but shake my head. I need to give him what he wants to get him on my side about the baby thing. I know if I don’t give in, he will make things difficult for me.

      After a few minutes have passed and his breathing has calmed a little, he pulls my top up. “You are the sexiest thing alive. Do you realise that?” He grabs my breast, kneading and pulling at my nipple until I hiss. “You like that, baby? Shit, your breasts seem to get bigger every time I touch them. So fucking perfect.” He pulls one nipple into his mouth and begins sucking painfully. As I cry out, Kyle pulls away and climbs on top of me.

      “The sounds you make get me so fucking excited. I can’t get enough of you, baby. You’re just too good.” He enters me again with a hard thrust and arches his back. “Fuck!”

      He begins pounding faster and harder. Every time I cry out, he gets more and more worked up. “You’re so wet with my come. It makes you so warm and tight. Fucking best feeling in the world.”

      When he starts going faster, I know he’s close. Thankfully, it never lasts too long. “You’re going to make me come again already. Fuck!” He roars out again and pounds into me one last time before he slumps on top of me. “Jesus, baby. It never seems to stop getting better with you.” He lifts his head and kisses me tenderly on the lips. “I definitely made the right decision marrying you. You’re the best wife anyone could ever wish for.”

      When he kisses me again, I see the old Kyle. The one who loved me and cherished me. The one who made me feel like the luckiest girl in the world. Over the years, that man has turned into a selfish person. If I had known this side of him from the beginning, I doubt I would be here right now.
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      When Wednesday rolls around, I feel more positive. After some persuasion, I finally start winning Kyle over to the idea of me becoming a surrogate. I act like the total devoted wife, and things seem to be better. He’s more attentive and caring, even before lovemaking. He constantly tells me how sexy and beautiful I am—which, for the first time in a long time, has me smiling. He’s more demanding with how often we have sex, but I know he’ll be putty in my hands afterward.

      I wave to my co-workers, Sally and Henry, as I walk out of the building. Working at an insurance firm, we’ve been swamped with work after the flood last week. Luckily, today is a little quieter, so I manage to get out to meet Sarah for lunch. After Friday night, I’ve been nervous about seeing her, but also a little excited about the prospect of her being happy again. I really hope I can do this for her.

      As I near the café on the corner, I spot Sarah through the window. Because of the stress of trying for a baby, she doesn’t work at the moment, but with Ethan being a doctor, she doesn’t have to. In one sense, I’m a little jealous of her having all this free time. At the same time, I need a purpose. If I didn’t work, I think I would end up finding a hobby, such as writing. I smile at the thought as I open the door. Sarah looks up and smiles, standing to kiss both my cheeks.

      “Alice, how are you? I bet crazy since the flood. I suppose we have to count ourselves lucky that we live on a hill.”

      We laugh. The side of Cornwall we live in is rather hilly. It’s the type of place that looks beautiful in all kinds of weather. Of course, I prefer the sun, but I love the way the hills take on a radiant shade of green once the rain hits.

      “Yes, we were lucky, but the town below us? Not so much. I’ve had to deal with over a hundred claims since last week.”

      Sarah looks out the window. “Luckily, today is beautiful. That always helps clear things up.”

      After we order our drinks, I watch her a moment. She looks tired. Her flowing, vibrant blonde hair is a little lank today, and her eyes are dark and sullen.

      I clear my throat. “Speaking of clearing things up, have you managed to speak with Ethan?”

      Sarah sighs, then turns to me with a small smile. “You really want to do this for us?” When I nod, tears immediately spring to her eyes.

      I reach out and grab her hand. “Please, don’t cry. I never meant to make you cry.”

      Sarah shakes her head, sniffling. “It’s not that. It’s just... You’ve always been like that. Always looked out for everyone else before yourself. I never know whether to hug or slap you for it.” When my eyes widen, she laughs. “I didn’t mean it to sound nasty. I just always thought people would take advantage, walk all over you.”

      I frown. “I would never do this for just anyone, Sarah.”

      She nods with another sniffle. “I know. We’ve been best friends for how long now?”

      “Eighteen years.”

      Her eyes widen. “Eighteen years?” I nod. “Look how far we’ve come. Just think. If it hadn’t been for that mix-up at the cab firm, things could have been very different.”

      I think back to that night eight years ago. Both Sarah and I had booked separate cabs to go meet our blind dates. I was supposed to meet Ethan, and Sarah was supposed to meet Kyle, but the cab drivers got our names mixed up. Once we got to our respective restaurants, we realised the mistake, but carried on with our dates. I hit it off with Kyle, just as Sarah did with Ethan. The rest, as they say, is history.

      “You’re right, but fate lent a helping hand.”

      She smiles, looking off into the distance. “It certainly did.” Her face falls as she snaps her head back to me. “Why are you doing this?” she blurts out.

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      Sarah leans forward. “I know you, Alice. I know you want a baby just as much as we do. Why not have one of your own? Why do this for us?”

      I see the pain in her eyes and know why. I’ve always known why. “Kyle isn’t ready to start a family yet. You are. It just seems like perfect timing. Once you have your family started, maybe Kyle and I can start our own. At the moment, my eggs are free.” I start laughing, causing Sarah to bust out in giggles.

      “I’m laughing, but nothing about this is funny. You’re willing to sacrifice a lot, but I don’t think it’s right to ask you.”

      I lean forward to grab her hand. “You have been waiting for the day you can hold your baby in your arms, haven’t you?” She nods. “Let me help you get there. I’m more than willing. I swear to you, I want to do this. You’re like a sister to me. You know I’d do anything to see you happy again.”

      Sarah starts sniffling, fanning her eyes with her hands. “Don’t make me cry again. You’ll ruin my make-up.” She laughs through the tears.

      I think this is the first time in a long time I have heard her genuinely laugh. It feels like old times. We haven’t been able to laugh out loud like this in a long time.

      “So, what are you going to get to eat? I can’t talk about this baby stuff with you anymore. You’ll have me balling like a baby...and that really isn’t a pretty sight. Believe me.”

      I chuckle. “Okay. I think I’m ready to order.”

      Once the waitress comes with our drinks, we place our orders. When I see the clouds gathering, I stifle a groan. “I hope this doesn’t mean another bad winter. I can’t stand the cold and the rain.”

      Sarah shivers. “Me, either. I do like snuggling up in front of the fire, though. That obviously has its merits.” She wiggles her eyebrows at me.

      “Ah, nights in front of the fire sound nice.”

      Sarah frowns. “Don’t you guys do that?”

      I laugh. “Our nights involve a lot of rough sex with little else.”

      “Nothing wrong with a bit of rough sex, but I get what you mean. No candy and flowers with Kyle then?”

      I tap my fingers against my coffee mug. “He can be sweet when he wants to be. I think he’s a sex addict, though.”

      Sarah almost spills her coffee. “Come again?”

      I snort. “Kyle... I think he’s got a sex problem. He wants it all the time!”

      Sarah laughs loudly. “My god, girl. That just goes to show how much he wants you. You should be thankful he’s like that after all these years together.”

      I nod, having heard the same from Kyle. “I know.” I sigh. “I’m a lucky girl.”

      I think about what she said about nights in front of the fire. I would love to laze in front of a roaring fire, Kyle and I feeding each other, snuggling up close, appreciating one another before making love.

      “So, what plans do you have this weekend?” Sarah snaps me out of my daydream.

      I think about it for a moment, my heart sinking. “Kyle wants to go visit his mum and dad on Sunday.”

      Her eyes widen. “Oh, that old witch. I’m so lucky I don’t have to deal with a mother-in-law.” She blows out some air, then looks at me. “Kyle is lucky in that respect, too.” At my expression, her face softens a little. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      I nod. “I know. Don’t worry about it.”

      When I was eight, my mum died of cancer. Two years later, my father passed after a heart attack. To this day, I think it was from a broken heart. It cut him badly when my mother died. So much so, my aunt practically raised me as he disintegrated into a man who had lost all hope. It was heartbreaking for me. I had not only lost my mother that day, but I’d also lost my father. When I found out he had died, it came as no shock. I didn’t grieve as much as I thought I would because, deep down, I had accepted he had died long before he did.

      Thinking about those times fills me with sadness. Right now, I want to try and insert a little happiness into our conversation.

      “What about you and Ethan? Got any plans?”

      She rolls her eyes just as the sandwiches come, the waitress smiling before walking away. “Ethan wants to visit his sister in Plymouth for the weekend so he can see his nephews. They’re always so happy every time he visits. That’s the only reason I agreed to go. His sister hates me, but I have no idea why.”

      I frown. “Have you tried to talk to her about it?”

      Sarah takes a bite of her sandwich and chews, swallowing before replying. “She’s scary as fuck.” I start laughing, Sarah joining in. “I’m serious. Trying to talk to her is like trying to have a conversation with Hitler. In fact, I think I would have a better conversation with him. Still, Ethan has fun with the kids. For that amount of time, at least we’re not talking about a family of our own.”

      I think about that for a second. “Do you feel pressured?”

      Sarah chews her lip. “Yes…and no. It’s hard to explain.” She suddenly straightens. “Anyway, enough about babies. I get plenty of that at home. I want to talk about Paris.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Paris?”

      Sarah virtually bounces up and down in her seat. “Ethan is planning on taking me to Paris. We’re going to stay at one of the most exclusive hotels there. Considering we’ve had such a hard time lately, he wants to spoil me. He really knows how to treat a lady.” She smiles, giving me a wink.

      I’m happy for her, but I’m also a little jealous. The farthest Kyle and I have ever been on holiday was when we went up north to the Highlands of Scotland. It was beautiful up there, but I sometimes crave that spontaneity, and Paris would definitely be that for me.

      “Sounds wonderful.”

      Sarah nods. “I can’t wait. A whole weekend of food, wine, shopping, and sex. I’m so over all this eating healthy and no drinking shit. I’m just going to let my hair down for once, and Ethan will let me this time. He’s definitely a doctor. His constant fussing is a bloody nightmare at times.”

      I try not to let that grate on me, but it does. “He just cares. That’s all. He wants what’s best for both of you. He’ll make a great dad.”

      Sarah nods and sips her coffee. “Yeah, I know he will. I think I just feel relieved now that the pressure is off me. I know that’s no comfort to you, though.”

      Smiling, I swallow a bite of my sandwich. “It’s a good pressure.”

      She looks sad for a moment. “It was for me for a while, too, but then it all got to be too much when nothing happened. All the tests showed Ethan was okay, so it was me. It was always me.”

      I lean over and grab Sarah’s hand again. “Please, don’t get upset. As you say, the pressure is now off you. Let me and Ethan do all the work for a change. You just sit, wait, and be a little unhealthy for once. Drink that wine and eat that food you say you couldn’t consume for a while. Just have a bit of fun.”

      Sarah beams at me, tears in her eyes. “You’re such a good friend. Do you know that? I don’t know what I would do without you.”

      I sink back in my chair, getting emotional. “It’s what I’m here for, isn’t it? Besides, who else could I get to play Sleeping Beauty with?” I raise my eyebrow at her as she laughs.

      “Oh, my god. We did play that, didn’t we? I think I recall you being the wicked witch more often than not. Sorry about that.”

      I shrug. “It was fun. It didn’t matter to me who was whom, as long as we got to play together. Then we grew up and playtime took an even more playful turn.”

      Sarah laughs. “Yes… The drinking and the boys.”

      I chuckle. “Well, for you it was the boys. I’ve only ever known one.”

      “All right there, Miss Virtue, but I seem to recall a certain boy having his hand up your blouse in Lucy’s closet. Does the name Josh Kemp ring a bell?”

      I gasp. “Oh shit. I’d forgotten about that.”

      We giggle some more before I look at my watch, sighing. My hour’s up.

      “I wish you could wag off work for the afternoon so we could go pub crawling. It’s been ages since we’ve done that.”

      I think about that a moment. It has been a while since I let my hair down. After my next period, I assume I should refrain from drinking. If I am going to do this for Sarah and Ethan, I’m going to do it properly.

      “You know, maybe we should do it before we try for that baby.” I smile.

      Her eyes widen, a grin stretching across her face. “Seriously? That would be awesome. How about Friday?”

      I nod. “Sounds good to me. I should have some news for you by then.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

      

    
    
      Kyle and I lay in bed after having sex for the third time. I need him to continue to be his normal loving self before hitting him with the news. He strokes my arm in a relaxing manner. I’m anything but relaxed, though. My heart’s beating out of my chest.

      Needing to bite the bullet, I clear my throat. “Um, Kyle?”

      “Yes, baby?” he whispers softly.

      He’s still in his euphoric state, so I know this is the best time to bring it up. “That car you said you wanted…”

      He stops stroking my arm, shifting a little. “Yes?”

      “How about you get it? I know you’ve been wanting it for a while, and we have been saving—”

      Kyle suddenly shoots up in bed, making me do the same. His face is a picture of shock. “Are you serious?” When I nod, he pulls me in for a hug. “Fuck! What did I do to deserve you? I seriously have the best wife in the fucking world.” After a few seconds, he suddenly pulls away and frowns. “Hold on a minute. You didn’t want this car because you said we needed to save for a family. What’s changed?” It dawns on him. “It’s this business with Ethan and Sarah, isn’t it?”

      I see the frustration in his eyes and start to panic a little. “I just thought that if I did this for them, it’ll be another few years before we can start a family. It gives you time to enjoy your car and me to get ready for the future again.”

      He snorts. “You mean this is my sweetener? A car for a baby.”

      I grab his arm. “Yes, but the baby won’t be ours. It will be Sarah and Ethan’s. They are the ones who will be dealing with the nightly feedings and dirty nappies. We will still be as we are now…except you’ll have the Porsche you’ve always wanted.” I flutter my eyelashes a little at him, surprised when he laughs.

      “And you’re willing to cut this shit out for a while about you and me having a baby?”

      I nod. “Yes. You get the car, and I promise not to bring up a baby until you’re ready to talk about it.”

      Kyle shakes his head. “I can’t believe I’m even contemplating this. You know how I feel about it.”

      I stroke his arm. “I know, but I want to give this gift to them. Let me do that. Please. You know how much they’ve suffered over the years.”

      Kyle grimaces a little. “Fuck, I really want that nine-eleven.”

      I smile. “I know you do. Call it a gift for a gift.”

      He nods with an amused smile. “You drive a real hard bargain, lady.”

      My hopes soar. “You mean you will agree to me carrying their baby?”

      He looks over my body, sighing. “But you’ll get fat.”

      I wince, trying not to let his comment bother me. “It will only be for a few months. Within six months of having the baby, my body will be back to the way it was. You’ll see. You know how much I like to keep in shape. Even being pregnant, I’ll do as much exercise as I am allowed to do.”

      I don’t know why I’m saying this. Kyle has changed over the years, but I let him walk all over me just because I clung to the hope of a family. Now I can see that probably isn’t going to happen, and staying with Kyle is proving more difficult. We have a history, though. He was my first. That’s something that is hard to break.

      “I don’t want another man’s come inside you.”

      Shit, I should have known this was coming. I have to come up with a lie. “Well… It doesn’t have to be that way. They could use one of my eggs and do it that way. There’s no mess then.”

      He looks appalled. “I should fucking hope not.”

      I laugh a little. “You know what I mean.”

      “They could really do it that way?”

      “Yes. I will insist on it,” I lie. I know that will be too expensive, but I have to get Kyle to agree. He doesn’t need to know about all the other stuff. At some point, I also know I’m going to have to broach the subject of him using condoms while I’m trying to get pregnant. I don’t think that will go down too well, but I’ll deal with that when the time comes. The main thing right now is getting him to agree.

      “Fuck. I’ve wanted that fucking Porsche for five years. Five long years.”

      I feel my heart pounding. I can’t believe he’s going to agree to this. When I look at him expectantly, he smiles.

      “I can’t believe I’m going to say this,” he mutters. “Fine. Go get pregnant by another man, as long as you stick to your side of the bargain.”

      I cross my chest. “Promise.”

      Kyle bounces off the bed and walks toward the bathroom. “Shower with me. It’s been a while since we did that. Afterward, we’ll go eat so we can discuss my new car.” When he swaggers off, I blow out a breath.

      That was a lot easier than I thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

      

    
    
      On Friday morning, I start getting ready for work. Kyle is like a bouncy ball, eager to get going. Considering he’s an expensive car salesman, his Porsche is going to come at a knockdown price. He’s already spoken with work about it. They agreed to give him a fifteen percent discount. However, I must admit, the price still makes me cringe.

      “Oh, just so you know. It’s Craig’s last day today, so I’ll be going to his going away party after work. I should be back by eleven, though.”

      Shit, I forgot all about going out with Sarah tonight.

      “Speaking of which, Sarah wanted to go out for a drink tonight.”

      Kyle stops tucking in his shirt and looks at me. “And you said no, right?”

      “Why would I? You’re going out, so why can’t I?”

      Kyle stomps toward me. “The difference is that you’ll have other men looking at you. I can’t have that.”

      I laugh, but I probably should have known this was coming. “Kyle, don’t be silly. Anyway, it doesn’t matter if they do. I’m married and I would never even entertain the idea of another man.”

      Kyle sucks in a breath. “I would fucking hope not, but you’re still not going.”

      I sigh. “Why?”

      He picks up a lock of my hair and twirls it around his finger. “I don’t know. Maybe it has to do with a certain baby you’re planning to make without me. Kind of tells me you owe me a thing or two, don’t you think?” He tugs at my hair a couple times.

      I try not to let him see what he just said pisses me off, but it does. I don’t want to stick to any of his terms, but if I want to help Sarah, I’m going to have to play by his rules for a while. At least until I get pregnant.

      I grit my teeth and take a deep breath. “Fine. Can I at least invite Sarah here?”

      Kyle lets my hair go and moves away. “Sure. Just don’t fucking leave the house.”

      “Yes, sir,” I mutter under my breath, picking up my phone from the bedside table.

      “Did you say something?”

      I turn and see him staring at me. “No. I was just trying to remind myself not to forget my phone.”

      Kyle smiles and stalks toward me. He grabs my waist, pulling me to him, and bends down to capture my lips. As I accept his tongue, he moans. I instantly feel his erection prodding me.

      “Fuck. Now I’m all hard again. You need to do something about that before I leave.”

      I chuckle, trying to pull away. “Kyle, we’ll be late for work.”

      He pulls me back to him and cups my breast. “I’ll be quick, baby. You know I can do quick when I’m in the mood…and I’m really fucking in the mood right now. How can you blame me when you walk around in that tight little skirt and white blouse that shows off your fantastic cleavage.” Kyle spins me around and bends me over the bed. “You look so fucking sexy, Alice. You’re going to make me come hard.”

      I hear him breathing behind me as he pulls my knickers down, then I hear his zipper. “Kyle, we really shouldn’t—”

      He pushes his way inside me, not caring if I’m ready or not. As usual, it hurts, but he’s always too far gone by now. It’s almost as if he goes into a trance when we have sex.

      He forcibly grabs my hips and thrusts over and over again. “This is the way it always should be with us. Fuck, you feel incredible.”

      I grip my eyes shut, hoping he’ll be finished soon.

      Once he picks up the pace and his breathing becomes heavier, I know he’s close. With a forceful flex of his hips, I feel a tinge of pain and let out a small cry. Kyle roars. He’s soon hunched over me, breathing hard against my back.

      “I’ll go to work the happiest man alive now.” He kisses my back, pulls out of me, and smacks my bottom. “See you tonight, babes.” He zips himself up and walks out the door.

      Sighing, I look at the time and see I’m already five minutes behind. I need to clean up a little first, so I hobble over to the bathroom, wipe myself as best as I can, then pull up my knickers and grab my things.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As I wait at the traffic light, I send a text to Sarah.

      All on for tonight, but do you mind if we have a drink around my house? Kyle will be out until late, so we’ll have the place to ourselves. Besides, I have some news for both you and Ethan. Xx

      She replies almost instantly.

      Sure thing. I can guess what it is. We’re both excited. Can’t wait to meet later. xx

      Smiling, I look to see the light is green, so put my car in gear. I quickly check the time. It’s eight forty, so I should make it in on time.

      When the light ahead turns red, I curse out loud. “Damn you, Kyle!” He works closer to our house. There’s no doubt he’s already there, sucking up to his pompous boss, who made it obvious he was leering at me at a party. It pissed Kyle off, but instead of being mad at him, he yelled at me for being too suggestive.

      Shit, what’s wrong with me? This type of relationship isn’t normal, is it? All Kyle seems to want is power, and the more he possesses, the more of an idiot he becomes. He’s always an arsehole, but now that he knows he has this hold over me because of the baby thing, he’s become even worse. Maybe once he gets his car, he’ll settle down a bit. Also, once he sees how happy Sarah and Ethan are with their baby, he might just change his mind about us having one. That is my hope anyway. The funny thing is the more I think about having a baby with Kyle, the more I don’t like the idea. If he doesn’t truly want one, he’d make a terrible father. I also doubt he would be able to wait the six weeks to have sex again.

      Shit, I better not tell him that, either. Me getting pregnant would definitely be off the cards then.

      The light changes and I’m soon on my way again. Only another five minutes and I should be there.

      I park in my space at the back of the building, then make my way inside at exactly one minute to nine.

      “Morning, Alice. How are you today?”

      I look at Sally’s cheerful face and smile. “I’m doing well. Thank you.” I eye her suspiciously. “All right. Come on. Spill the beans.” I walk around to her desk and lean over.

      “What?” She smiles, hiding her laughter.

      “Did someone get some from a certain hottie we’ve been dating for the last couple weeks?” She looks down, so I nudge her. “Sally…,” I admonish, but have a huge grin on my face.

      She snaps her head up to me, biting back her smile. “Yes. Are you happy now?”

      “I need details.”

      She’s about to respond when my boss, Roger Browning, comes out of his office and walks toward us. “Ah, Alice. I’ve been waiting for you to come in. Mrs. Bellingham has called about the Corston residence again.”

      I inwardly groan. Her home was flooded, but unlike others who have had to deal with it, she calls every single morning for an update. I keep trying to tell her we have an influx of insurance claims and it takes time to get through each one, but she calls without fail, asking the same questions.

      “Okay. Thanks, Roger. I’ll be right on it.” He smiles and walks off. Groaning, I lean on Sally’s shoulder. “Why did I even come in today?”

      “Ah, you love it. I think Mrs. Bellingham has a soft spot for you.”

      I look down at Sally. “I think Mrs. Bellingham is a pain in the arse.”

      She giggles. “There is that, too.” She notices my expression and nudges me. “Go on. You can’t put it off all morning. Tell you what. You go see what she wants, and I’ll make you a coffee.”

      I close my eyes. That sounds like heaven right now. I grab her arm. “Sally, you’re a lifesaver.”

      I make my way over to my desk, sit down, and boot up my laptop before retrieving Mrs. Bellingham’s file. As I gather my data, emails start flooding in. Most of them are the usual crap, but one piques my interest. It’s from Mark Childs, our investigator. I quickly click on it, nearly shouting with joy when he confirms that Mrs. Bellingham is next on his list to call and arrange an appointment.

      I breathe a huge sigh of relief before dialling her number. I expect a long, drawn-out conversation, but am pleasantly surprised when her answering machine clicks on. I leave a short and sweet message notifying her of the impending appointment, advising her to keep her telephone lines clear so Mark can get in touch. That should keep her happy enough for today.

      As I put the phone down, it immediately rings. I cringe, hoping it isn’t Mrs. Bellingham. I pick up the receiver, hearing Lucinda, our receptionist.

      “Hey, Alice. I have an Ethan Cooper on the line. He sounds kind of hot.”

      I smile at the comment, then frown, wondering what he wants. Curiosity soon gets the better of me. “Okay. Put him through, please.”

      “Sure thing.”

      The line clicks and I immediately hear breathing. “Ethan?”

      I hear an intake of breath. “Alice, hi. I hope you don’t mind me calling you at work.”

      I frown. “Not at all. What’s up?”

      “Well, Sarah filled me in on your discussion. I can’t tell you how happy you’ve made me. How happy you’ve made us.”

      I smile. “What can I say? You’re welcome.”

      “I was hoping to meet you for lunch today. I asked Sarah, but she’s got an optician’s appointment.”

      I bite my lip, wondering if it’s a good idea. I know we aren’t doing anything wrong, but if Kyle finds out, he wouldn’t see it that way. I close my eyes, chastising myself for making a big deal out of it. Even if Kyle hears about it, the time we spend will be in public and totally innocent.

      “Okay. When did you want to meet?”

      “I was hoping at one?”

      I smile. “Sure, that works. At the same coffee place?”

      “Yes. See you there.”

      After I hang up, I sit there, staring at the phone. Am I totally nuts to do this? I want a baby, but here I am, practically handing one over to my friends without a thought in the world.

      I’m not sure how long I sit there before I feel a hand on my shoulder. I jump and look up to see Sally holding a coffee mug in her hand. “I’m sorry I scared you. You looked like you were miles away.”

      I shake my head as I take the coffee. “I’m sorry. Just got a lot on my mind.”

      Sally places her hip on my desk. “I can see that. Want to talk?”

      I shrug. “It’s a long story.”

      “I have five minutes.”

      I look at her eager face and wonder whether to spill the beans. I know I can trust Sally not to gossip, but should this be something I keep to myself? After all, I’m not the only one involved in this situation. I sigh, knowing it would be nice to have someone who could give an outside opinion. Someone who I know won’t judge. Sally’s great in that respect.

      “You know Sarah, my best friend?” She nods. “Well, she and her husband can’t have children and were looking into surrogacy. They knew it would take forever to find someone they trusted, so I kind of volunteered.” I sink in my chair, waiting for her reaction. When nothing comes, I look up.

      Sally looks deep in thought before she answers. “That’s very selfless of you.”

      My eyes widen. “So you don’t think I’m crazy?”

      She taps my shoulder with a smile. “Oh, I definitely think you’re crazy.”

      I snort. “Thanks.”

      “But you’re giving the gift of life to someone. That’s precious.”

      I feel my eyes well with tears. “Thank you.”

      Sally nods. “So how are you going to do this? Her egg and his sperm?”

      I shake my head and bite my lip. “No. Sarah’s eggs aren’t viable, which means…”

      “You’re not only the carrier, you’re going to be the baby’s biological mother.” I nod. Sally looks away in thought. “That’s a difficult one. You’re best friends, so you’re going to be seeing them a lot. Isn’t seeing them raising your baby going to upset you?”

      I take a deep breath. I’ve fought this war inside my head countless times. “I have thought about it, but Sarah and I have been best friends since we were ten. She’s like a sister to me. Wouldn’t you do this if it were your sister?”

      When I look up at her expectantly, she smiles. “In a heartbeat.”

      I exhale a big sigh of relief. “Thanks.”

      Sally squeezes my shoulder and stands up from my desk. “Don’t mention it. If you need me, for anything, give a shout, yes?”

      I nod appreciatively. “Yes.”

      “Good. Enjoy your coffee.”

      “Thanks,” I shout as she walks away, waving over her shoulder.
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      Work is extremely busy, but I expected it. When it hits almost one, I realize Mrs. Bellingham hasn’t called back. Shrugging, I stand. “I’m going for lunch.” I smile as I walk past Sally.

      “Enjoy,” she calls after me as I walk out the door.

      As I reach the lift, sudden butterflies penetrate my stomach. I’m not sure why. It’s almost the same feeling I had when I went on my first date with Kyle. That thought makes me shake my head.

      I think back to the night Sarah and I meet Kyle and Ethan for the first time. Our mutual friend, Lucy, matched us up, obviously thinking I’d be better suited for Ethan. It’s funny how life has a way of altering things. I always thought meeting Kyle was fate.

      As I enter the lift, I take a deep breath. I’m not sure why the butterflies are growing, but nerves are definitely kicking in.

      Once the doors open, I walk out and stroll toward the coffeehouse, seeing Ethan sitting in the corner, reading a paper. As if sensing me, he looks up and smiles, waving. I notice he’s already ordered me a coffee.

      “Latte, right?”

      Smiling, I take my coat off and put it over my seat before sitting. “You remembered.” Ethan nods, but doesn’t say anything else. “It’s getting colder out there.” I give a little shiver to show my lack of enthusiasm for the weather.

      “We might have snow next week.”

      My eyes widen. “Really? It’s the beginning of November.”

      Ethan chuckles. “I know. It’s crazy.”

      I take a tentative sip of my coffee, realising the air has suddenly grown thick. “So… You wanted to talk?”

      He clears his throat. “Um, yes. I was kind of glad Sarah couldn’t come because I didn’t want to make you feel awkward.”

      I suddenly get nervous again. “Okay.”

      Ethan laughs. “Sorry. I haven’t started this very well, have I? It’s just… We have to talk about how and when we’re going to try for this baby. I didn’t know whether you wanted to come to my clinic when the time is right. Or, if you prefer, you could take my sample home with you. I think it would be better at the clinic because we only have about an hour after the sample is ready.”

      My face flushes, but I nod. There’s no way I would take anything home where Kyle could possibly see it. “Yes, the clinic would be better.”

      Ethan shifts a little, reaching down to pick up a bag. “I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of bringing some leaflets and ovulation kits. All the information you need will be in there. It will tell you when the best time to conceive is, et cetera. When you run out of the tests, just let me know and I will bring you some more.” When he hands me the bag, I take a peek inside. He must have put about twenty tests in there. “I know this is daunting, and I’m sorry if I’ve come across as bullish. I’m just excited about getting started.”

      I look up at his smile. “It’s fine. I’m just as eager.”

      Ethan exhales. “I’m glad to hear that. Thank you. I’m not expecting anything within the first three months, but maybe that’s a good thing. I assume you’re on the pill?” When I nod, he cringes. “Can you let me know when you’re due to finish them?”

      I smirk at this discomfort. “I took my last one this morning.”

      Ethan’s eyes widen. “Wow… Okay. Are you planning on going back on them afterward?” I shake my head. “Okay. So this can start quicker than I thought. Are you okay with everything? Is there anything you want to ask me?”

      “No. I think you’ve covered everything.”

      “Just one more thing, Alice. If you wouldn’t mind, can you let me know when you start the tests? We will need to keep in regular contact when you’re ovulating. The leaflets give you a couple options for conceiving. Just let me know beforehand which one you’re more comfortable with.”

      I bite my lip, thinking just how unromantic this whole process is. It isn’t because I want to get romantic with Ethan, far from it, but I always thought having a baby would be so special. This all feels so...impersonal.

      As if reading my mind, Ethan looks a little worried. “I’m sorry this is so clinical. I bet this wasn’t how you envisaged getting pregnant for the first time.”

      I take another sip of my latte and shake my head. “No, not really, but it’s all for a good cause. I’m happy to help.”

      He smiles. “Both Sarah and I really appreciate this. I want you to know that you’ll get the best of care. Everything will be paid for. If you get any cravings for anything, let me know. I’ll be on hand whenever you need me.”

      I regard Ethan, thinking how sweet he is. Of course, I won’t impose, but it’s lovely for him to offer. “Thanks.”

      He hands over a card. I take it to see his contact details. Dr. Ethan Connor has a nice ring to it. “This is my contact information. Feel free to ring if you have any questions or concerns, day or night.”

      I nod. “Sure thing.” I put it in my purse.

      When the silence stretches on, I’m not sure if I should go. Ethan soon speaks. “I hear you and Sarah have a bit of a party going on tonight.”

      I feel relief that he broke the silence. “Yes. It’s nice to get together now and then. I miss our little girly chats.”

      Ethan chuckles. “I know Sarah is very fond of you. She talks about you all the time. It’s amazing just how many years we’ve known each other.”

      I think back to the time when we all first met. I was already in that lovey-dovey, honeymoon stage with Kyle, just as Sarah was with Ethan. It was all new, exciting. Now, as I sit here and see how caring Ethan is with everybody, a part of me pangs for the life Sarah has.

      As I think that, my eyes widen. That is one area I can’t go to. Sure, Ethan is attractive, but it would never go beyond that. He’s just a very handsome doctor who happens to be married to my best friend.

      I sigh, realising it’s not Ethan I’m attracted to. It’s the way he is with Sarah. I wish I had that kind of tenderness with Kyle.

      “Are you okay? You look a little lost.”

      I snap my head to him, his deep brown eyes looking at me, a frown etched on his forehead. “Yes, sorry. I was just thinking about how time has flown by since then. It’s amazing how quickly it all goes.” I smile. “When I was a child, I couldn’t wait to get older so I could be independent. I just wanted to grow up and do my own thing without my aunt constantly looking over my shoulder. She was a fantastic guardian, but she was very overprotective. Time just seemed to go so slowly for me back then.”

      Ethan seems to be taking in every word I say. When I chat with Kyle, he usually looks away, like my conversation bores him.

      “Was it hard for you? Growing up without your parents?” He must have seen the sadness creep over me because he sucks in a breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get personal. I just saw how sad you looked when you spoke of your aunt. It made me wonder about the loss of your parents.”

      I lean forward, thinking how sweet it is of him to get so flustered. “It’s fine. I guess it’s only natural that you’re curious about my background. I’m surprised you haven’t asked me my medical history.” I chuckle a little, but Ethan’s expression remains blank.

      “That was coming next,” he answers, his face still giving nothing away.

      “Oh,” I whisper, looking away.

      He laughs. “I’m only joking.”

      Seeing him laugh brings a smile to my face. “That was cruel.”

      “I’m sorry.” Ethan tries to suppress his smile, failing miserably. “Seriously, though. It must have been hard.”

      My smile vanishes when I think about my childhood. Then again, Ethan was in the same boat. In fact, I think his situation was far worse than mine. “As I imagine it also was for you. At least I got to say goodbye to my parents. I can visit their graves, too.” It saddens me to think Ethan never truly managed to put closure on his parents’ deaths. They both died in a tragic plane crash when Ethan was fifteen. Their bodies were never found.

      I watch him momentarily look at his coffee cup, tapping it with his fingers. “It gets easier, but it never truly goes away. I’ll always wonder what happened and if they suffered when they died.” He looks like a lost little boy as he stares down in thought.

      I want to offer some form of comfort, but don’t know what to say. “I’m sorry I made you sad.”

      Ethan’s deep brown eyes look at mine. “Don’t be. If anything, I was the one who started it.” He laughs. “You know, Sarah told me you were like this.”

      I frown, my posture immediately tensing. “Like what?”

      He gives me a cheeky smile. “Always looking out for other people. I asked about your parents, but you turn it around on me.”

      I bite my lip a little. “Your situation is far worse than mine.”

      “I see where you’re coming from. At the end of the day, though, the outcome remains the same. We both lost our parents at a young age. In fact, weren’t you younger than I was?”

      I nod. “I was eight when I lost my mother, ten when I lost my father.”

      “See? At least I was a teenager. I could understand it a little better. At the age of eight, you’re extremely vulnerable. It must have been so frightening for you.”

      I bite my lip again, trying to suppress the urge to tear up. It was frightening. At eight, I didn’t understand what was going on. All I knew was I wanted my mother. When I saw how sick she had become, it was a shock. One minute, she was on her feet, smiling, her hair vibrant, her face showing a warm, healthy glow. And then, almost in an instant, she changed. Her hair turned dark and limp, her face sullen and frail. I remember crawling into bed with her at night because I’d have nightmares I was losing her. I’d get up, walk to her room, and make sure she was still there. She suffered more because of my suffering. She would stroke my hair and tell me how pretty I was and that I would grow into the most beautiful woman. I could hear the sadness in her voice. I didn’t think much of it then, but now I realise that she knew she’d never get to see it for herself.

      “I don’t seem to be doing very well today, huh? I invite you to lunch to talk about the baby, yet I seem to be diverting to death all the time.”

      I shake myself out of the stupor and smile. “No, it’s okay. You’re right. I do miss both of them, but it happened and I have to learn to deal with it. One day, I will have a family of my own. I think I can safely say I will make the most of every day. You just never know when it will all get ripped away from you.”

      Ethan smiles. “Cherish all the moments.”

      “Yes. Isn’t that what life is all about?”

      He shrugs. “I guess...and iced doughnuts.”

      Did I hear correctly?

      I lean forward with a raised eyebrow. “Come again?”

      Ethan sighs, shaking his head. “That’s it. Now you know my weakness. I have a thing for the iced doughnuts they sell here. I order one after the gym every day.” He points at me. “Don’t tell Sarah I told you.”

      I start laughing. “She doesn’t know?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s the one and only thing I keep from her. I’m a doctor. I need to keep up with the pretences.”

      The thought of that makes me laugh even harder. “Even doctors have their weaknesses. I think it’s okay to have a vice. Where would the fun be if you didn’t?”

      Ethan sits up straighter and leans over the table. “What’s yours then?”

      My eyes widen. “Me? My weakness, you mean?” He nods. I sit and think for a moment, but all I can think about is my desire for a family. “I don’t have any.”

      Ethan huffs his disappointment and sinks back in his chair. “You must have something you can’t live without.” When I don’t answer, he leans forward again. “Let’s put it this way. If you were trapped on a deserted island and could only take one object, what would it be?”

      I smile because the practical me always wins. “I would take my mobile to ring someone to come get me.”

      Ethan laughs. “That’s not playing fair. A clever answer, though.”

      “So, for you, it would be a Starbucks on the corner so you can buy your iced doughnut every day.” I chuckle at my own joke.

      “You’re laughing like it’s the most harebrained idea on the planet.” I laugh even harder. “All this…” He waves his hand around the coffeehouse, “wasn’t always here. It was just land. Why would it be unreasonable to think a Starbucks can be built on a deserted island?”

      “Well, if Ethan Cooper wants his iced doughnuts, why not?”

      He swiftly nods, grinning. “That’s right.”

      After the briefest of stares, Ethan clears his throat and his smile fades. “What does Kyle think of all this?”

      I drop my smile. For a fleeting moment, all thoughts of Kyle had vanished, replaced with a happier, carefree me. That thought somehow scares me. I’m not sure what it is, but Kyle has been even more jealous and possessive lately. And his attitude this morning when I told him about going out with Sarah made me hate him for the first time in our five years of marriage.

      “To be honest, I think it’s a delicate subject. He doesn’t want kids yet, but he wasn’t happy about me carrying another man’s baby, either. In the end, I had to compromise.” I bite my lip, immediately regretting letting that slip.

      Ethan frowns. “Compromise?”

      I sigh. “We’ve been saving for a long time. My idea was to save so we could start a family. But Kyle’s been saving for a whole different reason. I’ve just been holding him back.” I roll my eyes, trying to make light of it. “He’s been dying to buy a Porsche from work, and I basically told him he could now use the money for that because the family thing will have to be put on hold for a couple more years.”

      Ethan’s frown deepens. “Why are you sacrificing your needs for the sake of others?”

      “I don’t think Kyle ever wanted kids. I’m kind of hoping things will change in a couple years. The excitement of the Porsche should have worn off by then. I’m hoping I can start the family I always wanted at that time.”

      Ethan picks up his coffee, takes a sip, and places it back down again. “And what if he still says no? What if he wants to buy another car?”

      My eyes fall to my hands. I had thought about that, but tried to push it to the back of my mind. “I really don’t know,” I reply, still looking down.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be getting so personal. It really is none of my business.” When I look up, I only see kindness and concern in his eyes. “It’s just… I can see you really want a family. I would hate to think you never got your wish. Something like that is an important factor to iron out before you get married to someone.”

      I almost laugh at the irony. In a sense, I feel duped. “Kyle and I did discuss it. He was all for marriage, mortgage, kids, but over the years, he’s always had an excuse to put it off.”

      Ethan sits rigid in his chair, but remains silent for a moment before he speaks. “Maybe once all this is over, you can broach the subject again. It’s important for you both to get a definitive answer.”

      I can tell he wants to say more, but is holding back. Ethan and I have only become friends because of the close friendship I have with Sarah. I suppose he feels it’s not his place. I won’t press him in this awkward situation.

      “Yeah, I think you’re right,” I reply. “Anyway, other than the tests, is there anything else I should do?”

      Ethan smiles. “Other than eating healthy, exercising regularly, and getting plenty of rest, no. There are other things you can read that will give you an indication of when you may be ovulating, but I’m sure you wouldn’t want to get into that with me. Everything you need to know is in those leaflets…and online. Having said that, if there is anything you want to know, feel free to ask.”

      “Thanks.” I pick up my latte and drink a few sips before putting it down. “I hear you’re going to your sister’s over the weekend?”

      Ethan’s face becomes animated. “Yes. I like to visit my nephews as often as possible. Plus, it gets Sarah out of the house for a bit. I keep trying to get her to let her hair down. She’s been so uptight lately. I just want her to be happy.”

      I frown for a moment, remembering Sarah telling me she almost feels suffocated by Ethan’s need for her to eat and drink right. The person in front of me doesn’t sound like the Ethan she described. “Well, she can start with me tonight. I’ll make sure she lets her hair down.” I smile cheekily at him. Ethan nods back with an equally cheeky grin.

      “You make sure you both do. It sounds as though you need a little time out yourself.”

      I bite my lip, trying to suppress my smile. It’s been a while since someone has worried about my welfare. “Have you got any plans for tonight?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I will be the diligent husband and wait for his wife’s return.” He laughs. “I’ll probably have a small glass of wine and watch the newest episodes of Suits.”

      My eyes widen. “Suits? I love that show. It’s my favourite.”

      Ethan’s smile reaches his eyes. “Mine, too. It sucks that they left it on such a big cliffhanger last year. I wonder what’s going to happen to Mike.”

      I gasp, leaning forward. “I know. It really pissed me off that they made us wait so long.” I put my hand over my mouth. “Oops. Sorry for swearing.” Kyle hates when I swear, so I make a habit of curbing my potty mouth. With Ethan, I was so relaxed, it simply popped out.

      “I think I can forgive you,” he jokes. “You didn’t exactly say a bad word. We are adults.”

      I just smile. “At least we can watch the next episodes now. I keep meaning to get on Netflix, but Kyle doesn’t like the show, so I don’t get much of a chance.”

      “That’s a pity. I’ll make sure to tell you everything once I watch them tonight.”

      I shake my head. “Oh no, you don’t.” I make a move to playfully swat him, but he’s too far away. “The one thing I hate, other than cliffhangers, is someone spoiling it for me.”

      Ethan laughs loudly. “I’m only joking. I’m exactly the same. I get like that with books, as well.”

      “Me, too. I once emailed an author and called her a bitch when she ended it with the insinuation that the lead character had died.”

      Ethan’s eyes widen. “You didn’t?”

      “No, but the look on your face was so worth the lie.”

      He smirks and shakes his head. “That was mean.”

      I gasp. “Oh? And telling me you are going to delve into my family history and let me know what happens in Suits wasn’t?”

      “I wasn’t going to delve into your whole family history. Just yourself, your parents, and your grandparents.”

      I see his smirk and shake my head. “Tell me again... How did you manage to woo Sarah? I hope it wasn’t winding her up by revealing things about her upcoming favourite TV episodes.”

      “No. It was my looks, charm, famous lasagne...and my dance moves.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “You can dance and cook, huh?” I nod like I’m impressed.

      “Well, to be honest, Sarah doesn’t like my lasagne, but it’s true about the dance moves. I can shake it better than Usher.”

      “I highly doubt that. Usher is one hell of a dancer. But, I must admit, I am intrigued about the lasagne.”

      He sits up straighter. “Well, I’m not in a position to show you just how I can dance right now. Maybe the four of us can go out one night and I’ll show you. However, let me know when we can meet for lunch again. I’ll bring some of my famous lasagne for you.”

      My heart accelerates when I think about seeing Ethan again. Is that excitement? God, I must be lonely. I suppose all I really have in my life, apart from my job, is Kyle and Sarah. I find myself beaming at the prospect of gaining a new friend.

      “That sounds pretty awesome to me.”

      Ethan smiles, then looks at his watch. “Shit. I didn’t realise the time.”

      I do the same, gasping when I see that it’s almost two thirty. “Shit!” I shoot up out of my chair and fumble with my handbag and the bag Ethan gave me. “Where did the time go?”

      He laughs. “I know. I hope you won’t get into trouble at work.”

      “I don’t think so. I can just make up the extra half-hour later. I just don’t like being late. What about you?”

      “Luckily, I don’t have my next appointment until three, but I, like you, don’t like to be late.”

      I place my handbag over my shoulder and smile. “Well, I guess I’d better be off. Thanks for the latte. It was really nice of you.”

      “Don’t mention it. Thanks for agreeing to have my baby.”

      We stare at each other, then burst into laughter at the same time. “Okay. I think I may have won that one.”

      Ethan nods and leads me out of the coffeehouse. “I think you may have, too. Just a little bit.” He puts his finger and thumb an inch apart, then his playful smile vanishes. “On a serious note, I think you’re so brave for doing this for us. I’m in awe of you.” He pats my arm and turns to leave. “Until the next time, Alice,” he says as he walks away.

      Wow. I can’t breathe. The air seems to have been sucked out of me all of a sudden. Did he just tell me he was in awe of me?

      Feeling stunned, I start to walk back to work. I’m full of energy. The day may have started off shitty, but I now find myself walking toward my office with a slight spring in my step and one of the biggest smiles I have worn in a very long time on my face.
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      My mood quickly vanishes the moment I step into work and Lucinda calls me over. She looks panicked, waving her hands at me in a hurried gesture. Heart beating, I walk up to her desk. She stands up and leans toward me. “Your husband has been calling every ten minutes for the last forty minutes. He said you weren’t answering your phone. I just thought I had better warn you. He sounded a little manic, to be honest.”

      Closing my eyes on a sigh, my heart races at the thought of Kyle’s reaction once I call him. Maybe it’s an emergency. I have to find out.

      As I pull my phone out of my pocket, I glance at Lucinda. “Thank you. I’m sorry you had to deal with that. I better call him.”

      I swiftly walk toward my desk. When I walk past Sally, she looks up and notices my panicked state. She gets up and walks over.

      I glance down at my phone and see I have ten missed calls and seven texts. Swiftly sifting through them, I can tell he’s pissed.

      “Shit,” I utter under my breath.

      “What’s going on, Alice?”

      I sigh. “I was at lunch with Ethan. We were talking so much about the baby, time just ran away with us. Kyle called several times, obviously wondering where the hell I am...” I move forward in my chair, whispering, “I can’t tell him where I’ve been. He’ll flip.”

      Sally’s eyes widen. “Why? You’re not doing anything wrong. Sarah knew about this, right?”

      “Yes. She was actually supposed to be there, but had an appointment.”

      She looks defiant when she states, “Well, then, that’s your answer. Plus, you’re planning to have his baby. It’s only natural that you need to see them both to talk it through. It’s not your fault Sarah wasn’t there.”

      “Ethan invited her, but she obviously couldn’t make it.”

      “What’s the problem then?”

      I close my eyes, wondering if I should reveal everything to Sally. For some reason, I feel I can. It’s strange because I’ve always held back from Sarah, and she’s my best friend.

      “My husband is a little...possessive, shall we say?”

      Sally shakes her head, about to answer when my phone rings again. “I have to take this,” I say, knowing who it is without even looking. I press the button to answer the call.

      He starts before I even say hello. “Where the fuck have you been? I’ve been trying to call you for nearly an hour. Why weren’t you picking up your phone?”

      Flustered, heat rises to my cheeks. “I’m sorry. I was out to lunch and didn’t hear the phone.”

      “You were gone for over an hour. Why weren’t you back in time? What were you doing? Who were you with?”

      Hearing him shouting, Sally tugs at my arm, pointing to herself. “Say you were at lunch with me,” she whispers. I shake my head. This is my mess, so I won’t get her involved in it. She pulls at my jumper sleeve again. With an angry expression on her face, she points to me and then herself. We went to lunch together, she mouths.

      “Alice, are you there? What the fuck’s going on?”

      “Um… Sorry, Kyle. I’m at work and just got distracted. I went to lunch with Sally. I haven’t had a good conversation with her in a while, so we just lost track of time.”

      I hear him sigh in frustration. “You only went to lunch with Sally?”

      Now it’s my turn to sigh. “Yes... Kyle, what’s going on? You’re never normally this uptight. Is something wrong?” His attitude is getting on my last nerve.

      “No. I just want to know where my fucking wife is. Is that too much to fucking ask? What if you had been run over by a bus? What if I had been? The least you could have done is make sure you answer your phone.”

      I hear a loud thump over the phone, which makes me jump. I glance up at Sally. Her lips are in a thin line as she shakes her head.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ignore your calls. We were having so much fun, time quickly ran away with me.” I close my eyes. I feel like a shit for lying, and an even bigger shit for involving Sally.

      “Okay, fine. Listen, I have to go. I’m sorry I shouted at you, but I got worried when you didn’t answer and work didn’t know where you were.”

      I feel myself relax a little at the change of tone in his voice. All of a sudden, he’s nice Kyle again. “That’s okay. I honestly didn’t do it on purpose. Next time, I promise to keep my phone out so I can hear it when it rings.”

      I hear him sigh again. “Good. Listen, I’ll see you later on tonight. Sarah is coming over, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you then. I won’t be out long because I’m driving.”

      I try to smile. “You obviously don’t want to damage your ‘baby’.”

      Kyle laughs. “No. I can’t have anything bad happen to her, so only one, maybe two drinks for me. I’ll see you later, baby.”

      “Okay. Love you.”

      I hear the smile in his voice. “I love you, too. More than you’ll ever know.”

      He ends the call. As I press the button on my phone, my shoulders relax.

      “Honey, he’s off the charts. Are you okay?” Sally places a hand on my shoulder.

      I look up at her with a smile. “Yes, thanks. He’s just been a little...I don’t know…off lately. I’m sure it’s just a phase.”

      I can tell she doesn’t like my answer. “Alice, people like that don’t normally have phases. They only get worse.” She rubs my shoulder tenderly. When our boss walks through, she stands from my desk. “I’d better get back to work,” she whispers.

      She walks off, leaving me with her words running through my head. Over the last few weeks, Kyle has gotten worse. He has some good days, but when the bad days come, they come hard. There never seems to be an in between with him.

      Blowing out a breath, I get back to work. It’s a good distraction from my life.

      The next couple hours fly by. Once it’s time to go home, I feel a lot better. I watch Sally clear off her desk for the night. When she spots me looking, she smiles, grabs her bag, and walks over.

      “Fancy going out for real this time? That’ll give him something to really get pissed off about.” She smirks as she sits on the edge of my desk, making me laugh.

      “What are you like?” She shrugs, but doesn’t say anything. “I can’t tonight. I need to work an extra half-hour to make up for lunch, then rush to meet Sarah at my place. I would have loved to, though.”

      She smiles brightly. “Oh well. There’s always another time.”

      “Oh, I just remembered. What about this hot man you’ve been dating? You never got around to telling me about him.”

      She smiles brightly, which makes me happy. She deserves it after last year when she found out her husband of five years had been cheating on her the whole time…with her sister!

      “We’ve been dating for about two months. After Pete, I went off men completely. I actually vowed that I would remain celibate the rest of my life.” She shakes her head, smirking. “Boy, I would have really missed out.” She giggles, setting me off. “We had sex for the first time a few days ago. I really didn’t know what I had been missing all these years. Pete and I met when we were young. We were each other’s first. Well, that’s what he told me anyway. I doubt I can believe anything that comes out of his mouth now. Anyway, I didn’t really enjoy the sex, but I had nothing to compare it to.”

      Placing my hand on hers, I give it a little squeeze. “I’m so happy for you. What’s his name?”

      “Larry.”

      “You tell him that if he hurts you, he’ll have me to deal with.”

      She squeezes my hand back and leans forward. “I will.”

      “When are you seeing him again?”

      “He’s taking me shopping tomorrow, then out to eat. We’re going to practically spend the whole weekend together.”

      “That’s great. I hope he spoils you rotten.”

      She gets up from the edge of my desk, smiling. “I’m sure he will.”
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      “Red or white?” I ask Sarah as she sits at the kitchen island.

      “White, please.”

      The island was the one thing I insisted on getting when we moved in. I was content to have Kyle make decisions on a lot of things, but the kitchen island was definitely one thing I said I wanted. He wasn’t keen, but now spends a lot of time reading his paper and drinking his coffee at it. More often than not, we eat breakfast there. He won’t admit that I was right about it, though.

      “How was work?” she asks as I pour her a glass.

      “Not too bad. Oh, you know Mrs. Bellingham?”

      “The woman who won’t stop calling you?”

      “That’s the one. Well, she rang me when the investigator paid her a visit. She was panicking, saying she thought he looked shifty-eyed and asked me to describe him to her.”

      Sarah laughs. “Oh, my god. That woman is something else.”

      I shrug. “I think she’s just lonely and feels vulnerable. Once I described him and told her I would call his mobile so she could see, she let him in. Mark had to hand her the phone just so she knew it was me on the line.” I shake my head with a smile. “Bless her.”

      Sarah snorts. “She sounds like a right pain in the arse. You’re so patient. I think I would have told her to fuck off a long time ago.”

      Yes, Mrs. Bellingham does call every day, and I do moan about it, but I know she means well. I just think she’s desperately lonely and is reaching out.

      “Anyway, what about you?” I ask, changing the subject.

      She rolls her eyes, sighing. “Well, apart from knowing I have to meet that bitch this weekend, I’m fine. Ethan has been extra attentive lately...if you know what I mean.”

      I smile, but I don’t feel it inside for some reason. “That’s great. You deserve a bit of pampering.”

      She shrugs. “I know. I think it’s well-deserved after all the questions, tests, and more tests. I’m so over it already.” She gasps. “Oh, I forgot to tell you. I saw Kyle driving his new car today. He actually stopped and had a quick coffee with me before driving me home.”

      I frown. He never told me that. I don’t mind, but I know for a fact Kyle would be angry if he knew I met Ethan for coffee today.

      “Yes. He’s practically lived in his car ever since he bought it.”

      She looks around the house. “I take it he’s out?”

      I nod. “Yeah. He went to a leaving-do near work. He should be back by eleven.”

      “I’ll probably be gone by then. Unfortunately, we have to get up early tomorrow to avoid the Saturday traffic.” I smile at her as we both take a sip of our drinks. “Ethan told me how it went today and that he gave you some kits.”

      I nod, a little uneasy about talking to her about it. “Yes. We had coffee and sat to talk about logistics.”

      Sarah laughs. “It’s like we’re planning a major operation.”

      I snort. “It does kind of sound a bit military, doesn’t it?”

      “I spoke with Kyle about it.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “You did?”

      She nods, averting her eyes to her glass in front of her. “Yeah. I asked him how he felt, and he said he wasn’t completely happy about you being pregnant with another man’s baby, but knows this is what you want. He also told me you practically blackmailed him with the car.” She smirks.

      I gasp. “I did not blackmail him.” I shrug. “I would call it more of a bribe.”

      “He told me you’re not planning to have children for a few more years.”

      I sigh, looking down for a moment. “Those were my bargaining chips. The car and waiting for a while. I know Kyle’s not enthusiastic about having a baby right now, but considering I will be carrying yours, I’m sure I can wait.”

      “He mentioned about you being so kind and selfless. He also said he’s extremely lucky to have you. I can tell he dotes on you.”

      I smile at that. I certainly wasn’t expecting him to discuss me with Sarah. As I look at her, though, I see something in her eyes. I don’t know what it is, but I swear there’s something there... Jealousy, perhaps? I’m not sure what it is, but when she has a man like Ethan, I don’t see how she can be.

      “We have our differences, like any couple, but the sweet times always make up for it.”

      “And the rough sex,” she jokes.

      I laugh, but I don’t agree with her. I don’t mind the rough sex, but only if I’m on-board with it. Kyle takes whenever he feels like it. It doesn’t seem to matter if I’m in the mood or not.

      “Rough sex is good, but it’s sometimes nice to have a gentle lover.”

      Sarah pffts at me. “More like a boring lover. Give me rough sex any day.” She takes a swig of her drink, then sets it down. “Don’t get me wrong. Ethan is a fantastic lover. I orgasm every time, but there are occasions I want him to be a bit rough with me. I just don’t think he has it in him.”

      To me, her sex life sounds amazing. My next sentence is barely audible. “I’ve never orgasmed during sex.”

      Sarah practically spits out her wine. “Never?” I shake my head. “Oh my. Maybe it’s just that you’re not relaxed enough. You should try yoga before sex, or even Tantra. Apparently, that’s good. I assume you have actually felt what it’s like to orgasm? You can get yourself off, right?” I blush a little at her question, but nod. She then leans over the counter. “You know, I recently read about this tapping technique.”

      I frown. “Tapping?”

      She giggles. “Yeah. You lie on the bed and play with yourself to get all wet. Once you get your juices flowing, gather them up on your clit, open your legs wide, and start tapping on it. I tried it out the other day when Ethan was at work.”

      “And?” I ask eagerly.

      “It was one of the best orgasms I’ve ever had with myself. Normally, the most intense ones are when I stimulate myself with the palm of my hand on my mound. For some reason, they’re the best. Another good one is when you use your middle finger and forefinger of your less dominant hand to pinch your clit up slightly so it’s nicely puckered, then gently circle it with your other hand.” She starts fanning herself. “I’m turning myself on here.”

      Me, too, but I won’t admit that to her. “It all sounds...pleasurable.” I start giggling.

      “You should try it. Maybe ask Kyle to help you.” She winks before taking a sip of her drink. I’m sure Kyle would never entertain the idea.

      Wriggling in my seat a bit, I feel flustered. What Sarah said has given me some ideas for when Kyle’s not around.

      “Do you and Kyle watch porn?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t, but I know Kyle does. I caught him a few days ago watching something about glory holes.”

      Sarah almost spits out her wine again. “Oh, my god. That’s so funny. I think I’ve seen one or two videos, but I mainly watch the plain old man-woman ones. Did Kyle know you caught him?”

      “No. I walked in on him when he was in his study. He was sitting in his chair with his back to me. I could hear noises, so looked closer and saw a man sticking his dick through a hole and having sex with a woman.”

      “Was Kyle playing with himself?”

      “Sarah!”

      She laughs. “I’m only asking.”

      I turn bright red. “He... He was rubbing himself.”

      “Did he come find you?”

      I turn even redder. “About five minutes later, he came into the living room, told me he was horny, and we had sex on the sofa.”

      “Hot,” she says, fanning herself again. “We should really stop talking about sex. I’m getting so horny, even you are looking attractive to me.”

      I gasp. “Thanks.”

      She laughs. “I didn’t mean it like that. I just don’t find women attractive in that way. I did experiment with Joanie when we were at school, though.”

      “Really?” I remember Joanie. She was openly bisexual and didn’t care what anyone thought. I admired her for it.

      “Yeah. I think we were both fifteen. Do you remember when we had that slumber party at my house where we all dressed in our jammies and pretended to be the girls from Grease?”

      I start laughing. “Oh yeah. I remember that night. Sophia got drunk and spent half the night in your bathroom.”

      “That’s the night. We all had a little to drink that night. You and Barbara fell asleep, Sophia was in the bathroom, so that left Joanie and I. We were up talking and drinking. We got onto the subject of sex and I admitted that I was curious. She asked me questions and, before I knew it, we started making out under the covers of my bed. We were both so hot and horny, we had to move to the spare bedroom. We definitely got down and dirty that night. She was only fifteen, but already knew what she was doing. I learned a lot about my own body that night. From then on, I knew how to pleasure myself.”

      I’m shocked to hear this after eleven years. I never had a clue. But, now that she mentions it, I do remember something. “You and she became distant. Was it because of that?”

      She grits her teeth a little. “Yeah. I kind of shunned her because I felt embarrassed by what we had done. I told her I wasn’t a lesbian, and she told me nothing had to change. If I didn’t want to do it again, we never had to. I just felt wrong every time I looked at her. I felt like a shit friend for doing it, but I was only fifteen. I didn’t know what I wanted half the time.”

      I feel bad for Joanie. She was a good friend to us and certainly didn’t deserve that. I remember remaining friends with her, but we became distant after a while, too. It was only because of my unwavering loyalty to Sarah. I saw that they weren’t hanging out so, little by little, Joanie and I didn’t hang out so much, either.

      “I wonder what she’s doing now,” I ponder.

      “Last I heard, she was married with two kids.”

      “Seriously?” I ask, genuinely intrigued.

      “Yeah. I bumped into Maisie… Do you remember her?”

      I nod. She was the geeky girl everyone thought would do well as an adult. She did do well, but I was shocked to hear she owned a tattoo parlour and had twenty-five of her own tattoos. Everyone assumed she would grow up to be a lawyer or a doctor or something.

      Sarah continues. “Well, she was meeting a client in Padstow and just so happened to get a coffee at the same café I was in. We talked for a little while. She doesn’t live in Cornwall anymore, but she misses it. She was glad to be visiting around our way again. Anyway, she told me she lives in Brighton now, and so does Joanie. They see each other from time to time.”

      “Is she happy?”

      “Maisie said she was. She apparently found her one.”

      I smile. “I’m glad.”

      “Oh, do you remember Janet?”

      I frown, trying to remember. “Is she the one who had a fixation with Tommy Rodgers?”

      Sarah starts laughing. “Oh yeah. I can’t believe you remember his name.”

      I snort. “It’s a bit hard not to when that was all she ever talked about.”

      She grimaces a little. “Well, she’s not talking about him…or anybody, for that matter.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “She lost her parents a few years back. They were killed by intruders. Janet was staying with them, but was out with friends that particular night. When she got back, there was blood everywhere. Unfortunately, she found their bodies. She was never the same afterward. Drinking, drugs. She overdosed last Christmas.”

      I gasp. “Oh, my god. That’s terrible.” I think about losing my own parents. I just wish I could have been there to help her somehow. I know finding their bodies must have been horrific. “If only we hadn’t lost touch. Maybe I could have been there for her.”

      “It’s no one’s fault. It’s just the way it is. Not everyone keeps in touch once they leave school. I bet Janet never gave us a second thought.”

      “I guess we’ll never know.”

      Sarah sighs. “Too true.” After a few seconds of silence, she picks up her drink. “When did this conversation turn so dark? One minute, we’re talking about sex; the next, it’s death. I think we need to watch a bit of you know who to lift our spirits.”

      I smile. “Ooo… I’ve deliberately not watched it to save up for when you come over.” That’s one reason. The other is because Kyle never really lets me watch what I want when he’s around.

      “Come on. Let’s make some popcorn and replenish our wine. Lucifer won’t wait forever.”

      We make some popcorn and open another bottle of wine, giggling the whole time. Once all is ready, we settle down on the couch. I have been looking forward to this all day. When we’re well into the first episode, I realise how much I enjoy these moments. It’s like I have breathing space to do whatever I like.

      “Oh god. Tom Ellis is so fucking dreamy. The things I would do to that man…,” Sarah says, a wistful sound in her voice.

      I look at the screen and see him leaning over a table, asking a witness what they desire. His face always looks sexy and mischievous. I sigh. “Yes, he is.” I think about Kyle and how pissed he would be at that statement. “Sarah?”

      “Yes?”

      I bite my lip. “Can you do me a favour?”

      She turns her head to me. “Of course. Anything.”

      “Can you not mention to Kyle that I met with Ethan today?”

      Frowning, she sits up. “Why not?”

      “Well, despite the fact that you know and were even supposed to be there, Kyle would get really angry.”

      She smirks. “He not only dishes out rough sex, but also has the green-eyed monster in him?” She starts laughing, but I never find Kyle’s antics funny. Sure, it was a little fun and sexy in the beginning, but now it’s just plain suffocating.

      “Well, yes. He gets really jealous over nothing.”

      “But I met him for coffee today. Wouldn’t that be a bit hypocritical?”

      I snort. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? Not when it comes to Kyle, though.”

      “But you’re planning on having our baby. There will be times when you’ll have to meet with one or both of us.”

      I look away. “Yeah, I know that, too. Again, he won’t like it.”

      “Have you given him any reason he can’t trust you? You’ve been faithful, right?

      “Of course I’ve been faithful. Kyle is all I have ever known.”

      She looks away for a minute. “Hmm, it sounds as though he has insecurity issues. Maybe he’s frightened you’ll leave him.”

      My eyes widen. “I’ve given him no reason to think that way.”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. He’s a man. You can’t have it both ways.” She starts laughing, then looks at my serious expression. “I’m sorry. Is he really that bad?” When I nod, she blows out a long breath. “Okay. I won’t say anything to him. I’ll tell Ethan not to, as well, just in case. We have dinner often, so he might let it slip.”

      I give a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      Grabbing my hand, she pats it lightly. “No problem. After all, you’re having my baby. I think it’s the least I can do.”

      I smile. “Ethan said the same today when I thanked him for buying me a latte.”

      She grins. “He does things like that. When we first started dating, he found out I had a thing for blueberry muffins, so he bought me one every time we had a date.”

      “Aww, that’s nice. Doesn’t he do that now?”

      She shakes her head, smirking. “Nah, I told him to stop. After a while, I couldn’t stand blueberry muffins.”

      “Familiarity breeds contempt, huh?”

      She nods. “Yeah. Too much of a good thing, I suppose.”

      At that moment, we hear the familiar roar of an engine. I raise an eyebrow at Sarah. “Guess who’s back?”

      “Playtime is over. Quick. Hide Tom Ellis before he spots him.”

      I quickly turn off the TV as we both start giggling. I guess the wine has gone to our heads.

      Kyle walks in, seeing us laughing. “Share the joke?”

      Sarah leans back on the couch so she can look at Kyle. “Your wife wanted to know if I would experiment with her. I told her she wasn’t my type.” She starts laughing as I nudge her.

      Kyle smirks. “Mmm, two women together, huh? Every man’s fantasy. Should I get the camera out now?”

      Sarah rolls her eyes. “See? Men are so predictable. If they weren’t, there wouldn’t be any glory to it.” She winks at me and we both start a fit of giggles again.

      Kyle frowns, obviously not having a clue as to what we’re talking about. “I wouldn’t say that.”

      Deciding to change the subject, I look up at him. “Did you enjoy your evening?”

      He nods. “Yeah, I did.” He looks at the wine bottles and popcorn on the table. “I see you’ve been having a great time, too. What were you watching?”

      Sarah and I look at each other. “Only Gilmore Girls. Boring girly stuff that you wouldn’t be interested in,” I smirk.

      “Well, I’m glad I wasn’t here for that shit.”

      Sarah places her empty glass on the table. “I’d better be off. Plymouth tomorrow. Whoop, whoop,” she says, raising her fist in the air.

      I get up at the same time she does and hug her. “You’ll pull through it. I know you will.”

      “How are you getting home?” Kyle asks.

      She pulls out her phone. “I can call for a taxi.”

      Kyle shakes his head. “Don’t be silly. I only had two drinks tonight. I’ll drive you.”

      Sarah looks at me and I smile. “That would be better than getting a cab, Sarah.”

      She looks back at Kyle. “You sure you don’t mind?”

      “Of course not. You only live ten minutes away. It’s not a big deal. I’ll be there and back in no time.”

      She shrugs, smiling. “Okay. That’ll be great. Thank you.”

      Sarah hugs me again, Kyle coming over to give me a quick peck on the cheek. “I’ll see you soon.” He smacks my arse, making me yelp.

      Sarah winks at me. “Speak soon, babes.”

      I smile. “Yeah. And don’t worry about the weekend too much. You’ll be fine.”

      Just as they leave, I hear Kyle ask Sarah what’s going on this weekend. I don’t pick up on what she says as the door clicks. I listen to the roar of the engine before it pulls away.

      Smiling, I gather all the wine bottles, glasses, and popcorn. Once garbage is thrown away and dishes are in the sink, I make my way upstairs and get ready for bed. I check the time and see it’s already ten after midnight. Man, time just flew tonight.

      Once I’m ready, I slip under the sheets and turn to look at the time again. Twelve thirty. I would have thought Kyle would be home by now. It’s definitely been at least a half-hour.

      After another ten minutes, I start to get sleepy, then hear the distant sound of an engine. Soon after, Kyle walks into the bedroom and I hear him start to undress. I feel the dip in the bed as he scoots under the covers and places his arm around me. He smells like cigarettes.

      “You were gone a while,” I mumble.

      He starts massaging my breasts. “I stopped off at the store for cigarettes.”

      “I thought you were giving those nasty things up?”

      Digging his erection into my bum, he starts pulling up my negligee. “You know what I’m like when I socialise. I won’t smoke tomorrow, so don’t nag. I think you can tell I’m after something else right about now. I’ve wanted to feel your pussy around my cock all night. I’ve been aching for you.” He places his fingers at my entrance. “Fuck, Alice... You’re so fucking wet. I can’t wait any longer.”

      The only reason I’m wet is because of all the sex talk tonight. That, and watching Tom Ellis. I suppose the alcohol has helped me relax a little. I’m sleepy, so I’m not one hundred percent into this.

      Kyle enters me and hisses out a long, drawn-out “fuck” as he does. Gripping my hips tightly, he quickly starts moving in and out of me, grunting as his hot breath hits my ear.

      “So fucking sexy. Shit, Alice, you’re going to make me come. I can never last long with you. You make it too fucking good.”

      In no time, he roars out, squeezing my hips hard as he stills.

      As he pulls out, he snuggles his head into the crook of my neck. “Love you, baby.”

      I place my hand over his as he snakes it around me. “Love you, too.”

      “That’s all I ever want to hear.”

      I soon hear heavy, deep breathing, letting me know he’s fast asleep. I want to move, but I can’t. He has me locked in place, like he’s scared I’ll leave. It makes me think back to what Sarah said tonight about his insecurity. I don’t know what it is with Kyle, but I know our relationship isn’t exactly a conventional one. It’s just funny how it’s taken me eight years to figure that out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    
    
      “What do you mean we have to start using condoms?”

      “Well, if we don’t, there will be a chance I’ll get pregnant with your baby. It’s just common sense, Kyle.”

      As I sit on the sofa, he glares at me. He’s already pissed because I have my period. He never touches me when I’m bleeding, so he’s already madder than hell because it’s been a week since we’ve had sex. He gets edgy when it’s been just a few days.

      “Don’t fucking mock me.”

      “I’m not mocking you. I just think you’re not understanding what needs to happen. Do you want to get me pregnant?”

      “Of course I don’t. You know my feelings about that.”

      “Well, if we have sex without protection, there’s a big chance I could get pregnant.”

      He throws his hands in the air in annoyance. “I shouldn’t be in this position. A man has a right to have access to his wife. That’s what marriage is all about.” I don’t say anything because, quite frankly, his childish outbursts irritate the hell out of me. Sometimes it’s best to say nothing at all. When I don’t respond, he sighs. “What are the options?”

      “We use condoms.”

      “Would you let me fuck your arse?”

      “Kyle…,” I moan. “You know how I feel about that.” I also know how rough he can be, so that’s the last thing I want.

      “You’re so fucking prissy at times.”

      I wince. “Kyle, I always do everything you ask of me. For once, can’t you just let me have this without fighting?”

      Standing rigid in front of me, he pushes his hands through his hair. “Why couldn’t you have asked for a new car or handbag? Hell, even a holiday together somewhere. Why did you have to ask me to get pregnant with someone else’s baby?” He shakes his head and turns away for a moment. “Fuck,” he groans, turning to face me again. “I don’t want you to go through with this anymore.”

      My eyes widen. “But you promised me I could.”

      “I don’t fucking care. I shouldn’t have to give up my privilege of having you whenever I want. I shouldn’t have to use those fucking condoms, either.”

      I’m getting mad. “And what if I couldn’t go on the pill? What if I were allergic to it or something?”

      “But you’re not.”

      “That’s beside the point. I’m asking you a question.”

      He shakes his head, trying to think of what to say. “Well, we would have to get you snipped or something.”

      Getting up, I storm toward the kitchen. “I can’t fucking believe you.”

      I grab a container of orange juice out of the fridge as he walks in. “I told you not to fucking swear. It’s unladylike.”

      “With everything we’re discussing, you choose to bring up my swearing? I can’t believe you. You know I want a baby, yet you think it’s a good idea for me to get snipped. You know that stops me from ever having babies again, don’t you?”

      He shrugs. “It can be reversed.”

      I sigh loudly. “Selfish prick,” I mutter under my breath.

      “What did you say?”

      I start laughing. “I’m not a machine, Kyle. I can’t just get snipped, then go back a few years later to have it reversed.”

      “What are you laughing at?”

      “You! What do you think I’m laughing at?”

      He walks closer. “See? This is why I should nip this fucking baby shit in the bud. I give you one thing, then you start to want everything.”

      I can’t believe my ears. “I’m not a child getting a toy, then asking for another. I’m your wife. Someone you vowed to be with in sickness and in health. Someone who is supposed to be equal to her husband.”

      Kyle points a finger at me. “And not someone who gets pregnant with another man’s baby.”

      “You agreed to this.”

      He waves his hand in the air. “Well, I’m un-agreeing to this.”

      With my heart beating rapidly, I stand my ground. “If that’s the case, you need to give your car back.”

      His eyes go wide. I know this is a deal-breaker. There’s no chance in hell he’ll give up that car. He’s already given her a name, for God’s sake.

      “There’s no way I’m giving up Scarlet.”

      I almost roll my eyes, but hold myself together. “That was the deal. If you’re backing out, so am I. What you don’t realise is that you backing out will impact a lot of people, not just me. You giving up your car will only affect you.”

      Gritting his teeth, he backs away. “I fucking hate this,” he groans, picking up his keys. “I may as well find myself a whore to fuck because I ain’t getting any here.”

      At one time, those words would have really hurt me. Now all I feel is anger. I shout after his disappearing frame. “The problem with that is you’d have to use a condom with her, too!” When I hear the door slam, I groan. When did things get so complicated?

      In anger and frustration, I take my glass of orange juice and drain it. Feeling pumped up, I grab my workout gear and head for the gym to let off some steam.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After running on the treadmill for a half-hour, I decide to cool down on a bike. I’m so off in my own little world, I fail to realise someone sits on the bike next to me.

      “Penny for your thoughts.”

      Snapping my head up, I see Ethan smiling at me. He has on blue sweatpants and a grey tank top, letting me see just how well-defined he is.

      “I was just thinking about you and Sarah actually.”

      He starts peddling. “Really?”

      “Yeah. I think we can start as early as next week. I’ll start using those kits on Monday.”

      His face beams. “That’s great. Just give me a call when you’re ready.”

      “Will do.” I look around. “Sarah not with you?”

      He shakes his head. “No. She rarely goes to the gym. We were supposed to visit my sister again this weekend, but Sarah’s taken ill.”

      “Oh no. What’s wrong?” I get the sneaking suspicion she may have faked it to get out of going to her sister-in-law’s again.

      “She’s complaining of an upset stomach.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I’ll give her a call later to see how she’s getting on. I’m sorry you weren’t able to see your sister, though.”

      He shrugs. “There will be other times, which reminds me… The weekend after next, we’re having a party to celebrate my thirty-fifth birthday. My sister and nephews will be there, among others. Will you and Kyle come?”

      I smile. “We’d love to.” I secretly want to meet this witch of a sister-in-law anyway. “I’ve heard so much about your sister and your nephews that I feel like I practically know them already.”

      “I suppose Sarah’s told you about their relationship.” I nod. “Between you and me, I know they don’t really get along. I keep trying, but they just never seem to hit it off. Such a shame.”

      Looking at his sad face, I feel bad. “It can’t be easy for you...being in the middle.”

      He doesn’t say anything at first, then nods. “It does have its hard times, I guess. I’ve just dealt with it for so long, I’m used to it. Like that’s just the way it is. Do you know what I’m saying?”

      I think about Kyle’s mum and dad and know exactly what he’s saying. The problem with them is they’re completely old school. They don’t like the fact that I work, thinking I should be at home baking cookies and pushing out babies every five minutes. Unfortunately, with the exception of the baby issue, Kyle has grown up thinking this is the way of life. He only lets me work because he says he likes the lifestyle it brings him. With a double income, we can enjoy weekends away, nights out at dinner—that sort of thing. I know that if he had enough money, though, he wouldn’t let me work.

      “Yeah, I know exactly what you’re saying,” I reply, a touch of sadness in my voice.

      “Sarah told me you didn’t want me to mention to Kyle that we had met?”

      I wince, feeling a little guilty. Why is it that I feel I’m doing something wrong when I know it’s totally innocent? Like now. I feel guilty that I’m here with Ethan when it’s not my fault. I didn’t intend to meet him here. It just happened.

      “Yeah. Kyle can be a little jealous at times.”

      “Doesn’t that bother you?” I turn my head away. “I’m sorry. I’m prying when I shouldn’t. It’s none of my business.”

      I look back at him, offering a small smile. “No, it’s okay. You’re just being your natural caring self. It’s in your nature...being a doctor and all.”

      He laughs. “I guess. I suppose I’ve always been that way.”

      “What made you decide to be a doctor?”

      “It was when I was around thirteen. My sister got really sick with pneumonia. I saw how well the doctors treated her and how quickly she got better. I wouldn’t leave her bedside. The doctors kept telling me how much of a loving brother I was. When one said I should be a doctor, I turned to him and said, ‘Okay’, and that was that. From that moment on, I knew being a doctor was what I was meant to be. My sister and parents thought it was just a phase, but I stuck with it. I think it was just before my parents died that they finally realised I was determined.”

      I smile. “That’s so nice. It’s a pity your sister had to get sick for you to realise what you wanted to be, but I guess it was fate.”

      He chuckles. “Do you believe in all that stuff?”

      I nod. “Yeah, I do. For instance, take the night you and I were supposed to meet. If it wasn’t for the cab driver making a mistake, we would never have met and married our partners.”

      He nods. “I suppose you could say that, but it didn’t help that you both left from your house.”

      I start laughing. “Yeah, and the fact we had a couple drinks before we left. We needed some liquid courage. Maybe if we had been a bit more sober, we would have made sure.”

      “Oh well. It worked out well in the end.”

      Smiling, I look at Ethan. “Yeah, I suppose it did.”

      Suddenly, he stops peddling, looking like he’s in pain as he bends over a little.

      “Ethan, what’s wrong?”

      He tries to smile, but I can tell it’s forced. “It’s nothing,” he answers, practically gritting his teeth. “I think I may have just overworked myself at the gym yesterday. I think I pulled a…” He leans closer to whisper, “groin muscle.”

      “Oh no. Maybe you should go home and get some rest. Do you want me to drive you?”

      Shaking his head, he gives me a gentle smile. “I’ll be fine, but thanks. I think I will go home. I’m obviously trying to push myself too hard.”

      “You, of all people, should know better than that,” I playfully admonish.

      “I know. I guess that’s why they say doctors make the worst patients.” He carefully gets off the bike, wincing. “Anyway, I best go. I’ll see you next weekend.”

      I nod. “Sure.” I watch as he slowly walks away. “Are you sure I can’t help you?”

      Ethan waves over his shoulder as he walks off. “I’m fine. I just need some ibuprofen and rest. I’ll be better in the morning.”

      I make a mental note to text him later; otherwise, I’ll worry.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I leave the gym and head home, finding an empty house. I’m a little disappointed Kyle isn’t back yet. I had hoped to talk to him about this as adults. Sighing, I dump my clothes into the washer, then head for the shower.

      As I wash myself, I feel a set of hands cup my breasts. Startled, I turn my head to see Kyle smiling at me.

      “Sorry I scared you.”

      I immediately relax in his arms, knowing that he’s calm. “That’s okay.”

      He places kisses on my neck and pushes his erection into me. “I hate arguing with you.”

      I sigh. “Me, too.”

      “I’m sorry about what I said about going to a whore. You know I would never do that. I guess I just get so angry sometimes.”

      I feel relief that he’s apologising for his earlier behaviour. “That’s okay. I’m sorry, too.”

      He starts nibbling my neck. “God, I just want to bend you over and fuck your brains out. It’s been too long without the feel of you.”

      I turn to face him and kiss him gently on the lips, making him groan. “Make it better, baby,” he requests, trying to push me down. “Make it better and I’ll take you to dinner at your favourite Italian restaurant.”

      I can’t help but smile against his lips. It’s not like Kyle to beg. He normally just takes.

      So I do what he expects me to do and get on my knees in front of him. As I touch his erect penis, Kyle throws his head back and grips my hair. “Suck it, baby.” He pushes my head forward as I open my mouth. I take him in deep, hearing his moan when I do. “Fuck… That feels incredible.”

      I start working him back and forth, massaging his balls as I go. Kyle bucks and hisses, gripping my hair tightly to push himself deeper. I almost gag, but I keep going. I know he’ll come quickly, especially because it’s been a week since we’ve been together.

      Kyle starts flexing his hips to meet my movements. His breathing becomes more ragged, his body rigid with an impending orgasm.

      “Fuck, I’m going to come. Shit, Alice!” he screams, flexing his hips one last time. I feel his come hit the back of my throat. He loosens his grip on my hair. “You give the best head.” He helps me up and kisses me on the cheek. “Don’t be long. I have a meal to take you to.”

      I nod. “I’ll be out soon.” I watch as he leaves.

      Sighing, I start to wash myself, my nipples puckering as I glide my fingers over them.

      Thinking about what Sarah told me, I pick up the showerhead and place it against my nipples. I feel the spark of excitement course through my veins as I lean back against the wall. It’s cold, but I don’t care. I lift my leg and direct the spray to my clit. I let out a moan as I circle it around my pussy. Knowing I don’t have a lot of time, I pick up the pace, applying a little more pressure. It’s not long before I feel the build-up. I moan again, letting it come. I welcome it—needing it more than I realised. My orgasm lets loose and I throw my head back.

      I feel euphoric and dizzy as I allow myself a little time to calm. Unfortunately, the feeling doesn’t last long.

      “Come on, Alice. I’m getting hungry.”

      Sighing, I turn the shower off. “Sorry.” I grab a towel and dry off, then walk out to get dressed. Luckily, Kyle isn’t in the bedroom, so I can get ready without any distractions.

      Once dressed in a little black number, I remember how Ethan looked today, so I quickly grab my phone and text him. I hide behind the door and look out, just in case Kyle appears. It’s stupid to be like this when all I’m doing is texting a friend to ask if he’s feeling better. I quickly press SEND, blowing out a breath.

      “Are you ready, Alice?” I hear Kyle shout.

      I grab my bag. “I’m coming!” I’m just about to walk out of the bedroom when my phone chimes with a text message. I look down and see it’s from Ethan.

      Feeling much better now, thanks. The ibuprofen did the trick. Thank you for thinking of me. Enjoy your evening.

      Smiling, I place the phone in my handbag and rush for the stairs. I feel much better knowing that Ethan is on the mend. As I reach the bottom step, I see Kyle standing there in a nice burgundy shirt and beige chinos.

      “I will be the envy of every man,” he says, looking me up and down. “Are you ready?” He offers me his arm.

      Walking toward him, I smile. “I’m ready.”
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      “How are you feeling about all this?”

      Sitting in Ethan’s office, I can feel my nerves getting the best of me. Today is day one of insemination. I took the test in my office today, seeing that I was ovulating. I called Ethan, who told me to come down at lunchtime. So here I am, clutching my bag.

      “A little nervous. I just want this to work.”

      Ethan smiles. “I understand, but don’t get too stressed out. If it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be.”

      “I guess my little fate speech worked, huh?”

      He laughs. “Yeah, I guess it did.”

      I stare at something on his desk with a tissue over it. “Is that...?”

      “My sample? Yes. It’s ready whenever you are.”

      I take a deep breath. “Okay. I’m ready.”

      Standing up, he looks flustered. “If you want, I can get a nurse in here. I’ve left everything you need under that tissue, but you don’t have to do this by yourself. I will totally understand if you don’t want to have to...well, you know.”

      If I weren’t so nervous, I would have thought he was being cute. “No, that’s okay. I think I would prefer to do this myself.”

      Nodding, he walks to the door. “Okay. I guess I’ll just go get some lunch. When you’re done, just give me a call.” I nod and he leaves.

      I look back at the tissue and take a deep breath. I can do this. I just need to get through the first time, then it will be simple afterward.

      Placing my bag down, I take off my coat and place it on the hook by the door before locking it. I walk over to the table and pick up the tissue, grabbing the contents from under it. I close the curtain around the bed. I know the door is locked, but I’ll feel safer if the curtain’s around me, too. I proceed to get undressed from the waist down before getting everything ready. I try to think about this whole thing clinically, but it still doesn’t stop me from feeling how strange this is. It’s just so...surreal.

      Taking the syringe filled with his sample, I place some KY jelly on it and lie down. I take a few more deep breaths before inserting it. As I reach as far as I can comfortably manage, I start dispensing. Once that’s done, I place the syringe on some tissue and remain still. That wasn’t as bad as I thought it was going to be.

      For the next ten minutes or so, I lie there, wondering if a miracle is already happening inside me. The thought brings a smile to my face. I sit up and get dressed, then clean everything up. Picking up my mobile, I call Ethan to let him know I’m done.

      He soon enters, smiling as he takes a seat. “I bet you’re glad that’s over with.”

      I chuckle. “Yes, a bit.”

      “Changing the subject… Are you and Kyle coming to my party on Saturday?”

      I nod. “Yes, we’ll be there, which reminds me…” I pick up my bag. “Kyle wants to get you something rather...predictable, shall we say. I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty of getting you something else. You can open it on Saturday morning.” I dig it out of my bag and hand it to him.

      He accepts it, smiling. “That’s very generous of you. Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      The room becomes silent, making me feel a little awkward. I can’t help but think I have this man’s sperm inside me.

      Suddenly, I get up. “Well, I best get back to work. I need to pick up a sandwich on the way.”

      Ethan looks guilty. “I’m sorry I’m keeping you from eating.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t mind. I do feel a little hungry now, though. I’ll call you if the pregnancy test comes up positive.”

      Ethan gets up and smiles. “I look forward to it. See you soon, Alice.”

      “Bye,” I respond, quickly exiting. I don’t know what’s come over me all of a sudden. Knowing I have a part of him inside me makes me feel a little embarrassed.

      Shaking my head, I exit the building and grab a sandwich from a delicatessen along the way. I’m back with enough time to eat it before having to get back to work.

      “How did it go?” Sally asks, leaning a hip on the edge of my desk.

      “A bit strange. I did it, then felt like I had to get out of there.”

      She laughs. “It’s usually the guy who runs afterward.”

      I snort. “Oh, stop it. That makes it even worse.”

      She nudges me. “I’m only joking. It’ll be easier next time. In fact, I bet it gets easier every time you do it.”

      Just as she says this, my phone starts ringing. “I’d better take this.” Sally rolls her eyes. We both know who it is.

      I answer, immediately hearing Kyle’s voice. “How was it?” He knows where I’ve been. He wasn’t happy about it when I called him before I left.

      “It went okay. Very clinical. The nurse was there and did everything.” I hate lying, but I know Kyle would flip out if he knew I did it myself.

      “Where was Ethan?”

      “He was out to lunch.”

      I hear him sigh. “Maybe I don’t want to know.” He pauses a moment. I know he finds the whole thing difficult. I sometimes feel really guilty about it and think about calling it quits. But then he says something terrible, which makes me more determined than ever to go through with it. “Listen, I’m going to be working a little late tonight. The boss has some important clients coming in from the States who he wants me to meet and greet.”

      “That’s okay. When do you think you’ll be home?”

      “I’m not sure yet. I’ll keep you posted. Whatever you cook for dinner, just leave it in the microwave and I’ll heat it up once I get in.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you later then.”

      “Yeah. Love you.”

      “Love you, too.” Ending the call, I stare at the phone.

      “Is everything okay?” Sally asks, placing a cup of tea in front of me.

      I smile, looking up at her. “Thanks.” I look at the phone again. “Yeah, everything’s fine.”

      “You don’t seem fine.”

      I look back up into Sally’s concerned eyes. “I don’t know. Kyle seems a little distant lately. He’s acting...strange.”

      She places a hand on my shoulder. “Maybe he’s finding this whole thing hard. Why don’t you book a weekend away? I’m sure he’ll appreciate a little alone time with his wife. Maybe he’s missing the intimacy you two once shared.”

      I have been trying to appease him every way I can. When we don’t use condoms, I go down on him. But I know he misses what we used to have. “I guess. Actually, that sounds like a great idea. I think I will do that. Thanks.”

      She smiles. “Don’t mention it.”

      “Speaking of relationships, how are things with you and Larry?”

      Her smile becomes brighter. “Better than ever. We’re going away together for the weekend. He’s booked a hotel in Portsmouth.”

      “Wow, sounds amazing. I hope you have a fab time.”

      Squeezing my shoulder, she gets up. “Oh, I’m sure I will.” She gives me a playful wink before walking back to her desk.

      Immediately, my desk phone rings. “ITF Insurance, this is Alice speaking. How may I help you?”

      “Hello, dear. I tried calling you a half-hour ago, but you were out.”

      I smile at the sound of Mrs. Bellingham’s voice. She hadn’t called today yet, so I knew it would come eventually. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Bellingham, but I was out to lunch.”

      “Ooo, did you have anything nice? My favourite thing to eat for lunch is cheese and crackers, but the cheese gives me terrible wind.”

      I pull the phone away and chuckle a little. I gather myself together. “That’s terrible. It’s always nice to have a bit of something you fancy, but bad if you have to suffer for it.”

      “I know. I guess that’s why they say the good food makes you fat. I used to smoke, but gave that up years ago. The only thing I like to do now is have a little sherry before bed. It helps me sleep.”

      “Well, there’s no harm in that,” I reply, settling back into my seat. I have a feeling I’m going to be here a while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

      

    
    
      “I suppose one good thing about you trying to get knocked up is I can drink as much as I want.”

      Groaning inwardly, I keep my eyes on the road as I drive to Sarah and Ethan’s. Kyle knows I visited his clinic a few times last week, and he’s been an arse about it ever since. Even now, he’s sitting in the passenger seat all smug, but I know there’s an underlying anger there.

      “Let’s just have a good time. Okay, Kyle? I don’t want to fight anymore. It seems whenever you’re home, which isn’t a lot lately, all we do is fight.”

      “Well, excuse me if I’m not entirely happy about my wife getting pregnant by another man.” Grabbing my knee, he moves his hand up my thigh and squeezes. “It should only be me between those legs.”

      “Kyle, stop it. I’m driving.” He snatches his hand away and looks out the window. I sigh, glancing over at him. “Look, this will all be over soon and life will be normal again. I’ll be the best wife I can be. Just, please, be patient.”

      Looking back at me, he offers a small smile. “I’m sorry. It’s just that my jealousy gets the better of me sometimes.”

      As I pull up in front of Sarah and Ethan’s house, I turn off the ignition, unbuckle my seatbelt, and turn to him. Placing a hand on his thigh, I smile. “It’s perfectly understandable.”

      Kyle leans forward, grabbing the back of my head. We start kissing tenderly, but Kyle soon squeezes the back of my head, his breathing becoming laboured. After a few seconds, he pulls away and starts pushing my head down to his lap, unbuttoning his trousers with his other hand at the same time.

      “Kyle, what are you doing? We can’t do this here. We’re right outside Sarah and Ethan’s house.”

      I look at him and he smirks, taking his cock out. “I know. Why do you think I’m so hard? The thought of you giving me head right outside turns me on. Come on, baby. No one’s around. Besides, you know how nice I am after you give me a blowjob.”

      I look around the dark street, wondering if I can do this. I know he will be difficult to deal with all night if I don’t. So, like the dutiful wife I am, I lower my head, Kyle moaning. I haven’t even taken him into my mouth yet.

      Grabbing the back of my head, Kyle pushes me down. “That’s it, baby. I’m going to come quickly. I know I am.” I wrap my mouth around him and hear his hiss of pleasure. As I start to work on him, Kyle keeps his hand on my head, guiding me as I go. “That’s it, baby. Fuck, your mouth feels so good. Just think, Ethan could be watching this. I bet he’d be jealous. I bet he’d want some of what I’m getting, but only I can get it. Only I can feel your incredible mouth around my cock.” He starts pushing my head faster. “Oh fuck. I’m going to come. Shit, Alice.” His breathing and movements quicken. He pushes me down one last time before I feel his come hit the back of my throat, gagging me. “That’s it, baby. Take all my fucking come. You give the best head I’ve ever had.”

      Does he have to bring up his previous relationships now? Even though he knows I don’t like it, he does it anyway. He keeps telling me I should be pleased I’m the best he’s ever had.

      Ignoring that niggling feeling, I straighten. Guiltily, I look around and hear Kyle laugh. “Don’t worry. No one saw us.”

      I believe that, but it worries me that he brought up Ethan while I went down on him. For some reason, he now sees him as a threat. I don’t know why. I’m married to Kyle, and Ethan is married to my best friend. There’s no way in hell I would go there. I wouldn’t even think about it, let alone do it. Kyle has no reason not to trust me, but it seems like he has to invent things that aren’t there.

      I offer Kyle a half-smile. “See?” he says, buttoning up his trousers. “I’m like a new man now.” He points to the house. “Are you ready?” I nod. It’s freezing, but I didn’t bring a jacket with me. I didn’t think I would need to, considering we were just going from one house to another.

      Grabbing Ethan’s present from the back seat, Kyle shuts the car door. We stroll up the front walk and Kyle rings the bell. Sarah answers, her face lighting up when she sees me.

      “Thank fuck you’re here,” she says, pulling me in for a hug.

      “Sister-in-law?” I ask.

      She nods. “Yes. The bitch wants my blood.”

      Kyle starts laughing. “Oh dear,” he whispers, shaking his head with a smirk.

      Ethan walks up behind Sarah, placing his hands on her shoulders. “Hey, guys. Thanks for coming.”

      Kyle hands over the present. “For you.”

      “Thanks. Please, come in. You must be freezing.”

      I welcome the heat as we walk through the door, then smell food. “What’s that? It smells delicious.”

      “Well, apart from Ethan’s famous lasagne…” Sarah mimes putting her finger down her throat. “It’s just a load of party stuff. Sausage rolls, mini quiches... Things like that.”

      “Smells wonderful.”

      “Fancy a drink?” Ethan asks.

      “I’ll just have a diet Coke. Thanks.”

      “I’ll have a beer, if you’ve got one.”

      Ethan pats Kyle’s shoulder. “Of course. Come with me so you can choose which one.”

      As the men disappear, Sarah and I venture into the living room. It’s packed with people. Some I recognise, and some I don’t. When Sarah is called away by someone, I quickly make a beeline for the food. I’ve hardly eaten all day, so I’m ravenous. Picking up a plate, I start placing some of the finger food on it, noticing Ethan’s lasagne in the far corner. Despite Sarah saying it’s awful, it looks like a few people have eaten some already. Wanting to try it, I grab a slice and place it on my plate, digging in with a spoon. Closing my eyes, I let the flavours hit my senses.

      “It’s really good, isn’t it?”

      Jumping, I turn around, seeing a lady with long, curly blonde hair and the most fantastic eyelashes I’ve ever seen. I nod. “It’s wonderful. How Sarah can’t like this is...” Then I realise who this must be.

      Oh shit.

      Ethan’s sister, Judy, screws up her face a little. “She has no account for taste.” She holds out her hand to me. “I take it that you are the long-suffering best friend?”

      I shake her hand, feeling a little awkward. “Yes, Sarah and I have been friends since school.”

      Judy leans forward. “I promise I won’t hold that against you.” I don’t know what to say, then she starts laughing. “I’m only kidding. I’m Judy.” Just as she says this, two boys come running through the crowd, behaving like aeroplanes. “And these are my sons. The older boy at the front is James, and the other one is Foster.” I look at her, eyebrows raised. “My husband was convinced he was conceived on a Fosters night. He went out, came home drunk, and somehow convinced me it was a good idea to sleep with him.” We both laugh.

      I look at the two boys, blond hair bouncing as they run around the room. “They’re very handsome. You must be so proud.”

      She watches them and smiles, then turns back to me. “Yes, except when they vomit in the car after McDonalds, or think it’s cute to colour all over my newly painted walls. Other than that, they’re just adorable.” I smile and look back at the kids. “Have you got any?”

      I turn to face Judy. I guess Ethan hasn’t told her about our plans. “No, but I really want children one day. My husband is not so keen.”

      She frowns. “That’s too bad. Hopefully you’ll convince him one day soon. I can already tell you’d make a great mother.”

      I blink at her in surprise. “You really think so?”

      She laughs. “Yeah. I’m normally a good judge of character, and I can tell you scream the motherly type. I think you’d be great.”

      I beam back at her. “That’s really kind of you to say. Thank you.”

      “Don’t mention it.”

      I search Judy’s eyes for a hint of unkindness, seeing none. On first impression, I really like her. I was a bit apprehensive about meeting her tonight because I’ve heard nothing but horrible things from Sarah. I start wondering if Ethan has another sister with two sons because this can’t be the same sister-in-law.

      “Here’s your diet Coke,” Ethan says as he walks up, handing me the drink.

      “Thank you.”

      He smiles, then points to his display cabinet. “Thank you for my birthday present.”

      “You got him that?” Judy asks.

      Looking over at the cabinet, I see the double picture frame with the words My Perfect Nephews written on it. He already has their photos inside.

      “Yes. I saw it and thought it was perfect.”

      “How nice of you. They’re my two favourite photos of them.”

      I turn to her. “I bet you never tire of taking pictures. I don’t think I’d be able to stop.”

      “They grow up so fast, you have to capture every moment before it passes you by.”

      I smile. “I understand that.”

      A very tall man with brown hair and a slight beard creeps up behind Judy and snakes his arms around her. “There’s my woman,” he says, kissing her head.

      She rolls her eyes. “Such a caveman.”

      “Ah, you love it,” he answers, snuggling his nose into her hair.

      She smacks his hand. “Stop it. That’s how Foster came along.”

      “Okay, okay…” Ethan waves his hands around. “I don’t really need a description of how my nephew was conceived.”

      “Everything okay, babes?” Sarah asks, placing an arm around him. I immediately notice the change in atmosphere when Sarah arrives.

      “Everything’s fine. We were just not discussing how Foster was conceived.”

      “Aww, don’t be such a baby,” Judy complains. She turns to look at me. “As a child, he was always convinced that I was nicking all his stuff.”

      “That’s because you were,” Ethan grumbles.

      It’s only then that I notice Kyle’s not here. I start looking around the room.

      “He’s just gone to the toilet,” Ethan says. “He should be out in a... Oh, there he is.” He points to the doorway. Kyle stands there and looks around, finally spotting me. He comes over and wraps his arms around me, kissing me greedily on the mouth.

      I pull away, embarrassed. “Kyle, stop it,” I complain, trying to laugh it off.

      “What can I say? I just love my woman.”

      I see Judy narrow her eyes, probably assessing him. There’s certainly no guessing what her first thought will be.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

      

    
    
      “Ethan, can I come see you?” I ask, a little panic in my voice as I clutch the phone.

      “Of course. I can come to you if you want—”

      “No, that’s okay,” I respond, cutting him off. “I’m only five minutes away.”

      I end the call and walk toward his building, then head to his office. The moment Ethan shuts the door, I run into his arms and start crying.

      “I’m so sorry. I really wanted this for you...”

      Stroking my hair, he squeezes me in tightly. “Alice, what’s the matter? Is something wrong? Are you sick?”

      Shaking my head, I pull away from him. It’s only then I realise how silly this must look. “I’m so sorry. That was inappropriate of me. It’s just… I was so convinced, I even bought a pregnancy test today. I took it back to the office, but when I went into the toilet, I saw it.”

      Ethan sighs. “Your period.” I nod. I see slight disappointment on his face, but it quickly vanishes. He smiles as he grabs my shoulders. “We knew there was a good chance it wouldn’t happen the first time around. It’s actually a good thing because you’ve only just come off your pill. There’s no rush. We take our time and do this right. If it happens for us, it happens. But if you want to stop this, please tell me. I won’t feel any different toward you. I promise.”

      I shake my head. “No. Now that we’ve started, we may as well continue.”

      I guess a part of me is disappointed because I’ll have another month of dealing with Kyle and his mood swings. He goes from sweet and kind to alpha arsehole in the blink of an eye. I feel like I have to walk on eggshells half the time. I just don’t know what personality I’ll see from moment to moment. It doesn’t help that he’s been drinking more lately. That, in and of itself, makes him more unbearable to live with. Everything seems to be my fault lately. In Kyle’s eyes, he is blameless…no matter what he does.

      “As long as you’re sure…” Ethan looks concerned.

      I feel like an arsehole. I came down here with tears flooding down my face. What must he think of me?

      “I’m sorry,” I say again, finally pulling away. “You must think I’m an over-emotional wreck.”

      He smiles, pointing toward the chair. “Why don’t you take a seat.” I sit as he takes a seat across from me. “And no, I don’t think you’re an over-emotional wreck. On the contrary. I think you’re a very strong person for doing this. I know you care about Sarah and really want this for her. She’s told me about the nights she’s cried on your shoulder because she couldn’t get pregnant. It couldn’t have been easy to deal with. You’ve been best friends forever. If she hurts, so do you.”

      “That’s true. I know how hard this has been on her...on both of you. I guess I just hoped it would happen straight away.”

      “You’re not a machine, Alice. Your body can tell when you’re stressed. Listen, why not let your hair down tonight. Have a few drinks, let off some steam. I’m sure Sarah would love to see you. I know she doesn’t have any plans.”

      Nodding, I smile at him. “That does sound good. I’ll give her a call. Honestly, though, I dread telling her. I guess that’s why I came to you first. I really don’t want to see her upset that I’m not pregnant yet.”

      He inhales a little before responding. “Sometimes you just have to rip off the Band-Aid.”

      I sigh. “I guess. Do you think she’ll be mad that I told you first?” Shit. Of course she will. Now I feel like a terrible friend.

      “I don’t think so, but if it makes you feel any better, I’ll pretend I didn’t know. You were never here.” He smiles, but it doesn’t alleviate my guilt.

      “Okay. I’d better get going. Thank you for seeing me on such short notice.”

      Ethan gets up when I do. “No problem. I already told you I’m here if you need me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

      

    
    
      Things have been so tense at home lately, I’ve been extremely stressed. When I saw him for my next appointment, Ethan offered to pay for a few massage sessions during my ovulation days. I’m normally not someone who will go to something like that, but I’m so glad I did. I felt rejuvenated afterward.

      Today, I’m tense again, but for a different reason. My period was due two days ago, but there’s still no sign. I run out to buy a sandwich and a pregnancy test, taking both back to work. I ate half the sandwich, then go to the toilet.

      Clutching the test, I enter the cubicle and take a few deep breaths. I don’t feel as expectant this time as I did the last. As Ethan said, it will happen when it happens.

      With that thought in mind, I pee on the stick, then place it on some toilet paper on the top of the toilet. I turn away because part of me doesn’t want to look. It’s only when I have the nerve to peek that I hear Sally’s voice as she opens the bathroom door.

      “Tell Miss Marshall I’ll be right out. I just need to pee first.” I hear the door close.

      “Sally?”

      “Alice? Is that you? Are you okay?”

      Quickly opening the stall door, I walk out and see her standing there. I point toward the toilet. “Can you look? I’m too scared.”

      Frowning, she looks past my shoulder and starts walking in. “What is it?” Then she spots the pregnancy test. “Ah, I see.” She clears her throat. Out of the corner of my eye, I see her pick it up. “Hmm…”

      Hmm? What does that  mean?

      “Well?” I ask, turning to her. Her face is impassive. I can’t tell whether it’s good or bad news.

      She sighs. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but...” My shoulders instantly sag. Her face lights up. “In a few months, you’re going to have to buy bigger clothes.”

      I gasp. “What?!”

      She starts laughing and turns the test around for me to see the two pink lines. “You’re pregnant, honey.”

      Placing both hands over my mouth, tears fill my eyes. “I’m pregnant?” I ask, my voice muffled. I just can’t seem to believe it.

      “Bun in the oven, up the duff, knocked up, in the pudding club, the pea is in the pod.”

      Laughing, I wrap my arms around her. “Oh, my god. I can’t believe it, Sally.”

      She squeezes me tightly. “I’m happy for you, babes.”

      “Thank you,” I answer, pulling away. Then I start panicking. “I have to tell Sarah and Ethan. Oh, my god. They’re going to flip. I need to tell them... I need to...”

      Sally grabs my shoulders. “Calm down. Deep breaths.” She starts breathing in and out slowly, so I follow suit. “Listen, why don’t you take off? I’ll tell Roger you became sick during lunch.”

      My eyes widen. “Really?”

      “Of course. You’re in no state to go back to work after finding that out. Go home, tell your friends and Kyle, then start looking for places for that weekend away with the hubs. It might do you both a world of good.”

      I bite my lip. For a moment, I had completely forgotten about Kyle. What will his reaction be? I know he’s expecting it, but I imagine he may be secretly hoping that I don’t get pregnant.

      Sally lets go of my arms, throws the test into the bin, and moves toward the door. “Stay here. I’ll go get your things. I’ll sort everything else out for you.”

      I give her an appreciative smile. “Thank you so much for this.”

      “You’re welcome,” she says, walking out the door.

      Within two minutes, she’s back with my coat and bag. “Here.” She hands them to me. “Go give them the good news.”

      Smiling brightly, I hug her. “Talk later?”

      “Definitely. Give me a call once everyone knows. I want to hear their reactions.”

      I pull away and smile. “I will. Thanks again for everything.”

      Quickly, I sneak down the hallway, hastily putting on my coat and slinging my handbag over my shoulder. With phone in hand, I catch the lift and wait the agonising few seconds before it stops on the ground floor. Once out in the cold air, I dial Sarah’s number.

      “Shit,” I mutter when it goes to voicemail. I get to my car and climb inside, dialling again. Again, it goes straight to voicemail, so I try Ethan’s number. His goes to voicemail, too, so I call his work’s number.

      “Dr. Connor’s office.”

      “Hi. Is Dr. Connor available?” I ask.

      “I’m afraid he’s with a patient. Can I take a message?”

      I bite my lip, wondering whether to leave one, but decide against it. “No, that’s okay. I’ll catch him later.”

      “Okay,” she says, hanging up.

      I stare at the phone. “Okaaay.”

      As a last-ditch attempt, I call Kyle’s number, which also goes straight to voicemail. “Doesn’t anyone switch their bloody phones on anymore?”

      Exasperated, I start the engine and make my way home. I get stuck in a little traffic along the way, but make it home in around twenty minutes.

      As I pull up, I notice Kyle’s car. Maybe he decided to come home for lunch. I turn off the engine and lock the door behind me as I start up the front walk. Opening the door, I softly call Kyle’s name. I don’t hear anything, so I look into the kitchen, then the front room. Nothing. As I walk out into the hallway, I hear noise.

      Trying to focus, I realise it’s coming from upstairs. Placing my hand on the railing, I take the steps. Once I’m halfway up, the sounds turn into moans.

      With my heart in my throat, I keep walking, wondering if what I’m doing is a good idea. I have to know one way or the other, though.

      As I get to the landing, the noises turn up a notch. “That’s it. Fuck me harder!” a woman screams, freezing me. When I get to my bedroom door and push it open, what I find shocks me to the core.

      “You like it rough, don’t you, bitch? You all like it rough.” Both are naked, and she is bent over the bed—our bed—as he grabs her hair from behind. I want to leave, but my feet can’t seem to move.

      “Yes!” she screams. “Give it to me, Kyle. Fuck me hard.”

      He yanks her hair as he grabs her hip and pounds himself into her. “Your husband can’t give it to you like I can, huh? I bet he can’t make you scream. Scream for me, bitch.” He thrusts hard, making her cry out.

      Hearing that snaps me out of my stupor. Stepping back, I gasp, dropping my keys. I quickly bend down to pick them up and stand straight again, seeing two sets of eyes staring at me.

      I should cry, but all I feel is anger. Hot, red-blooded anger. I stare at their shocked faces, but notice that neither one of them have moved. My eyes roam over them, taking everything in before my eyes land on Sarah’s hands sprawled across my duvet.

      “I never did like that bed,” I simply say before turning to leave.

      I run downstairs, hearing them shouting my name. In no time, I’m out the door and jump into my car, backing out of the driveway. I see Kyle running out the door, tying his dressing gown, shouting my name. I see the desperation in his eyes, but it just makes me angry. Placing my foot on the accelerator, my tyres screech as I drive down the road.

      After a few minutes of driving aimlessly, I realise I’m crying. It shocks me, but only because of the reason. I’m not crying because my husband of almost six years has been unfaithful. I’m not crying because I should have seen it coming. I knew there was something up with Kyle. I knew he could be cruel and vindictive, lashing out to hurt me the only way he knew how. This was his secret way of telling me he was unhappy that I wouldn’t open my legs every time he snapped his fingers. I should have realised what a monster he had become and left him ages ago. I was just too blinkered, too blinded by the fact that he was my one and only lover and husband.

      No, I’m not crying over that. I’m crying because of the deep betrayal I feel knowing that my best friend of eighteen years could not only be unfaithful to her husband, but the person she chooses to do it with is mine.

      How could she?

      Wiping my tears, I drive around for the next hour, having no clue as to where I should go next. My phone rings for the hundredth time. This time, I turn the damn thing off. There’s no way I’m in the mood to speak with either of them.

      Eventually, I find a coffeehouse about thirty miles away from my house. I pull into an available parking space and go in to order a latte. Then I remember the reason I had gone home in the first place.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Can I change my order to tea, please?”

      The person behind the counter virtually rolls her teenaged eyes, but proceeds to make my tea, then hands it to me.

      “Thank you,” I respond, handing over the exact change.

      I find a seat by the window and stare out toward the sea. People walk by, clutching their coats to their bodies as they try to fight against the sea wind. I inwardly shiver, feeling empathy toward them at having to walk in the weather as they make their way from point A to point B.

      Blowing on my tea, I take a tentative sip and close my eyes. Immediately, the scene I witnessed earlier flashes in my mind, sending a wave of nausea to my gut.

      My best friend… How could she?

      I would have walked on hot coals if she’d asked me to. I think about all the times we spent together over the years. The jokes and secrets we shared. In no way did I think it was also perfectly acceptable to share my husband.

      It’s then I think about Ethan, hanging my head. He loves and adores Sarah, so this will crush him. I wonder if, in the amount of time since I caught them, Sarah has been back and told him.

      I check my watch. It’s already past four. On a sigh, I drink the rest of my tea and decide that it’s time to get home and face Kyle. Most people will start getting out of work shortly, so the traffic will be bad again.

      I drive home slowly, my mind still racing. When I woke this morning, it was just like any other morning. Kyle and I showered, he fondled me, grumbling about how much he needed me, then we dressed, quickly grabbed some breakfast, and kissed before parting ways. Apart from Kyle’s frustrating behaviour, everything had been fine.

      As I turn the corner, I pull into the spot Kyle usually parks. He’s not here and, for a moment, I’m glad. I know I will need to speak with him, but I’m pleased I don’t have to face him right now.

      I get out of the car and go inside the house. I run up to our bedroom, the smell of Sarah’s perfume hitting me. I know it’s hers because it’s one I bought her a few months ago.

      Looking at the crumpled sheets on the bed, I turn away in disgust and pull a small suitcase out of the wardrobe. After packing some things, I grab a few bin bags, pull everything off the bed, and push them hurriedly inside each one. With a satisfied kick, I watch them roll down the stairs, hitting the bottom. I carry the suitcase down and place it by the door. I then gather the bin bags and throw them onto the front walk.

      Now, I sit and wait.

      Fortunately, or unfortunately, I don’t have long to wait. The silence disappears as I hear the roar of an engine. My heart thunders in my chest when I hear him slam the car door, run up the walk, pausing when he must have seen the bags, and scramble to get the key in the lock.

      I wipe away my tears, so he doesn’t see me crying, and sit there at the end of the sofa. I look up when he appears, seeing him visibly sigh in relief.

      “Thank God,” he says, rushing toward me. “Where have you been? I’ve been looking everywhere for you. You won’t answer my calls. I’ve been going crazy.”

      He bends down and tries to grab my hand, but I flinch away. I notice the look of hurt cross his face. I’m hardened to that look now.

      “What happened... It was nothing. She means nothing to me. Just someone who was desperate for sex. She caught me at a weak moment. I swear.”

      Disgusted, I screw my face up. “You really think you can justify what you did by coming out with that bullshit?” I see his jaw tick. I know he hates when I swear, but I don’t give a flying fuck at the moment. In fact, I think I have the right to a few choice swear words.

      “Baby, please. She was just...there. She offered herself to me, and because I wasn’t getting it with you, I caved.”

      Gasping, I shoot out of my seat so fast, I almost knock him over. “Because you weren’t getting it with me? Kyle, we had sex almost every day, and if we didn’t, I went down on you. I went down on you so much, my jaw hurt for days!” I immediately distance myself from him, suddenly feeling sick to the stomach.

      “We may have had sex, but you made me wear those fucking horrible things. I hate them.”

      “So you didn’t with Sarah?”

      He shrugs. “She can’t get pregnant, so why not?” I shake my head and watch as he walks toward me. I immediately back away. “Sarah means absolutely nothing to me. Nothing. I love you with all my heart, but you’ve been so distant with me lately. I’ve been lonely. I swear to you that I never intended to sleep with her. Sarah came over and we started talking. When we got to our sex lives, things just escalated. She practically begged me.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh, please…”

      “It’s true!” he shouts, looking panicked.

      “Then explain to me how, on a workday, you were home and she just happened to stumble by? Why weren’t you at work? How did Sarah know you would be here?”

      I see the panic in his eyes as he starts to stumble a little on his words. “I…I came home for lunch and she…she was looking for you.”

      Placing my head in my hands, I sigh. “You must think I’m really stupid.”

      I feel his arms on my shoulders. “Of course I don’t...”

      “Don’t touch me!” I shout, pulling away.

      I see the look of shock, then defiance. “You’re my wife.”

      “Exactly. I’m your wife. Someone you’re supposed to love in sickness and in health, to honour and to cherish ‘til death us do part. I don’t recall the bit that says you can fuck your wife’s best friend on the side.”

      “Stop swearing!”

      “I don’t believe you, Kyle. I catch you in bed with my best friend of eighteen years and all you care about is my swearing? Don’t you think there’s something more pressing to discuss at the moment? Under the circumstances, I think I have a right to use them.”

      His face softens a little. I know he wants to reach out and touch me, but there’s no way I’m going to let him. “Okay, I’m sorry. You know I don’t like it.”

      “Again, I couldn’t care less.” I sigh. “I’m going to ask you a question and I want you to be honest with me. I’ll know if you’re lying. Please, don’t insult my intelligence when you answer.”

      He looks away, a sure sign of guilt. “Okay. What is it you want to know?”

      “How long?”

      He snaps his head to me, frowning. “What?”

      “How long have you and Sarah been sleeping together? Be honest with me. I know today wasn’t the first time.”

      “But how—”

      “Just answer me.”

      “Okay, okay.” He gets up and paces from one side of the room to the other. He sighs a couple times, pushes his hands through his hair, then faces me. “As you already know, we met for coffee a couple times and talked about things. Then there were the times I drove her home after she came to visit you. That second time I took her home, I told her how difficult I found things between us. She grabbed my hand and, before I knew it, we started kissing.”

      I think back, remembering. That was a month or so ago. “Did you sleep with her that night?”

      His head snaps to mine. “No, we only kissed. I felt bad, so I went around to visit her the next day to tell her that it couldn’t happen again. Ethan was at work, so we were all alone. She said she felt lonely and needed someone. She kept putting her hands on me, and the more I tried to back away, the more she came at me. It was just impossible to ignore.”

      “So you slept with her.”

      “Yes.”

      “So you’ve been sleeping with one another for over a month?”

      “She was just...” He frantically waves his hands around, “there.” He notices when I shake my head. “You were so busy trying to get pregnant by another man. How do you think that made me feel?”

      For a split second, I feel guilty, then I think of everything he’s put me through the last few months. “You didn’t want kids, they were desperate, and you wanted your car. You agreed, Kyle. Remember that. You could have said no.”

      “And then what? I wouldn’t have gotten my car.”

      “That was the deal. You got what you wanted, and Sarah and Ethan were hopefully going to get what they wanted.”

      He gives a silent, sarcastic laugh. “Now they’re not going to get anything.”

      I wince. I’m not going to tell him I’m pregnant now. “Both you and Sarah decided to go into this together. You both made decisions that could ultimately destroy your marriages.”

      He kneels in front of me. “But it won’t destroy ours, will it? We’ll get through this, won’t we?”

      I sigh loudly. “Kyle, only...” I look at my watch, “three hours ago, I caught you and my best friend in bed together—an image that will take forever to get out of my head. And you want me to tell you that everything will be okay between us?”

      He holds his hands out in a placating manner. “Okay, okay. You need time. I understand that. I saw you had packed some stuff. Where do you want me to take you?”

      My eyes widen. “Kyle, that suitcase wasn’t packed for me. Why should I be the one to leave after what you did? You have your parents’ house to go to. I used to have my best friend. Where the hell do you think I can go?”

      Suddenly, he throws his arms around my waist and starts crying. “I can’t leave you. You’ll have time to think and won’t want me back. I won’t lose you, Alice. I refuse.”

      I stand still and look down at his crumpled frame. I used to love this man. In spite of my needs and wants, I would have done anything for him. Now, seeing him crying as he quietly begs me not to leave him, I realise one thing. He never really loved me like a husband should love his wife. As I think about the years, there wasn’t one time he put me first above himself.

      And it’s at this moment I start to cry. I cry with my husband, but not because I’m losing him. I’m crying because all these years we’ve been together, I’ve ended up losing myself.

      Squeezing my hips, Kyle nuzzles his way to my belly. It’s then that I remember the life growing inside me. I have someone else to think about now. Someone else to care for as he or she grows and develops.

      I start to panic. “Kyle, get off me.” I try shoving him, but he grips me even tighter. “Kyle, I mean it. Get…off…me!” I shove as hard as I can. Thankfully, he relinquishes. He looks at my tear-stained face as I look at his. It’s the first time I have ever seen my husband cry.

      “Please leave,” I say softly.

      He shakes his head. “Don’t do this. We can get through this. Just tell me what it is you want and you’ve got it. Just don’t shut me out.”

      “Don’t you get it? I don’t want you here. You’ve been sleeping with my best friend for weeks. You could have stopped it the first time, but no. You never once stopped to think about me, did you? You never once thought about how this would affect our marriage. You just went into this completely blinkered. You’re a selfish man, Kyle.”

      “I can be better,” he says, reaching out for me.

      I push his hand away. “Just go. I need to be alone.”

      “But I don’t want to leave you.”

      I look him in the eye. “You said you would give me anything I want. Please, just this once, do something I want for a change. I want you to leave.”

      “But this isn’t over. We’ll get through this, right?”

      I remain silent. How can I give him any indication that we have a chance? I already know how I feel about things, but I’m frightened he’ll never leave if I tell him.

      “Alice, talk to me. We’re going to eventually be okay, aren’t we? We’ll get through this and be a couple again. Hell, I’ll even agree to start that family you’ve always wanted.”

      I stare at him in disbelief. “Of all the times to make this decision, you choose now? I can’t believe you.”

      “But it’s true,” he says, grabbing my hand. He smiles, placing his other hand on my belly. “We can make a baby together.”

      I move away from him. “Please, just leave.”

      He has the cheek to look shocked. “But what I just said... You’ve always wanted this...”

      “You think that after what I witnessed today, you can bribe your way back into my heart by saying you’ll have a baby with me?” He’s more despicable than I thought. I know he doesn’t want a baby. He’s never wanted a baby.

      “I will get used to the idea. I’m sure I can.”

      “Will you please just get out of the house?” Please, just stop talking and leave.

      He steps forward. “Baby, don’t do this.”

      “How many more times do I need to say it?”

      “Can’t we talk some more?”

      Closing my eyes, the frustration rises. “I’m exhausted, Kyle. We’ll talk again another time.”

      “Tomorrow?” he asks, hope in his eyes.

      “I need more time than that. Give me a few days.”

      “A few days to figure out that you don’t need me anymore. I won’t let you go.”

      I start to panic. “Kyle, please...”

      He rushes forward and gathers me in his arms. “You can’t leave me. We belong together. You and I were made for each other.”

      He starts kissing my neck and around my face before going for my lips. When I try to fight back, he pulls me closer. I manage to push him away before slapping him across the face. Dumbstruck, he steps back, holding his cheek.

      Pointing to the door, I glare at him. “I want you to leave.”

      “Okay, I’ll fucking go,” he sneers. “But this isn’t over, Alice. I’ll be around after work tomorrow. We’ll talk then. I’m going to give you some time tonight and tomorrow, but I’m refusing more than that. You’re my wife, and will always be my wife.”

      I don’t say the words I so desperately want to. Instead, I watch as he turns, my heart leaping a little in celebration. I have never wanted someone out of my house so badly. This man before me is a stranger. One who is invading my space, my home, and my life.

      No more.

      I watch as he walks away, then hesitates. He doesn’t look behind him when he says, “This isn’t over. I won’t let it be.”

      He finally leaves, but I don’t breathe a sigh of relief until I hear the door click. I hear him opening the boot of his car, then shutting it before he gets into the car and starts it. As soon as he does, I rush to the door, bolting every single lock I can before walking back to the sofa.

      It’s dark, but I don’t turn the light on. Instead, I lay down and curl up into a tight ball, pulling the throw blanket on top of me. That’s when I really cry. Gut-wrenching sobs unleash as I grasp the blanket. So much of my life has been dedicated to that man only for him to treat our marriage like it’s nothing. But that’s not the worst of it. The biggest betrayal is knowing my friend was willing to throw away our friendship just for a few minutes under the sheets. I would never, ever dream of doing something like that to her. She was like a sister to me.

      As my sobs quiet down, I move a hand toward my belly and rub over the little bean-like life growing inside me. Without meaning to, I smile.

      “What happens now, little one?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

      

    
    
      I wake the next morning to the sound of a truck collecting rubbish. As I move, I wince, stiff from sleeping on the sofa all night. I hadn’t even realised I had fallen asleep. Checking my watch, I see that it’s only five in the morning. I should get up and get ready for work, but I don’t want to face anyone today. It’s Friday, so calling in sick won’t harm anything. Besides, I’m going to need a lot of time to plan.

      With that thought, I stretch and yawn before getting up. I walk up the stairs to our bedroom and shudder when I see the bed. I must do something about that today, as well.

      Feeling better after my shower, I get dressed and go back to the kitchen to make myself some coffee. It’s only when I pour the hot water into the cup that I remember. “Shit, I have to stop doing that.”

      I involuntarily wince from swearing, then quickly realise I’m all alone.

      “Shit, fuck, wank, bollocks, bastard, fucktard, fucker, arsehole, shitbag, fucking prick.” I laugh. That felt really good.

      Pouring the coffee down the sink, I grab a teabag and make myself a cup. I feel like I will need the energy. Realising I haven’t eaten since lunch yesterday, I make some toast. I place my hand on my stomach.

      “I’ve got someone else to think about now,” I say, rubbing soothingly.

      As I stand there, I wonder what will happen now. Things have changed. I promised this baby to a couple I thought was on solid ground. Who I thought loved each other completely. I know differently now—well, at least on Sarah’s part. Faced with the knowledge of what happened yesterday, I find myself at a crossroads. Knowing what I know now, can I still give up this baby?

      A sharp, intense feeling washes over me. I place a hand on my belly again. I’ve known I’m pregnant for less than twenty-four hours, but I already feel fiercely protective of this baby. My logic puts it down to the fact that the so-called mother is a disloyal, heartless person who doesn’t deserve to have my baby.

      My baby.

      Tears start to well in my eyes. “I’m having a baby,” I say out loud, as if only just realising it. I can’t tell anyone. Not yet. I need to first think about what I’m going to do before giving out such information. Sarah may want to take the baby away from me, but I can’t let her. Ethan obviously has a say, but I’m sure he’ll need to wrap his head around what Sarah did first. I can’t just lay this out on him now. It wouldn’t be fair.

      Sitting down at my kitchen island, I drink my tea and eat my toast. Once finished, I clean up, then grab my phone to look up some telephone numbers. I dial a couple, finding what I want. Twenty minutes later, an emergency locksmith arrives and changes the locks on my doors. There’s no way I’m going to let Kyle back into this house because if he gets in, he won’t leave. I already know he doesn’t do idle threats. Besides, the vast majority of the money put into this house was from what my parents left me in their will. Thanks to them, we only have a small mortgage, which is what has enabled us to save money.

      Right after the locksmith leaves, a couple removal men arrive. I point them in the direction of my bedroom. Soon after, they bring parts of the bed down.

      “Are you sure you want to get rid of this, love? It looks virtually brand new,” one of the men says with a crooked smile.

      “Let me put it this way… Would you want to keep the bed on which you found your wife shagging your best friend of eighteen years?”

      His expression is so shocked, it almost makes me laugh. “Um, on second thought, I think you could do with a new one. It didn’t look very comfortable anyway.”

      I smile. “Exactly my thought.”

      They load the bed up, then the same guy comes up and hands me a piece of paper to sign. I sign it and pay him, plus a little tip.

      “Thanks, love,” he says, turning to leave. Then he hesitates, looking back at me. “For what it’s worth, this husband of yours is an arsehole.” He gives me that crooked smile. It’s actually rather endearing.

      “Thank you,” I reply.

      “Don’t mention it.” He salutes me with one finger and walks away. “Good luck,” he shouts, climbing into the truck.

      Waving, I shut the door and look at the time. It’s almost nine, so I decide to call Sally and let her know I’m not coming in. She always arrives a little early anyway.

      Picking up the phone, I dial her direct number. She answers after two rings. “Sally?”

      “Alice, is that you? You never called me last night. How did it go?”

      I bite my lip. I forgot I was supposed to call her. “Something came up. Something that’s changed things a little.”

      “What happened?” I hear the concern in her voice.

      I sigh. “When I got home yesterday afternoon, I caught Kyle in bed with someone else.”

      She gasps. “No!”

      “But that’s not the worst part.”

      “The person was a man?”

      Without meaning to, I laugh. “No, but I would have much rather preferred that.”

      “Who was it?”

      “Sarah.”

      “Sarah!” she screeches. “As in your best friend since you were in school Sarah? You mean, the Sarah who you were willing to be a surrogate for?”

      “The one and only.”

      “That selfish bitch!” I hear her exhale loudly. “Oh, Alice, I’m so sorry.”

      Tears start to well again, but I try to compose myself. “It’s happened. Now I have to deal with it.”

      “Did you at least kick that bastard out of the house?”

      I chuckle. “I did.”

      “Good.” She remains silent for a moment. “Do they know about the baby?”

      “Only you and I know so far. I plan on keeping it that way for now, so please don’t say anything.”

      “Of course not. If that’s what you want, I’ll support you all the way.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I mean it, Alice. If you need anything, I’m here. Hell, if it comes to it, I’ll even help you raise the baby.” Hearing her say that brings a pang to my stomach. “You’re keeping the baby, aren’t you? Please don’t tell me you’re still going to let her have it after what she did to you.”

      I bite my lip again, conflicted. “A promise is a promise. At the same time, I can’t bring myself to hand over a baby to someone who is willing to ruin a friendship like she has.”

      “I don’t blame you. If she’s that uncaring and selfish with you, how is she going to be with a child? If anyone deserves to bring up a baby, it’s you. You’re the one who will be up during all hours of the night feeding, changing nappies, and burping before soothing them back to sleep again. And I’ll bet you’d do it without a grumble and with a smile on your face. You’re the mother here. Sarah doesn’t deserve any of this. It’s only right that the baby be with you.”

      I suck in a breath, thinking of Ethan. “That’s easier said than done because there’s someone else in the equation. He needs to know.”

      “He does, but just think about you and what you need right now. That baby’s not going anywhere for the next eight months, so don’t start making too many quick decisions. Take time, weigh the options, and become one hundred percent certain. Then you can tell him.”

      I smile. “Yeah. I’ll do that.”

      “I have to go, sweetie, but I’ll let Roger know you’re still sick.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Would you like me to come visit tomorrow? I’ve been told I do a mean spinach pie. It’ll be great for the baby.”

      “That would be great, but what about Larry?”

      “He’s going to visit his mum in Scotland. He asked me to come, but I don’t feel like I’m quite there yet.”

      “Do you still like him?”

      “Of course. I just think that after only three months, it’s a little too soon. I’ll see where we are after six.”

      “Probably wise.”

      “Yes, listen to your aunt Sally.” We both laugh. “Will you be okay, hon?”

      I sigh. “No, but I will be eventually.”

      “I know it’s easy for me to say, but keep your chin up. It’s actually a good thing this has happened. At least you know just how much of a douche your husband and best friend really are. It’s better to find this out now...especially after yesterday.”

      “You’re right. I’m glad I know. I’m just not glad that it happened. If only it had been with anyone else.” I feel my tears come again and shake myself out of it. I know I will have to confront her at some point, but I’m way too angry right now.

      “She’s a Grade A cow who was never deserving of you. I saw the way she used to look at Roger those times she would meet you for lunch. She made it plainly obvious that she fancied him. I think she would hump anything with two legs.” I know I shouldn’t laugh, but I can’t help it. “That’s better,” she says, a smile in her voice. “Listen, I really have to go, but call me if you need anything. Shall I come over at six tomorrow?”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      “Great. I’ll see you then. I know you can’t drink, but I’ll bring a bottle of wine and just drink your half for you.”

      I start laughing. “Okay. Sounds like a plan.”

      “Bye, sweetie.”

      “Bye,” I say, hanging up.

      Immediately, I look at the list I wrote down this morning and call for a new bed to be delivered as soon as possible. It’s expensive, but I figure I need to spoil myself. Judging by the picture on the website, it looks extremely comfortable. I could do with a bit of comfort right now. Once that’s done, I smile, but it soon fades when I stare at the last phone number on my list. Sighing, I start dialling.

      “Bradshaw and Row, how can I help you?”

      “Good morning. May I speak with Chris Row?”

      “He’s with a client right now. Can I take your name and number so he can call you back?”

      “Yes, please. That would be great. Can you tell him that Alice Armstrong called? I wish to speak with him about divorcing my husband.”
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      Nervously, I sit in the reception area, clutching my bag. It’s been four hours since I spoke to Chris Row on the phone. Luckily, he seemed very nice and keen to help. After giving him a brief summary on the phone, he asked me to come in at two thirty. I look across at the only other person here, a woman about my age, who smiles. It’s a nervous smile, possibly like the one I’m wearing. I sit back in my chair and take a deep breath, linking my fingers on my lap. As I glance down at them, a wave of sadness flows through me when I contemplate why I’m here.

      I never dreamed I’d be sitting here, waiting to divorce Kyle. I knew he could be an arsehole at times, but this just proved it without a shadow of a doubt. This morning, after I finished making all the phone calls, I waited for the grief of losing my husband to come. Nothing happened. I just felt numb. But when I thought of Sarah, the tears fell. I started to wonder if there was anything I could think of that would excuse the reason she betrayed me so deeply. Was I a bad friend? Was I never there for her? Did I ever upset her in any way?

      All of the questions swirled around my head until it hurt, but they all had one answer. No. I have always been there for Sarah. In fact, I can’t recall a time I wasn’t there for her. Even on my wedding day when she cried on my shoulder after having an argument with Ethan. I was dressed up and ready to walk down the aisle, but I held everyone up just so I could give my best friend a few extra minutes of comfort.

      After crying, I wiped away the tears and stared at myself in the mirror of the waiting room. It was then, seeing the hurt on my face, that I started to become angry. I wanted to hit something, preferably Sarah. I have never wanted to hit anybody before, but I wanted to at that moment. I wanted her to hurt like she hurt me. I wanted her to feel the same pain I felt after witnessing her being fucked by my husband.

      “Mrs. Armstrong?” a lady calls.

      I snap my head up to see a young lady with a smart white blouse, black skirt, black high heels, and even a higher ponytail smiling at me. “Mr. Row will see you now.” She motions toward the doorway, so I get up and follow her to another door at the far end of the corridor. She knocks. Soon after, I hear a muffled male voice.

      “Come in!” She opens the door. When I walk into the room, he stands. “Mrs. Armstrong, how nice to meet you.”

      The young man doesn’t even look as old as I am. He has blond hair and light blue eyes. I sense mischief in those eyes, but also something else.

      “Please, call me Alice,” I respond, shaking his hand. He motions toward a seat. “In fact, speaking of names, I would like my divorce to include the changing of my married name back to my maiden name.”

      Mr. Row sits behind his desk and looks through his notes. “Ah, back to Fairchild, correct?” I nod. “Okay, so you’re definitely wanting to divorce your husband…” He checks his notes again, “Kyle.” I nod again. “Can I ask on what grounds?”

      I take a deep breath. “On the grounds that I caught him in bed with my best friend of eighteen years.”

      His eyes widen a little. “Ouch.”

      I smile at his informality. “Ouch indeed.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “You haven’t. To be honest, I’m more upset about my best friend than I am my husband. Kyle has always been…” I sigh, trying to find the right words as I look away, embarrassed, “oversexed. He is a selfish man.”

      His thick brows furrow. “Would it be too intrusive and rude to ask why you were married to him?”

      I chuckle. Why was I even married to him? “Kyle was my first. He’s all I’ve ever known.”

      Grabbing a pen, Mr. Row starts to write down some notes. He carries on scribbling as he asks questions. “So you were a totally faithful wife?”

      Suddenly feeling the weight of the last few years with Kyle, I sigh. “I guess I may have been too faithful.”

      As if sensing my changing mood, he looks up. “I’m sorry if this is difficult for you.”

      I shake my head. “It’s fine. I guess I’m only just realising how much of my life was devoted to him. So many years have gone by, and all of it with one man. A man who obviously thought so little of our marriage.”

      Mr. Row carries on scribbling furiously. “Okay, this is good,” he mumbles, more to himself than me. Once he finishes, he looks up briefly. “I understand that you want to keep the house?”

      I nod. “Only because the vast majority of it was bought with my inheritance from my parents. I placed a down payment of one hundred thousand on it. The remainder was put into a joint savings account.”

      He starts writing again. “Okay, and how much was left over after the purchase of your property?”

      “Around twenty thousand.”

      “And do you have any paperwork to that effect?”

      I nod, grabbing my handbag and pulling out the envelope of documents I had gathered before coming here. I hand it over. “In there is a copy of the will and the transactions made. As you will see, we have a very small mortgage that has allowed us to save some more. We were supposed to be saving for a baby.”

      He looks up from his pad. “Were you trying for a baby?”

      I shake my head. “Kyle would always find a way to put it off. We had a three-year plan when we married, but that turned into more than five years. He was desperate for a Porsche, and I was desperate for a baby. In the end, I relented and let him have his Porsche.”

      “So there are no children involved?”

      At first, I don’t answer, causing him to look up. “No,” I quickly say.

      He frowns. “You seem hesitant in your answer.” I start nervously rubbing my hands together. “Alice, you’re perfectly safe in telling me anything. You’re my client. Whatever you tell me won’t leave this room. Not unless you want it to.”

      Looking away a moment, I bite my lip. “The only reason I caught them in bed together was because I came home early. The reason I came home early was because I had just found out I was pregnant.”

      His face softens. “I’m so sorry to hear that. What was supposed to be a joyous and momentous occasion ended with sadness.” I nod. “I assume the father still doesn’t know?” I shake my head. “Well, this complicates things a little. He will need to know, then there’s custody to consider.” He starts jotting this all down. “When do think you’ll tell Mr. Armstrong?”

      I close my eyes. “It’s not his baby.”

      His head snaps up. “What?”

      “It’s not his baby. It’s my best friend’s husband’s.”

      Mr. Row’s eyes widen a little. “The best friend whom you caught in bed with your husband?”

      I nod. “That’s correct.”

      For a moment, he sits there, completely dumbfounded. Then he starts chuckling. “Did Brad put you up to this?”

      I frown. “Who’s Brad?”

      When he notices how serious I am, his smile falls. Suddenly flustered, he clears his throat and grabs his pen again. “Okay,” he begins. “Do you think your husband and best friend knew about your affair?”

      I feel affronted by his questioning, but understood the assumption. “We weren’t having an affair. I was purposefully trying to get pregnant so my best friend and her husband could have a baby. Artificial insemination, I think it’s called. My friend couldn’t get pregnant, so I offered to be their surrogate.”

      “And your husband knew and agreed to this?”

      I nod. “In exchange for his car.”

      Shaking his head with a smirk, Mr. Row starts writing again. “Wow.”

      “Does my marriage amuse you, Mr. Row?”

      He looks up, completely unapologetic. “You have to admit, it does sound like something—”

      “From the Jeremy Kyle show?” I interrupt.

      He chuckles. “I suppose you could say that, yes.”

      A smile creeps up on my face. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”

      “I’ve been doing this for almost ten years now and never once have come across a story quite like this one.”

      I stare at him, dumbfounded. “Ten years? You don’t look old enough.”

      He gives me a knowing smile. “Yeah, I get that a lot. My older brother and sister do, too, so I guess it’s in the genes.” He carries on writing before looking up again. “So nobody knows you’re pregnant?”

      “Apart from you and my colleague, Sally, no. And I want to keep it that way for now.”

      “But if he contests the house, this may help you.”

      I frown. I hadn’t even thought about him contesting. It would be just like him, though. “I think it’s fair enough, considering I’m letting him have the car and half our savings. I was the one who put the majority into them in the first place. I could tell him to sell his car, but I won’t because I know how upsetting that would be for him.”

      His eyebrow quirks up. “It’s a shame he didn’t extend that courtesy to you, Alice.” He offers me a kind smile that I can’t help but return.

      “I guess I’ve always been that way. I lost my parents at a very young age and was brought up by my aunt. She was the one who taught me to be grateful in life, help others who can’t help themselves.” I suddenly look at him. “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m telling you all this.”

      He smiles. “I need to know all this, Alice. I have to be armed with as much information as possible to enable me to negotiate on your behalf.” He starts writing again. “Going back to your pregnancy. Are you sure it’s definitely not your husband’s?”

      “Yes.”

      He looks up. “I only ask because it could cause more issues down the line if he is the father.”

      “No, you definitely don’t have to worry about that. It’s not his baby, so it’s none of his business.”

      “Okay. I think we’ve covered everything. I just need to know where to send the divorce papers once they’re drafted up.”

      I bite my lip. “I believe he’s staying with his parents, but I can’t be one hundred percent certain on that. I think it may be best to send to his work.”

      He poises his pen over the pad again. “And where is that?” I rattle off the address. “Okay,” he says on a sigh. “I’m sure I have everything. If I need something else, I’ll give you a call.”

      Taking a deep breath, I grab my bag. “How long will it take to get the papers drawn up?”

      “Not too long. He should have them in his hands by the end of next week.”

      I get up and watch as he rises from his chair. I extend my hand. “Thank you, Mr. Row.”

      He shakes it. “It was a pleasure, Alice.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

      

    
    
      I get back home around four, hoping to enjoy some peace and quiet for a couple more hours. I know Kyle will make an appearance at some point, but I certainly don’t expect him to come over before five.

      When I hear the roar of his engine, I sigh, my stomach dropping. They must have let him out early. I had hoped he would give me the time I asked for, but this is Kyle I’m talking about.

      I hear him walk toward the door. I think he’s going to knock, but he doesn’t. Instead, he sticks his key in the lock and tries to turn it…to no avail. He jiggles the key. The more he does it, the more furious his movements become. I’m rooted to the sofa, hands clasped tightly together, my heart drumming a million miles an hour.

      I wait for the inevitable shouting to come, surprised and anxious when it doesn’t.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      Immediately, my posture straightens. Who is he talking to? Jumping up, I rush to the door and look through the peephole, my anger spiking. Sarah.

      “I’ve come to speak with Alice. She’s my best friend.”

      I hear Kyle laugh. “Best friend? You didn’t think about that while you were fucking me, did you, sweetheart?”

      I see the hurt and anger in her eyes. “Shut up. Don’t forget you’re just as much at fault as I am. We both knew what we were doing and what the consequences would be.”

      When he sniggers, I see just how evil he looks. This is definitely a new side to Kyle. A side I wish I had seen when we first met.

      “You’ve been friends with her since school. I’m sure she’ll forgive my indiscretion, but you? You were supposed to be her best friend. Someone who is there for her no matter what. She trusted you...relied on you.”

      “And that’s not the same for you? You made vows at a church.”

      “So did you. Speaking of which, how did Ethan take it?”

      “That has nothing to do with you.”

      He starts laughing again. “I bet he left your arse. He’s better off anyway.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?”

      He shakes his head, looking at her like she’s shit on his shoe. “You’re nothing special. You don’t hold a candle to Alice.”

      “Then why did you seek me out? Why were you the one to practically spend every lunch hour you could get off to sneak over to my house? Why were you the one to ring me and tell me to come over to your house when you had time for a quick fuck?”

      “My wife wouldn’t let me fuck her without a condom. You offered yourself to me on a plate. How was I supposed to say no to that? If Alice had been more attentive, there’s no way I would have entertained you.”

      Sarah makes a move to slap him. “You fucking bastard.”

      Kyle grabs her hand and leans in. “Enjoying this, are you? I know you like a bit of rough foreplay.”

      “Stop it!” I shout from behind the door. I don’t want to listen to any more of this.

      Kyle turns and places his hands on the doorframe. “Babes, why doesn’t the key work? Let me in and we’ll talk.”

      “I want you both to leave. I don’t want to see either of you.”

      “Alice,” Sarah begins. “Please, I really need to speak with you.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Kyle barks. “You’re making this worse. Go away and let me talk with my wife.”

      “I don’t want to see either of you. I told you to give me a few days, Kyle.”

      “If I give you a few days, you’ll want to leave me.”

      Closing my eyes, I sigh. I knew he was going to be difficult, but I kind of hoped he’d put my needs first for a change. But I guess that’s just me all over. I always tend to look for the good in people—no matter what.

      “I asked you to give me time. I’m not ready to speak with either of you, especially since what I saw yesterday is still fresh in my mind.”

      “See what you fucking did?” Kyle snaps. “If it weren’t for you, she’d let me in. You being here is just making things worse.”

      Getting angry, I slam my hand against the door. “No, Kyle. Both of you being here is making things worse. Please, would you just leave me alone?”

      “Why have you changed the locks?”

      I look at the door, grateful that I have it between me and my soon-to-be ex-husband. “I’d hoped you would leave me alone for a few days, like I asked, but something inside told me you wouldn’t.”

      Kyle bangs the door. “You’re my wife!”

      I jump back. At first, I’m a little scared, but then I remember why I’m in this situation, which makes me angry again. “You should have thought about that when you cheated on me with my best friend.”

      “Alice,” Sarah calls. “Please, let me talk with you so I can explain.”

      “There’s nothing to explain,” I snap. “You both made a choice and now you must deal with the consequences. Ethan is a good man who didn’t deserve what you did. I didn’t deserve it, either.”

      “I know. I know,” she wails. “Please, let me in so we can talk.”

      “Will you just fuck off already?” Kyle growls at Sarah.

      “Both of you go. I don’t want either of you here. Leave me alone. Please, can you just do something for me for a change?”

      I close my eyes again, leaning my hand against the door as my tears flow. I didn’t intend to cry, but the frustration of this situation is just too much.

      I don’t hear anything, wondering whether they’ve both left. Then I hear muffled whispers. Leaning my ear against the door, I strain to hear what they’re saying. I pick up Sarah telling Kyle to leave it be for now and that I’m not going to let them in. At least she’s got that right. If I let him in, Kyle will never leave. I have no intention of letting him force me out of my own house. If he refused to leave, that’s exactly what I’d do.

      “Okay!” Kyle shouts, making me jump. “Alice?” I can hear him get closer to the door. “I will leave only if you agree to see me tomorrow.”

      I sigh. I know he won’t leave until I agree. “Fine. I’ll text you when and where.” There’s no way it’s going to be here.

      “Okay,” he concedes, which surprises me. “I’ll wait to hear from you.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I love you.”

      I don’t say anything back.

      “I’ll call you,” Sarah shouts.

      Again, I don’t answer. Instead, I wait until they’ve both left before falling into a sobbing heap on the floor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

      

    
    
      After yoga, I pick up a tea instead of my usual latte. Although I had looked for Ethan, he wasn’t around this morning, leading me to believe he’s at home, probably upset.

      I sip my tea leisurely, checking my watch every few seconds. I’d agreed to meet Kyle at a nearby café on the main street in ten minutes. I know my bed will be delivered after two today, so I need to make this brief. I really don’t want to spend another night on the sofa.

      Sighing, I take a few more sips of my tea, then place my unread newspaper under my arm. I had every intention of reading it, but every time I laid it out on the table, the words didn’t even register. Once I get this little meeting out of the way, I hope I can relax a bit.

      Picking up my empty paper cup, I throw it in the bin before walking out into the cold air. It’s another freezing one today, so I don’t plan on staying out long—if I can help it.

      Seeing as I’m a little early, I take my time, rushing bodies bouncing into one other as they pass. I smile, glad I’m not one of them, but then a knot forms in my stomach. I hate that I feel this way. Kyle was the one who destroyed our marriage, so why am I so nervous?

      As I continue walking, I look at the woman in front of me, her long blonde hair flowing, her arm linked with a man’s. I immediately think of Sarah. From the back, it certainly looks like her. She’s called me several times since turning up at my doorstep yesterday, but I ignored every single one. My voicemail got so full, I deleted it altogether. If I’m not taking any of her and Kyle’s calls, I’m certainly not going to listen to their voices.

      The couple stops, staring into a shop window. As I near, I narrow my eyes when the lady points to something. She turns her head slightly to the side and my breath catches. It is Sarah, but who is she with? Surely it’s not...

      Then he turns, immediately catching my eye. My breath hitches again as we stare at each other. Disappointment curls inside at the thought Ethan’s already forgiven her. I don’t know why I feel that way, considering they both have nothing to do with me anymore.

      Then I remember the baby. A million thoughts cross my mind. Will they think I’ll still honour our agreement? Will they still expect me to give up this baby, even though Sarah betrayed me so markedly? I haven’t had much time to think about it since I found out, but it’s at the forefront of my mind now.

      As I near, Ethan smiles, but it soon fades when he spots how unhappy I look. When I turn to Sarah, all I can see is fear written across her face. As I step closer, her look implores me not to make a scene.

      “Fancy bumping into you here,” Ethan says, smiling again. “I haven’t heard from you in a couple days. I hope everything’s okay.”

      When I look at Sarah briefly, she mouths, Please. I want to show her how disgusted I am, but not in front of Ethan. By the looks of things, he doesn’t even know what happened.

      Then it hits me. Sarah didn’t want to see me yesterday to apologise for what she had done. She wanted to beg me not to say anything. Ethan looks way too happy for a husband who has just found out his wife’s been cheating on him.

      “I’ve been busy,” I explain. “The weather hasn’t been too good lately, so there have been a lot of accidents and leaks to attend to.” I smile, seeing relief flood Sarah’s face.

      Ethan notices my rucksack. “Been working out this morning?”

      Feeling really awkward all of a sudden, I nod. “Yes. If I can help it, I try not to miss a Saturday.”

      He looks at Sarah with a smile. “I was going to this morning, but Sarah practically begged me to come shopping with her instead.”

      I wonder why.

      Smirking, I look toward my former friend, but she turns her head away—a sure sign of guilt. She knows Ethan and I regularly bump into each other at the gym on Saturdays.

      “Pick up anything nice so far?” I ask.

      “No, but I’m sure Sarah will find something. She normally does.”

      I grit my teeth. The immature bitch in me wants to make a snide comment about her spending her husband’s money. I always thought Sarah loved Ethan, but I’m not so sure now. To me, it seems as though she only wants him because he’s a safe bet. Someone who is secure and can keep her in a comfortable way of life.

      “I thought I saw you.”

      I snap my head to the voice to see Kyle walking toward me. He smiles and throws an arm around my shoulders, as if nothing has happened. Instinctively, I pull away. Kyle frowns, and Ethan furrows his brows. Sarah just stands there, looking anywhere but at us.

      I look at Kyle and see the moment he realises Sarah and Ethan are still together. Suddenly, he smiles. “I see all is forgiven.”

      Ethan frowns. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing,” I say, tugging at Kyle’s jacket. “You wanted to talk, so let’s talk.” I turn to Sarah and Ethan. “Enjoy your shopping.”

      I notice the confused look Ethan gives me as I storm off. I know he needs to hear what his wife has been up to, but he certainly doesn’t need to hear it on a busy street.

      “What was that all about?” Kyle asks when he catches up to me. I don’t say anything. I just want to get to the café and get this talk over with. “It looks like Ethan has already forgiven Sarah. Why can’t you forgive me?”

      Stopping, I turn to him. “Because there’s nothing for him to forgive.” I turn, walking the rest of the distance to the café.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Opening the door, I scowl at him. “Use your brain, Kyle. Or is it still lodged tight in your dick?”

      I walk through, noticing the shocked expression on his face. Ignoring him, I sit at the nearest table. Immediately, a waitress walks over, asking what we would like.

      “Can I get a Coke and a BLT?” Kyle asks.

      She jots it down, then turns to me. “Can I just get an orange juice? I’m not planning on staying long.” Noting the tension, she gives us a half-smile as she takes our menus, then rushes off.

      “Why are you being like this?” Kyle begins, having the nerve to look affronted.

      “Being like what? Like the wife who’s recently found out her husband has been cheating on her? I’m sorry. Please, tell me. How am I supposed to be?”

      As his lips thin into a hard line, he leans forward, making an attempt to grab my hands. I place them in my lap. “Look,” he says, exasperated. “I know I fucked up...” I give a little huff. He remains silent for a few seconds before speaking again. “But we can work this out. I’m sure we can. Now that this is out in the open and friendships cut loose, maybe you and I can get over this baby stuff and start concentrating on us for a change.”

      I glare at him. This is the one of the reasons I wanted to do this in public. Kyle doesn’t like making scenes, so he’ll rein himself in as much as possible.

      “Kyle, don’t you think all we’ve ever done is concentrate on us?”

      “Not lately. All you can think about is babies this and babies that...”

      “When have I ever brought up babies with you lately? I know how sensitive you are on the subject, so have deliberately kept my mouth shut.”

      He sighs. “You know what I mean. You haven’t been there.”

      I close my eyes. I’m so tired of this. I don’t want to argue with him anymore, but he berates me so much, I want to bite back. For years, I’ve put up with his domineering ego and I’m sick of it. “You mean I haven’t been there as your sex slave recently?”

      Kyle snorts out a laugh. “You’ve never complained before.”

      That’s it. I slam my hand on the table and sit up straight, shocking Kyle in the process. “That’s the thing. I’ve always hated it, but as the dutiful wife I was, I never complained. Never once did you think about me and what I wanted out of sex. You just went in like a bull in a china shop, not caring whether I wanted it that way or not. You may laugh, but I was your sex slave.”

      Kyle’s face turns ashen. He sits for a few seconds, looking baffled. I would laugh if the situation warranted it. Unfortunately, in this particular case, it doesn’t.

      Finally, he swallows, the look of defiance coming back. “You were a virgin. How could you possibly know what you did and didn’t want? I was the experienced one. The one to teach you all there is to know.”

      I almost laugh, but the waitress walks up, placing our order in front of us. We quickly say our thanks and I wait until she leaves before speaking again.

      “So, because I was a virgin when we met, you think that gave you every excuse to be lazy?”

      “Yes,” he blurts, shocking us both. “I mean, no... Why are you trying to put words into my mouth?”

      “I’m not trying to put anything into your mouth. Maybe that’s the problem.”

      He frowns, obviously not getting the joke. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I sigh, shaking my head. “Nothing, Kyle. Nothing.”

      His frown deepens, then he huffs out in anger. “Anyway, we’re veering off-topic. When are you going to get over this so I can come home?”

      I don’t believe this man.

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath. “I can’t do this anymore. I want out.”

      His face is a picture of confusion. “Want out of what?”

      I stare at him for a moment before finally biting the bullet. “Out of our marriage.”

      His eyes widen in shock. I know he wasn’t expecting that. “I fucked up, I know I did, but I can be a better man. I can change—”

      “It’s too late,” I interrupt. “I’m not happy.”

      He leans forward. “I can make you happy...”

      At that moment, I decide to tell him something I only realised when I caught him in bed with Sarah. “I don’t love you anymore.” I start to wonder if I ever did.

      “You don’t mean that,” he huffs. “You’re just angry. You’ll come around again.” He scoots his chair farther in. “I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you a few more days. How’s that? I know you asked for them. I’m willing to grant you them until you come to your senses.”

      Sighing loudly, I shake my head. “That’s very thoughtful of you,” I respond, sarcasm dripping in my voice.

      Kyle beams. He obviously didn’t catch it. “See? I can be a reasonable man. We can’t give up six years of marriage just like that. We belong together. I truly believe now that Sarah and Ethan are out of the picture, you and I can get back on track.”

      I stare at him a moment, realisation dawning on me. “You did this deliberately, didn’t you?”

      He frowns. “Did what?”

      “You slept with Sarah so this would happen.” I point to him and me. “Oh, my god. It all makes sense now. If I don’t have Sarah in my life anymore, all I have left to count on is you. Am I right?”

      Kyle looks away before answering. “All you need is me.”

      I gasp. “I can’t believe you. You would seriously destroy a friendship just so you could have me all to yourself? What kind of person does that?”

      “Sarah could have said no, but she didn’t, did she?”

      I can’t take anymore. Grabbing my bag, I get up, shocking him again. “You’re wrong when you say you can change. Someone like you never will. But you are right about one thing. Sarah didn’t say no. And someone like that,” I say, glaring into his eyes, “doesn’t deserve to be in my life.”

      When I start to walk away, he says, “But we haven’t finished talking.”

      “I’ve said all I need to. I’ll be in touch.”

      I swivel on my heels and march out of the café. I know he’ll want to run after me, but will have to pay the bill first. That’s why I take quick, decisive steps toward my car down the street.

      For the first time in a long time, a genuine smile forms on my face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

      

    
    
      “You’re such a badass,” Sally smirks, saluting me with her second glass of wine.

      I laugh. “Thank you. I must admit, I felt really good afterward. I know Kyle won’t go away, but I hope that once the divorce papers arrive, he’ll finally get the message.”

      She shakes her head. “You’ve already told him you want out. That message should be loud and clear.” She leans forward, grabbing my hand. “If he starts to become a nuisance, promise me you’ll get a restraining order.”

      “I’m hoping it won’t come to that...”

      When the doorbell chimes, I look at Sally and frown. “I’m not expecting anyone.” It then dawns on me who it could be.

      “Don’t answer it if it’s him.”

      Nodding, I get up and look through the peephole, surprised at who I see. “It’s Ethan.”

      When I open the door, he looks at me timidly. “I’m sorry to disturb you at home.” He spots Sally sitting on the sofa. “I can come back another time.”

      “No,” I say, opening the door wider. “Please, come in.” He walks through and I shut the door behind him. “Would you like a drink?”

      He shakes his head. “No, I won’t be staying long. Besides, I’m driving.” He looks at Sally again, then the wine on the table.

      “I’m sorry. This is my colleague and friend, Sally. Sally, this is Ethan.”

      Ethan steps forward and holds out his hand. Blushing, Sally quickly gets up. “Nice to meet you.”

      Ethan returns the favour, then stands there awkwardly, clutching his leather gloves. Noticing the tension, Sally gets up and points to the kitchen. “I’ll just go fix some popcorn.” I nod. Before she leaves, she mouths, He’s hot. It makes me smile.

      “I’m really sorry I’ve disturbed your evening.”

      I wave my hand at him. “It’s fine. Honestly.”

      His eyes wander around the room for a moment, almost nervously. Finally, he looks back at me. “I haven’t heard from you in a while, so I was a little worried. Then when Sarah and I saw you in town today, I noticed how strained you looked. I asked Sarah what was going on, but she was extremely vague.”

      I bet she was.

      I bite my lip. “Sorry about that. It’s just, well... Kyle and I split up a couple days ago.”

      He frowns, looking sympathetic. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      I suck in a breath. “Don’t worry. I’m not. I’ve been unhappy for a while. I just didn’t realise it until I found out he was cheating on me.”

      Ethan closes his eyes, looking angry. That thought makes me a little happy. “What an arsehole…” He looks shocked at his words. “I’m sorry.”

      I smirk. “Don’t be. It’s kind of on the same lines of what I thought anyway.” I chuckle. “And worse.”

      Ethan laughs with me, then reaches out to touch my shoulder. “Seriously, though. Are you going to be okay?”

      I think about the baby. A baby I know I’m going to have to tell him about at some point. But I’m scared. I need to wrap my own head around this first before coming clean to him.

      “I will be. I’ve already filed for a divorce. Once that’s done, I can start fresh.”

      I watch as his eyes twinkle a little. “You certainly move fast.”

      “The moment I made my decision, I knew it was the right thing. I’ve been living a lie for eight years. I thought I was happy. Maybe I was in the beginning, but I think I lost my way after a while.” I frown, wondering why I’m revealing so much to him.

      Ethan inhales sharply. “I’m sorry, but you can now put it all down to experience and move on.” I nod. He looks at me a moment, then to the door. “I suppose I’d better go. Sarah will be waiting for me.”

      I grit my teeth. She needs to come clean. I don’t want to be the one to tell him, but he needs to know what a traitorous bitch he’s married to.

      “Listen,” he says, breaking me from my thoughts. “If you ever need anything, don’t hesitate to call me. You have my number.”

      “Of course. Thank you.”

      I walk to the door and open it for him, seeing Kyle getting ready to knock. He looks at me, then Ethan. His eyes narrow, looking venomous. Without asking permission, he steps through the door.

      “I saw your car outside. Did you think I wouldn’t notice? What is this? I slept with your wife, so you thought you could sleep with mine?”

      Sighing, I close my eyes. Once I open them, I see Ethan looks ashen, his brows furrowed.

      “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.”

      Kyle looks at me. “You didn’t tell him?”

      “It isn’t my place. It’s Sarah’s.”

      Kyle glances around the room, spotting the wine bottle on the coffee table. He looks at Ethan in anger. “That doesn’t matter. You have no right to be here. If you think you can take my wife from me, think again.”

      Without warning, Kyle lunges at Ethan, punching him in the face. Stumbling back, Ethan quickly gains control, throwing his own right hook.

      “Stop!” I scream, feeling both anger and fear.

      Sally appears at the moment Kyle comes back at Ethan again. I run to him, pulling at his coat. When he tries to shake me off, he hits me in the eye with his elbow. I fall back, landing on the floor with a thud. When Sally screams my name, Kyle looks behind him and sees me on the floor, a hand covering my eye.

      “You fucking bastard. You hit her,” Sally screams, running toward me.

      Kyle looks at me in shock. “I didn’t mean to. She got in my way. I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

      Pain shoots through my eye, making me wince. Sally places a protective arm around me. “You need to leave,” she seethes at Kyle.

      “She’s my wife,” he protests.

      Ethan steps forward. “If you don’t leave, I’m going to forcibly remove you. She needs medical attention. This isn’t about you.” He looks at Sally. “Sally, can you please get me some frozen peas or some ice wrapped in tea cloth?” She quickly nods, retreating back into the kitchen.

      “How dare you fucking tell me to leave my own fucking house...”

      Ethan is about to respond, but I stop him. “Kyle, I want you to go. If you don’t, I’m going to call the police.”

      He looks at me, then Ethan. There’s a mixture of anger and hesitancy in his face. Finally, he looks back at me. “I should be the one to look after you.”

      Tears start to well in my eyes. “Kyle, please. Don’t you understand? I don’t want you here. Not only did you have an affair, you have the cheek to come over here and accuse me of the same thing. I have never once cheated on you. And the fact you think I would only seals the fate of our relationship. I don’t want you in my life anymore. Please, just leave.”

      Looking stoic, he doesn’t move. When Sally comes back in with some ice, she hands it to Ethan, then turns to Kyle. “I have a black belt in Taekwondo. Don’t make me use those skills on you.” He stares at her and sucks in a breath. When he still doesn’t move, she walks closer. “Do you not understand English?”

      He finally retreats. “Okay, okay.” He looks at Ethan holding the ice to my eye. For the first time, I actually see hurt in his eyes. “I’ll go. I’ll call you later.”

      Without even saying sorry, Kyle steps out the door. Just as he’s about to turn back to look at me, Sally quickly shuts the door in his face.

      “Fucking prick.”

      “Are you okay?” Ethan asks, placing his arm around me.

      Nodding, I look up into his face and spot his split lip. “You need some ice, too.” I try getting up, but Ethan stops me.

      “Trust me. I’ve had worse than this. I’ll be fine. It’s you I’m worried about.”

      “I’ll be okay. Thank you.” I then look at Sally. “Do you really have a black belt in Taekwondo?”

      She gives me a cheeky look. “No, but it sounded good. It got him out of the door.”

      We all laugh. “Thanks,” I say to both of them.

      “That’s what friends are for, right?” Sally says with a heart-warming smile.

      I suddenly realise she’s more of a friend to me than Sarah ever was. I know she understands when she gives me a small smile and nods slightly.

      I look at Ethan. “I’m sorry about that. I really wanted to tell you, but it should have been Sarah’s job. In fact, I had planned on telling her that once I got over wanting to throttle her to death.” I hear Sally snicker in the background.

      “That’s okay. You’re absolutely right. It is Sarah’s job. I never knew a thing.”

      “You shouldn’t have learned about it that way. Kyle and his big mouth.”

      “To be honest, I kind of suspected something was going on. She’s been acting strange lately. I kept asking her if she was okay, but she’d always snap back that she was fine and to stop asking.” He shakes his head. “It’s one thing doing that to me, but another thing entirely that she did it to you. You’re supposed to be her best friend. You’ve known each other a hell of a lot longer than Sarah and I have.”

      “You’ve just learned that your wife’s been cheating, but you’re more concerned about me?” I feel a warmth in my heart I’ve never felt before.

      “What she did was a pretty shitty thing.”

      “You’re telling me!” Sally shouts.

      I smirk, then turn my attention back to Ethan. “Are you going to be okay?”

      A sadness passes over his face. He soon nods with a tight smile. “I’ll be fine. It was a shock, and there’s a lot to process, but I’m sure I’ll be able to think clearly soon.”

      He looks away, as if in deep thought. He keeps the ice pressed to my throbbing eye. It still hurts, but the initial sting is dying down. My biggest concern is the baby. I don’t feel any pain in that region, but a part of me wonders whether I should go to the hospital and get checked out.

      Biting my lip, I look up at Ethan. I want to tell him so I can ask, but he’s had enough shock for one evening. Besides, I don’t know if he’s going to be happy about this baby now.

      “Ethan?” I ask softly, snapping him out of his thoughts. He peers down at me. “Why don’t you go home? You and Sarah have a lot to talk about.”

      “I don’t want to leave you,” he says, removing the ice for a moment to inspect my eye.

      I place my hand on his arm. “I’ll be fine. I have Sally with me. You have far more important things to deal with right now.”

      He hesitates for a moment, then nods. “I guess I do need to get home. But please, text me later so I know you’re okay.”

      I chuckle. He still remains the caring doctor. “Of course.” He gets up, handing the ice to me. “Listen, if you need anything, call me.”

      “That’s very kind of you. Thanks.” He walks to the door, turning before he opens it. “If you get any headaches or dizzy spells, contact me ASAP, okay?” He says it in such a stern voice, I smile.

      “I will.” He nods, opening the door. “Take care, Ethan.”

      He doesn’t turn. “You, too, Alice.” He shuts the door behind him.

      “Well, that was an unexpected turn of events,” Sally says. When I try getting up, she rushes over to help me. “Here. Come sit on the sofa.” We walk over and she helps me sit, looking at my eye when I take the ice off. She winces.

      “That bad, huh?”

      She nods. “You’re going to have a bit of a shiner. Keep the ice on. It will help bring the swelling down.” I place it back on my face. “You’re not in any pain anywhere else, are you?”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m fine.”

      “Maybe we should go to the hospital, though...just in case.”

      “I did think that myself, but I think I will just call instead. See what they say.” I make a move to get up, but she places her hand across me, holding me down.

      “I’ll get the phone for you. You stay put.”

      She’s soon back. I quickly call the local hospital number. After a few seconds, someone answers.

      “Hello. I’m sorry to disturb you, but I’m pregnant and had a fall. I’m not feeling any pain, but I thought I would call.”

      “How far along are you?”

      “I only found out a few days ago, so maybe close to five weeks.”

      “If you’re feeling no pain and you aren’t bleeding, you should be okay. If you’re still unsure by morning, make an appointment with your local health clinic.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I hit the END button and turn to Sally. “She said as long as I’m not bleeding or in pain, I should be fine. If I’m worried, I can always go to the doctor tomorrow.”

      She takes my hand. “Will you anyway, just to be on the safe side? I can come with you.”

      “I can’t ask that of you. Besides, don’t you have plans with ‘big boy’ Larry?” I playfully wiggle my eyebrows, wincing at the pain in my eye.

      She laughs. “Not until the evening. Anyway, you and this baby’s health are far more important. The people who should be here for you aren’t. It makes me so mad that they did this. They’re supposed to have been the ones by your side no matter what. So…” She places an arm around me, squeezing me close. “I’m going to step into your ex-husband’s and ex-best friend’s shoes and do a damn better job than they ever did.”

      Tears well in my eyes. “Thank you.”

      She gives me another gentle squeeze. “Don’t mention it. I know the kind of person you are. If I asked, you’d drop everything and come running.” She looks off into the distance in thought. “Do you remember two years ago when I was on a diet and nearly caved because I craved chocolate so much?”

      I chuckle, nodding. “I went home and baked you a fat-free chocolate cake.”

      “And that’s the kind of person you are. I’ll never forget that. I’ll also never forget the day you offered to put some money toward my mother’s funeral when you knew things were a little tight with me.”

      Placing my hand on hers, I smile. “I lost both my parents. I was young, so I had others sorting all that out for me.” Looking at the table, I see her glass is empty. “You’re running on empty there. I can’t have that. You need to drink for the both of us,” I chuckle, trying to lighten the mood.

      “After tonight’s events, I think I shall have to take you up on that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

      

    
    
      After dropping Sally at home last night, I sent Ethan a text. He didn’t reply, but I didn’t expect him to. He and Sarah probably spent many hours talking. I must admit, I’m intrigued to find out what he’ll do next. I don’t take him as the type to stick with someone who strays, but who knows. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in life it’s that people surprise you all the time. I suppose life would be dull if they didn’t.

      After I had sent it, I went upstairs to get ready for bed, seeing the nice shiner Kyle left me. He called last night and again today, but I ignored both. I really don’t know how many times I need to tell him it’s over before it sinks in. I was dreading him getting the divorce papers, but I can’t wait now.

      Knowing I took a rather drunk Sally home last night, I was shocked she came over this morning to take me to the doctor looking bright-eyed. When I asked her how on earth she did it, she shrugged. “I have a very strong constitution.”

      “Mrs. Armstrong?” Looking up, I find a young lady in a white coat standing in the doorway, smiling.

      Nodding, I get up. Sally squeezes my hand. “I’ll wait here. You’ll be fine.”

      “Thanks,” I reply as I walk toward the door.

      Once in, my eyes immediately look at the scanning machine to the left.

      “Please,” the doctor says, motioning to a chair.

      Gripping my bag, I sit down and wait until she does the same opposite me. “Judging from the notes in your file, I gather that you took a bit of a tumble.” She looks up, squinting as she inspects my eye. “That looks sore.”

      “It feels sore. Luckily, that’s the only thing that does.”

      “You’d be amazed at the fantastic protective cocoons mothers make for their babies. A fall so early in the pregnancy shouldn’t be traumatic…unless you had a blow to your abdomen. But you’re a first-time Mum and just want to make sure everything is okay in there. That’s where I come in.” She smiles, looking down at her notes. “You’re only five weeks, you say?”

      I nod. “Yes, around that. I only just found out last week.”

      Motioning her hand to the machine, she says, “Okay. Take everything off from the waist down. Unfortunately, because you’re so early on, I have no other choice but to do a transvaginal ultrasound.”

      Biting my lip, I get up and place my bag on the seat before walking over to the bed. The doctor pulls the curtain to give me some privacy. “Just hop on up when you’re ready.”

      As quickly as I can, I take my jeans and knickers off before climbing onto the bed. “I’m ready,” I say, trying and hide my modesty as best as I can.

      The doctor pulls the curtain back again, then takes a seat at the end of the bed. She picks up a wand, places a condom on it, and squeezes some jelly on the end.

      My eyes widen. “That thing is going inside me?” I virtually squeal.

      She smiles. “It won’t be painful. Maybe just a little uncomfortable.” I swallow nervously. “Scoot right to the end and lie back. That’s it,” she says as I shimmy down toward her. She looks up at me. “As I said, you’ll feel a little discomfort, but no pain.”

      “Okay,” I answer, getting myself ready. I hate smear tests, so this should be no different. As she slides it in, I flinch a little, but once I see what’s on the screen, every other thought vanishes. “Is that...?” I lose my words.

      She looks at me, smiling. “Yep. Do you see that tiny little blob there?” She circles an area that looks like a sesame seed.

      I squint. “I think so.”

      “Well, that’s your baby.”

      I bite my lip, trying to suppress my smile. “Oh wow. That’s amazing. I know it doesn’t look like anything, but it just seems so surreal to me. I have an actual person growing inside me. I...I just can’t seem to form words.”

      Laughing, the doctor removes the wand, takes the condom off, then her gloves before leaning on the bed. “Well, I can definitely confirm you are pregnant. We’ll need to book you in for a scan at twelve weeks. But, please, any discomfort or bleeding, come see me straight away. We’ll also need to set you up with a midwife, but we have plenty of time for that. Once dressed, let the receptionist know that you need to make an appointment for six weeks. I’ll contact the midwife department and get them to set up your first appointment. You should receive a letter in the mail within the next couple weeks.” She gets up, moving to the curtain. “I’ll let you get dressed.”

      “Thank you.” I say, still beaming.

      I quickly get dressed before picking up my bag and sitting in the chair next to her as she taps away on her laptop. When she notices I’m looking, she meets my eyes. “You’ll need to start taking folic acid. That’s very important.”

      Nodding, I swallow, trying to take it all in. “Okay.”

      She laughs. “Don’t look so scared. Here,” she says, grabbing a piece of paper and jotting some websites down. “Have a look at these. There’s plenty of information. Get yourself some books and magazines. Read up on it as much as you can. By the time you come back for your next scan, you’ll know more than I do.”

      I take the piece of paper from her. “Thanks. I guess I’m just a little overwhelmed. I’ve had so much other stuff to deal with, knowing I’m pregnant hasn’t really sunk in yet.”

      She went on to tell me about diets and what to avoid, plus what exercises I can do to help strengthen my pelvic muscles. By the time I walk out of there, my head’s spinning.

      “Are you okay?” Sally asks, looking concerned. “You look as white as a sheet.”

      Swallowing, I turn to her. “I...I’m just...overwhelmed. And I’m pregnant. Definitely pregnant.” I finally manage a smile and grab her hand.

      She squeezes lightly, looking a little uncertain. “Can I say congratulations?”

      For the first time since finding out I’m pregnant, I forget I’m getting a divorce. I forget about Kyle and Sarah. I’m going to have a baby. I’ve been dreaming of this day since I was six and got my first baby doll named Beth. I dressed her every day, patted her back, and sang songs to help her sleep.

      Looking at Sally, I smile as the euphoria runs through my veins. “Yes,” I say, emphatically. “Yes, you can say congratulations.”

      She hugs me. “You’re going to be a great mum.” She squeezes me before stepping back. “And no matter what happens with Ethan, I’ll be there for you. I promise you that.”

      Feeling the tears well, I nod. “Thank you.”

      She pats my arm. “Don’t mention it. How about we go get some lunch to celebrate?”

      “Sure. I just need to book my next appointment first.” Walking up to the reception desk, I speak with the lady. She schedules me in for just over six weeks. It’s a date I certainly will not forget.

      As Sally and I come out of the lift and walk toward the exit, we spot Ethan coming our way. “Shit,” I utter.

      “Should we hide?” Sally asks just as he turns his head and spots us.

      “Too late.”

      “Hi,” Ethan says with a bright smile as he walks up. I can see the sadness in his eyes. It also looks like he hasn’t slept. He winces as he looks at my eye. “How is it?” he asks, gently placing his hand on it. It’s soft and warm, which feels nice. He pulls away, awkwardly smiling like he’s done something wrong. “It still looks very sore.” He grits his teeth.

      “I’m fine. It feels a lot better than last night. Speaking of which, how are you doing?” I feel bad for him. Last night must have come as a huge shock.

      “I’m hanging in there. Once I got back, I confronted Sarah. It didn’t go well, so I stayed in a hotel last night.”

      “Oh no,” I say, then blurt out, “You’re always welcome to stay at my place if you need to.”

      He smiles. “Thanks. That’s very kind of you. I won’t need to take you up on your offer, but we will practically be neighbours.” I frown, making him smile. “A friend of mine has a studio flat on Baker’s Street. Conveniently, his previous tenant left a couple days ago, so I’m going to pick up the keys this afternoon and move in.”

      Baker’s Street is only around the corner from me. “That’s great. At least you will have somewhere to stay and think things through.”

      He scratches his head. “Yeah, there is always that. Anyway, what are you doing here on a Sunday? Is everything okay?”

      I start stuttering, but Sally quickly comes to the rescue. “I fainted, so Alice brought me in. They’ve taken my blood, but my blood pressure was a bit low, so they think it may be that.” I look at Sally, impressed.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. It must have been scary for you. I know we doctors say to avoid this, but increase your salt intake. Also, drink plenty of water. That should help.”

      Sally nods. “I will. Thank you.”

      Ethan looks at me before inhaling. “Well, I best be off. I’m just dropping off these medical records for a patient who’s being transferred from St. Jude’s. He’s one of my regulars.”

      “Okay,” I reply, wanting to get away. “I won’t keep you then. As I said last night, if you ever need anything…”

      He smiles, starting to walk away. “Thank you. Same to you. I’m going to be at number twenty-one, if you ever need anything. Maybe a cup of sugar,” he jokes.

      Sally and I chuckle. “Okay, thanks. Have a good day.”

      “You, too,” he responds, walking toward the lift.

      Turning to Sally, I take a deep breath. “Phew, that was close. How did you think of something so fast?”

      She shrugs. “I guess I’m at my best under pressure.” She places her arm through mine. “Come on, Mum. Let’s go feed your baby.”

      Smiling widely, I nod. “Let’s.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

      

    
    
      “It’s so nice to hear your voice again, Alice,” Mrs. Bellingham sings. “I tried ringing last week, and again Monday and Tuesday, but they said you were off. I hope everything is okay.”

      My eye still looks bad, but not as bad as it was. I received stares when I got to work this morning, but at least I haven’t had to deal with twenty questions.

      “I’m fine, thank you. I just needed a few days off to rest. How are you?”

      “Well,” she responded with a happy breath. I can tell she’s excited to speak to someone. At times, I wonder if it’s because she’s lonely. “The house is coming along nicely now—thanks to you. I actually spoke with your boss yesterday and told him how dedicated you were. He seemed happy.”

      “That’s very kind of you.” This was the first I had heard of it, but I haven’t seen Roger yet today.

      “No trouble at all. If someone does well at a job, they should get credit for it. Speaking of which, I like to bake cakes from time to time. It keeps my mind occupied and helps with my kitchen workout.” Kitchen workout? I had to chuckle at that. “Anyway, I want to bake you a cake and was wondering what you would prefer? I could drop it by your office tomorrow.”

      “Really, Mrs. Bellingham. There’s no need.”

      “Oh, I insist. Besides, it gives me an excuse to bake today. I get a bit achy and need to get out of the house to stretch my muscles a bit. These are the fruits of getting old,” she laughs. “I need to go to the shops today to buy some more vitamin C. If I don’t take it during the winter, I get terrible colds. Goodness me. Sometimes they’re so bad, I can’t get out of the house for a week. My friend, Grace, almost died when she caught the flu last year. Terrible business. It does worry me a little. That’s why I joined a senior’s yoga and swim class each week. It helps keep me healthy and fit.”

      She pauses a moment, sighing. I smile. I’m actually starting to enjoy these little conversations.

      “Anyway, where was I? I’d forget my head if it weren’t screwed on. I sometimes wonder if I have Alzheimer’s, but I do remember things eventually. Oh yes, cake. Which kind did you say?”

      I start laughing. “There’s really no need, but thank you. I think maybe you should bake a cake for Grace instead.”

      “Oh, she’s dead,” she states matter-of-factly. “After almost dying of the flu, she decided to go on one of those Segway things and ran it off a cliff into Harlyn Bay! I told her those things were dangerous, but she wouldn’t listen to me.”

      I gasp. “Oh, my god. That’s terrible.”

      “I know, but she thought she was invincible. She was trying to find her youth or some crazy notion like that. I think I’ll stick to my yoga classes and baking. Which reminds me, you haven’t told me what kind of cake you want. I’ll just end up deciding on one and bring it in, so you may as well tell me what your favourite is.”

      Sighing on a smile, I thought it best to give in and tell her. I know she can be pretty insistent. “I am partial to carrot cake.”

      “Carrot cake it is then,” she answers, a smile in her voice. “I’ll get my recipe book out and make a shopping list.”

      “Don’t forget the vitamin C.”

      “Oh yes!” she gasps. “Thank you for reminding me.”

      “Don’t mention it. Thank you for making me a cake. That’s very kind of you.”

      “You’re welcome, my dear. I’m only too happy to do it. I best let you get back to work. I must be keeping you.”

      “It’s fine, but yes, I must go.” I lean forward, ready to hang up.

      “Okay, dear. Speak tomorrow?”

      I smirk, already knowing that will happen. “Definitely. Take care on the roads.”

      “Will do, dear.” She hangs up.

      Immediately, my phone rings again. I pick up without looking. “ITF Insurance. This is Alice speaking. How may I help you?”

      “Alice, it’s Roger. Can you come into my office for a moment?”

      Feeling nervous, I bite my lip. “Yes, of course. I’ll be right there.”

      Placing my phone down, I head toward my boss’ office. I feel anxious, wondering what it could be about. Is it because I had to take time off? Is it because I’ve been on the phone longer than I should? A million things run through my head. All of them bad.

      As I get to his door, I knock tentatively.

      “Come in!” he bellows.

      Opening it, Roger motions to a chair in front of his desk. Once I sit down, I cross my legs and clasp my hands together. We stare at each other for a moment, but I can’t figure out what he’s thinking. When he smiles, I feel my shoulders relax a little.

      “You look nervous. Don’t be. I didn’t call you in here to berate you about anything. Unless, of course, I have a reason to...?” He lifts one eyebrow.

      “No,” I say, smiling. “I didn’t know whether it was because of the time off I took.”

      He shakes his head. “Alice, you’re one of the most loyal employees here. I can’t think of a time you’ve turned up late or have been off sick. I merely called you in here because one, Mrs. Bellingham threatened to cut my balls off if I didn’t call you in and praise you…” I chuckle, “and two, I just wanted to know if everything was okay.”

      I notice him staring at my eye. As if in embarrassment, I reach for it. “This looks worse than it actually is. I’m sure people are jumping to conclusions, but I can explain...”

      “You don’t have to.”

      “No, it’s okay. I want to. There are personal things happening at home, and you have a right to know why I suddenly had to take time off.” I take a deep breath. “Last week, I discovered my husband was cheating on me.”

      He tuts, shaking his head. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      I smile. “Thank you. To be honest, he was never a great husband anyway. I lived in a bubble for a while. I think I thought our marriage was normal, but it wasn’t. Anyway, I visited a solicitor to draw up divorce papers. The reason this happened,” I say, pointing to my eye, “was because a male friend visited my home to see if I was okay. When my ex-husband turned up out of the blue, he accused him of trying to take me away from him.” I shake my head. “And then he punched my friend. I tried to intervene, but this happened.” I point to my eye again. “In hindsight, I probably should have just stayed out of it. I was trying to pull my husband off my friend when he pushed me away, his elbow hitting my eye. He didn’t mean to, but I’m not going to make excuses for him. He shouldn’t have lashed out in the first place. Anyway, that’s about it in a nutshell.”

      I’m not going to tell him I’m pregnant yet. Not only will it open up a whole new can of worms, but it just seems wrong. The person who should know is Ethan, but I want to give him time before I tell him. I also think a big part of me is scared. What if he wants to get back with Sarah and take the baby away from me? What if he doesn’t get back with her, but still wants to take the baby away from me? From the moment I had the scan and saw the little tiny blob on the screen, I felt a dire need to protect my unborn child. This baby is no longer Sarah and Ethan’s. This baby is mine. There’s no way I can give him or her up now, especially after everything that’s happened.

      Roger, looking perplexed, sits back in his chair and sighs. It’s almost as if he’s trying to figure out what to say next. “Can I be personal?”

      Shrugging, I nod. “Sure.”

      “I don’t know your husband, but what I’ve heard in the last few minutes makes me very happy you’re divorcing him. You’re a great person, Alice. Everyone here speaks highly of you. You deserve better.”

      I can tell he’s being genuine. Roger is always a firm, but fair boss; however, I’ve never seen this kind side of him. “Thank you. I appreciate that.”

      “If you ever need time off, just let me know. You’ve dealt with a lot, what with the floods a couple months ago. Thankfully, things are dying down a little, and some new employees will be joining soon to take some of the load off. If there’s ever a time to take a holiday, it would be now.”

      I nod. “I appreciate that, too. I will think about your kind offer and get back to you. When do the new employees start?”

      “The week after next.”

      I nod. “Okay. Maybe then would be a good time, but I’ll see. Can you give me a couple days?”

      He leans forward, waving his hand. “Sure. Take as much time as you need. You don’t have to come to me straight away with an answer. It would be great to have you here to help with the training of the newcomers, but it won’t be a big issue if you’re not.”

      I think about that for a moment. I know I had a couple days off last week, but I do feel like I need more. I could train the new employees, then take my leave.

      I look at Roger. “Okay, I’ll take that into consideration. Thanks.” I bite my lip. “Was there anything else?”

      He shakes his head. “No, that will be all. Oh, well done for all your hard work. Please tell Mrs. Bellingham I said that next time she calls.” I see him almost shudder, which makes me chuckle.

      “Okay. I will definitely be sure to tell her.”

      “Thanks.” He looks at some paperwork. “Take care of yourself, Alice, and if there is anything you need...”

      “I will be sure to tell you.” Getting up, I nod and head out the door.

      Walking back to my desk, I realise it’s lunch. I quickly deal with a couple messages I received, then grab my bag to head out.

      As I pass Sally’s desk, I see she’s on the phone. I mouth, Lunch?

      Shaking her head, she places her hand over the receiver. “It’s okay. Thanks. I’ve got something in. I need to deal with this client. You go ahead.”

      Nodding, I give her a little wave before catching the lift. Just as it opens on the ground floor, I see Kyle standing in the lobby, holding a big manila envelope. I swallow hard, seeing the venomous look in his eyes as he spots me. He strides over.

      “What the fuck is this?” he whispers.

      I notice the Bradshaw and Row logo on the envelope. I motion to the doors. “Not in here. This is my place of work. Outside.”

      As we quickly walk out, he says, “Speaking of work, that’s where you sent it. How could you do that, Alice?”

      As we get outside and away from prying ears, I turn to him. “I didn’t know where you were staying. I thought it was possibly your parents, but I felt you’d definitely get the papers at work. I’m sorry I did that, but it doesn’t take away from the fact that I want a divorce.”

      Kyle inhales sharply before staring at me with his stern eyes. “You’re just doing this to get back at me. Look, I’ve received your message loud and clear. I fucked up, but can’t we just forget about this now...” He holds up the envelope, “and start getting back to normal?”

      Now it was my turn to inhale sharply. “Kyle, you’re not listening to me—”

      He grabs me by the arm, interrupting me. “Look, I know I shouldn’t have punched Ethan. I know you’re the faithful, loyal one. I’m ashamed of what I did to your eye. I never meant to, Alice.” He squeezes my arm and looks pleadingly into my eyes. “I can be a better man. I promise. I will be the husband you want me to be. Just forgive me already. I can’t live without you.”

      Closing my eyes for a moment, I try to gather momentum. Kyle edges closer. When he leans in to kiss me, I push him away.

      “Kyle, no. I would never go to a solicitor just to get back at you. Only an adolescent would do something like that. I did it because I don’t want to be married to you anymore.”

      His grip tightens, panic showing in his eyes. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Kyle, you’re hurting me,” I complain, getting scared. He looks crazed.

      Suddenly, his face calms, his grip loosening. He steps back, takes a deep breath, and pushes his hands through his hair. “I’m sorry. I just can’t help it. We were so good, and now...now this. I have to admit, I wanted to get back at you for abandoning me—”

      Abandoning him?! Why did I never see through this guy ages ago?

      “—but I realise that was the wrong way to go about it.”

      Taking a deep breath, I try again. “You had sex with my best friend. There’s just no way of getting back from that. No matter who my husband is, I would never stand beside someone who has cheated on me.” I point to the envelope. “Those papers are the real deal. I want a divorce. I don’t love you anymore...”

      “You don’t mean that.” He gets closer again.

      Placing my hands in front of me, I step back. “Yes. I do.” I look down at the envelope again. “I want us to be adult about this. Please, just take a look. I want everything to be fair. It’s happening, Kyle. You have to accept that this is what I want and move on.” I start moving away. I want out of here.

      “If you think you’re taking the house from me, you have another thing coming!”

      Turning, I see a much nastier Kyle than the one begging me a moment ago. “If you want half the house, you’re going to have to sell the car. The majority of the money that went into the house and your car was from my inheritance, and you know it. I’m trying to be fair by giving you half the savings and letting you keep the car. All I want is the other half of the savings account and the house. Nothing more.”

      Kyle steps forward, holding up the envelope. “Well, do you know what I think of this divorce and your fucking conditions?” He starts ripping it up into little pieces, and it’s then I see we’ve gathered quite an audience. He drops them at my feet and steps closer until he’s inches away from my face. “If you think I’m going to divorce you, you have another thing coming. You…are…my…wife. You’ll have to realise that sooner or later.” He moves away. “I’m giving you until a week from Friday, then I’m coming home. I don’t care if I have to break the door down to get in. I’ve had enough of this shit.”

      He storms off, leaving me shaken and upset. Anger brings tears to my eyes as I see the bits of paper start to blow away in the wind. Bending down, I pick up the pieces. Once I gather as much as I can, I start walking. I’m not sure to where, but anywhere away from these witnesses would be good.

      As clarity forms, I reach for my phone and dial my solicitor. Thankfully, he is in his office and I’m soon put through.

      “Hi, Mr. Row. It’s Alice Fairchild. I was wondering if I could come see you.”

      “Of course. If you’re free now, I can fit you in at two. A client just cancelled on me.”

      “That would be perfect,” I answer, looking at my watch. It’s one forty now. I’m sure I can make it to his office by two. “I’ll see you soon.”

      Stuffing the pieces of paper into my bag, I make my way to my car. I phone work and tell them I may get back a little late, but will work extra. The great thing about where I work is they’re very flexible.

      I drive to Bradshaw and Row. There is a little traffic, but I manage to get to the offices with five minutes to spare.

      The moment I’m ushered into his office and the door is closed, I grab the pieces of paper from my bag and place them on the desk in front of him. “This is what my husband thinks of the divorce papers you sent him.”

      He leans forward, playing with his black ballpoint pen. As he stares at the scraps, he inhales, leans back, and looks up at me. “I take it that he wants to contest the divorce.”

      I nod. “Yes, but not only that. He’s told me I have until next Friday, then he’s moving back into the house. He said he doesn’t care if he has to bash down the door to do so.”

      I sit down and notice him gritting his teeth a little. This isn’t good. “I take it the house is in both your names? On both the mortgage and the deeds?”

      My heart starts to beat faster. “Unfortunately, yes.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s too bad. Legally, he has the right to gain access to his property.” My shoulders sagging, I’m close to tears. “However, he left voluntarily, so he will need a court order to move back. Also, there are the terms of your divorce. He committed adultery and has behaved unreasonably since then. The mere fact he ripped up the papers and has threatened to break down the door tells me as much.”

      I eagerly nod. “He won’t accept it. He keeps telling me I need to come to my senses. He’s acting like I belong to him. He won’t let go. I can already tell things may escalate soon.”

      “Were there any witnesses when any of this happened? What about today when he did this?” He picked up one of the pieces and placed it back down again.

      “He was waiting for me in the lobby at work. He immediately started shouting, so I took him outside. There were plenty who saw, but no one I know.”

      He leans forward, looking at my eye. “He has a history of behaving violently. It’s just a pity you didn’t call the police when that happened.” He pointed to my eye. “If he sticks to his word regarding moving back in next Friday, I’d advise you to call the police. You can mention to them that he did that to your eye.”

      I bite my lip. “But it was an accident.”

      He shakes his head, smirking. “Don’t mention that part. Your ex-husband behaved violently in your home and, as a result, you were hurt. Not only that, you’re pregnant. The law doesn’t take too kindly to people who act violently toward pregnant women.”

      “But I don’t want anyone to know that yet. Anyway, what you’re asking me to do is lie.”

      “Did he hit you in the eye or not?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No buts. If you wish to divorce your husband and not have him move back into the marital home, I would suggest you call the police if he tries to break down your door. As I said, he can only gain access once he has a court order. In the meantime, with your permission, I will file a motion with the court for temporary exclusive possession of the home.”

      I nod. “Yes. That will be good.”

      His face softens. “You look scared. A woman seeking a divorce should be upset or even happy. Not scared. If you’re scared, that speaks volumes about your ex.”

      I take a deep breath. “I guess I’m just working myself up into a state. I just want this over already. I knew Kyle would be difficult, but I didn’t give myself time to realise just how difficult. I could tell by the look in his eyes today that he won’t let this go in a hurry.”

      “He will have to.” He sighs. “If I were you, I would start making a diary of the dates and times he’s harassed you, starting from when he attacked your friend. This will be beneficial when attending court. I had hoped we could do this amicably to avoid that, but judging by what you’ve just said, I doubt that will happen. Not unless we can make things as difficult for him as he’s making them for you.” Spotting my distress, he smiles. “Listen, if it makes you feel better, once he lawyers up, he will soon learn things won’t go completely in his favour.”

      Closing my eyes, I cross my legs. “Thanks. I do feel a little better about it now. I’m just not looking forward to the future at the moment, especially next Friday.”

      “As I said, if he becomes bothersome, call the police. Without that court order, he can’t simply move back in.”

      I offer him a gentle smile and nod. “Thank you. It helps knowing that.”

      Placing his pen down, he swivels slightly in his chair. “And it sounds as though your husband knows nothing. Once you refuse him entry, I think he will get a solicitor. Don’t worry. I’ve not failed any of my clients, and I don’t intend to start now.”

      Seeing that as my cue to leave, I stand up and offer him my hand. “Thank you. I appreciate you seeing me on such short notice.”

      He shakes it. “Not a problem. Please, don’t hesitate to call if you have any questions.”

      “Thank you.”

      As I walk to the door, he says, “Alice?” I turn to see him scribbling on a piece of paper. “This is my personal email. If you wouldn’t mind, send me one on Saturday to let me know how you got on.”

      I frown. “Surely you don’t want me bothering you on the weekend.”

      He frowns back. “Normally, I wouldn’t, but I feel you need someone in your corner. I’m sorry if this crosses a line. If I have, tell me.”

      I smile, shaking my head. “No, that’s fine. Thank you. I’ll let you know how it goes.”

      I turn to leave, saying my goodbyes as I head out.
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      The day after my run-in with Kyle, Mrs. Bellingham stuck to her word and brought some carrot cake for me. I never got to say thank you in person because she left it at the front desk. When I called her, she told me she didn’t want to disturb me. It was so delicious, my co-workers and I polished it off within ten minutes. Afterward, everyone came up to me, begging me to ask Mrs. Bellingham to bake another one.

      The following Friday, I decide to take the day off. I’m so nervous, I feel sick. But, then again, I’ve felt sick every day for the past few days. Morning sickness is kicking my arse. I read that ginger helps, so once I feel a little better, I decide to go out and do a bit of shopping. I like ginger biscuits and cake, so I’ll grab both to see what helps.

      As I walk around town, I pass by Mother Care and stop to look in the window at all the clothes, prams, cribs, et cetera. I bite my lip, knowing I shouldn’t go in. It’s way too soon, but I can’t resist the temptation.

      I won’t buy anything, I tell myself. There’s no harm in just looking.

      I walk in. Pretty soon, I start looking at the clothes. All the tiny onesies and booties they have for newborns… I sense a tingle in the pit of my stomach, making me smile. I pick up one of the little onesies and trace my thumb over the fabric. It feels so soft.

      “Alice, is that you?”

      Jumping, I let go of the onesie, like I’ve been caught shoplifting. My heart races when I see Ethan’s sister, Judy. She smiles as she comes closer. “What are you doing in here?”

      I start stuttering, eventually coming to my senses. “A friend of mine is expecting, so I thought I would buy her a gift.” I notice she’s on her own. “No children today?”

      She shakes her head. “They’re at school.”

      “Of course. It’s Friday. I’d forget my head if it weren’t screwed on.”

      She laughs. “That’s okay. Believe me, once you have children, your brain gets more scattered. You wouldn’t believe the amount of times I’ve nearly put the baking tray in the fridge instead of the oven.” She rolls her eyes.

      “I’ve done that once or twice, so it’s not just a nappy-brained thing.”

      She smiles, motioning her elbow towards me. “Nappy-brained… Yeah, I like that.”

      I smile back, but my heart’s still racing. Little does she know I’m carrying her niece or nephew.

      “So, how are you?” she asks. “I heard about that horrible business with your husband and that bitch.” She screws up her face in anger. “I always knew there was something about her.”

      “Well, it seems your instincts were correct. Truthfully, I also had the impression you didn’t like Kyle, either.”

      She nods. “Yes, he seemed slimy and self-righteous. A cocky little shit.” She then looks shocked. “Sorry. I do hope you have left him and I’m not putting my big foot in my mouth.”

      I shake my head. “Not at all. You’re totally right in what you say. He is a slimy, self-righteous, cocky little shit.”

      We both laugh. She places her hand on my shoulder. “I really wish I didn’t have to rush back to Plymouth. I would have loved to invite you for coffee down the street.”

      I smile. I like Judy. “I would have loved that, too.”

      She squeezes my arm. “Another time then?”

      “Definitely.”

      We put each other’s numbers into our phones before she rushes out. I release a nervous breath. I know I have to tell Ethan soon because I’ll eventually get caught and he’ll be told by a third person. That wouldn’t be fair. The sooner it’s out in the open, the better. I just don’t like the thought of how he will react once he does learn.

      Reluctantly, I leave the shop. I’m only seven weeks along. I’m going to wait until at least twelve weeks before I start buying stuff.

      I buy my much-needed ginger biscuits and cake. Along with the usual magazines, I can’t help but pick up a couple pregnancy ones, too. Once I’m finished, I check the time and see that it’s already lunch. When my stomach growls, I choose a café off the high street and order a toasted ham and cheese sandwich and an orange juice.

      I sit down and choose a gossip magazine to read. The pregnancy ones call to me, but I leave them at the bottom of the pile. I’ll be patient and wait until I get home.

      “Alice?” a familiar voice calls as I take a bite of my sandwich. Looking up, I see Ethan. Instinctively, I try to cover the magazines at the bottom.

      “Ethan,” I say with a nervous smile. “How are you?”

      He looks better today. The smile is back in his eyes, and he has more colour in his face. He seems a lot happier than when I saw him almost two weeks ago. He’s dressed casually in a pair of jeans and red V-neck jumper. The clothes suit him. From what I know of Ethan, Sarah is mad to have done what she did. Not only is he sweet and kind, but he is a handsome man. Why would she need to look elsewhere? She has the whole package, yet that still wasn’t enough.

      “Better,” he replies with a bright smile.

      “You look it.”

      “May I?” he asks, motioning to the seat opposite me.

      I nod. “Of course. I’ll be glad for the company.”

      Upon sitting, he points at the magazines. “It looks like the gossip mags have been doing it.”

      I laugh nervously. “Yeah. I don’t gossip myself, but I’m ashamed to admit I do like to read about others.”

      “That’s nothing to be ashamed of. I do sometimes take a peek when I hear about another celebrity beating up a journalist.”

      I jokingly roll my eyes. “Is that because it makes you feel more ‘manly’…” I raise my hands to make air quotes, “if you read about people getting beaten up?”

      He smirks. “Okay. First, what’s with the air quotes? Second, I’m sure it’s not only men who read about things like that.”

      I start laughing. “Okay, okay, you got me. I won’t make another attempt to question your manhood.”

      He stares at me for a moment, smiling. “You look better than when I last saw you. Happier.” I smile back, then it fades. “Uh-oh, that doesn’t look too good. Have I put my foot in my mouth?”

      I shake my head. “No, no. I am happier. It’s just...” I pause.

      “Just...?”

      “I’m having problems with Kyle. He won’t accept the divorce and is threatening to move back in.”

      He leans forward, a concerned look on his face. “Can he do that? From a legal standpoint, I mean? In any case, he should respect your decision.”

      “As soon as he threatened it, I went to my solicitor. He said that since he moved out voluntarily, he would need a court order to move back in. My solicitor is currently filing a motion with the court for temporary exclusive possession of the marital home. I hope that will buy me some time.”

      He places his hand on my arm. “If you have any problems with him, I am just around the corner. I can be there in under a minute.”

      “Thank you. My solicitor did tell me to call the police, but it definitely makes me feel safer knowing you’re so close.”

      He leans back. “Well, it makes me feel better, too.” Just as he says this, a server comes by to ask him if he wants to order. Ethan looks at me, eyebrows raised. “Would you mind if I eat with you?”

      I shake my head. “Go ahead.”

      He orders the same as me, then turns to me with a smile. “Yours looked too good to pass on.”

      Taking a bite, I cover my mouth when I speak. “It’s really good. It’s one of the only things I can...” I catch myself before I spill the beans. Confused, he looks at me as I widen my eyes. “I mean... It’s one of the only things I allow myself the pleasure of from time to time. Cheese is so fattening.” Waving my hand, I try and laugh it off, hoping he doesn’t see right through me.

      He chuckles. “Me, too. I’m a doctor and supposed to advise against eating anything fattening or bad for you, but... You have to allow yourself some pleasures in life.”

      I nod. “Every Saturday, I buy myself a big bar of Galaxy and sneakily eat it in the kitchen.”

      He smiles, then frowns. “Why did you need to sneak it? Why not in front of the TV while watching a good movie or favourite program?”

      “Kyle used to berate me if I ever ate anything he deemed too fattening. He kept saying he liked me the way I was and didn’t want me to change.”

      Ethan shakes his head. “Well, that’s impossible. We all change as we get older. Especially our bodies. You wanted a family together, right? It’s only natural that your body would change with that alone. Your boobs get bigger, along with your waist. Also, stretch marks are extremely common. They are a sign of womanhood.”

      I laugh. “Womanhood. I don’t think any woman would call it that.”

      He smiles. “Why not? It’s true. Statistically, it’s very hard for a woman to become pregnant, yet there are hundreds of thousands of them out there carrying babies and giving birth. The marks you receive for carrying that child are just marks for a job well done.”

      At first, I am nervous when he starts talking about pregnancy, but I can’t help but smile at that comment. “A job well done, huh?”

      He chuckles. “Okay, it sounds a little formal saying it like that, but it’s true. In fact, I loved the subject so much, I actually started my career delivering babies.”

      “Really?” I ask, just as his sandwich and drink are placed on the table. “I had no idea. What made you decide to run your own surgery?”

      He nods to the server before turning to me. “It’s a long story. Basically, a friend needed help running his surgery. I stepped in to help out, then he got sick and died. His wish for me was to continue running it for him. He said his patients had just gotten used to me and that changing to another GP would only unsettle things.”

      I frown. “Are you saying you’re only running this because of a man’s dying wish?”

      He takes a bite of his sandwich before shrugging. “I guess so.”

      The thought makes me sad. “If you had a choice to do anything, what would it be? Say a Genie granted you a career wish—”

      He raises his eyebrow. “A career wish?”

      I playfully scowl. “Hear me out. If you were asked to pick your dream job, what would it be?”

      He thinks for a moment. “I would either go back into obstetrics or be a paediatrician.”

      “I bet dealing with a child’s death would be hard, though. It’s bad enough to see them sick, but to see them die...” I shake my head. “I truly admire anyone who would want to go into that field.”

      He nods. “There is that. But there’s always a sense of great achievement when you help a sick child get better again.”

      I think on his words a moment. “I know you’re carrying on what your friend left behind, but don’t you think if he were a true friend, he would want you to be happy in what you do?”

      “Oh, I am happy.”

      “But would you say you are a hundred percent fulfilled?”

      As he looks into my eyes, I can tell he’s thinking about the question. Then he offers me a grand smile. “You’re very good, you know.” He starts laughing, which sets me off.

      “What?” I ask innocently.

      “Don’t act like you don’t know. Have you ever thought of becoming a psychologist?”

      “I only asked a question,” I respond, acting like I’m offended.

      “Sarah always tried to talk me into becoming a paediatrician, but it was only because of the money.”

      I almost say “Typical”, but hold my tongue. Sarah has been very self-centred lately, but she wasn’t always like that. When we were children, she was eager to team up with me whenever I wanted to help out at local centres for the homeless or raise money for charities. As the years went by, she started shying away from that and became more interested in how her hair looked and what the latest Prada handbag was going to be. Money and possessions became a big thing for her.

      “You should do something you want because it will make you happy, not because of the money. I hate to say this, but I think Sarah was right. Not for the reason she gave, though. You didn’t answer my question regarding being fulfilled, but I think I can hazard a guess. My only advice is to follow your heart. Don’t let anyone pressure you into doing something because it benefits them.”

      He smiles. “Thanks. I’ll have to think about that.”

      “Good,” I say with a nod. As I chew my last bite of sandwich, I notice Ethan’s is already gone. “You have quite the appetite today.”

      He pats his stomach, grinning. “All the better to treat patients with.”

      I start laughing, then look at my watch. I notice nearly two hours have gone by, but I don’t know where it went. I swallow hard, thinking about Kyle. He’ll be coming over in less than three hours. I need to be prepared.

      “Are you late for something?”

      Ethan’s question pulls me from my frown. He’s mirroring my own. “Not really, but I do need to get going.”

      “Okay. Let me pay for this and we’ll head out.”

      “No, no. It’s fine. Let me...” As I stand up, my hip bumps into the magazines, sending them all to the floor. “Shit!” I shout, bending down to quickly pick them up. Ethan does the same, so I attempt to try and hide the obvious ones.

      “Here, let me...”

      “It’s okay,” I almost snap, but it’s too late. He spots one of the magazines and picks it up. I close my eyes, hoping he won’t jump to the obvious conclusion. When I open them back up, he’s staring at me.

      “I think we need to talk,” he says, showing me the cover.
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      I sigh. “Okay, but not here.”

      “Where?” he asks, helping me up.

      I think about asking him over to my place, but the worry that Kyle may come around is in the back of my mind. Then again, what if I go to his place and stumble upon Kyle when I return home?

      Shit, this is fucking ridiculous. I shouldn’t be scared to go to my own home.

      “Do you have time to come over to my place? I caught the bus in, but we can get a taxi back.”

      He shakes his head. “No. My car is parked in the car park just across the road. I can give you a lift back.”

      Once I nod, Ethan pays the bill, then tenderly holds my arm as he escorts me out. When we’re in his Range Rover, he starts the engine, but just stares straight ahead. I can tell he’s bursting to say something, but he knows here is not the time or place.

      Putting his car in drive, Ethan pulls out onto the road. The whole time, I take little peeks out of the corner of my eye. His sighs tell me he’s either angry or upset...maybe both. It brings a knot to my stomach, making me chastise myself for not telling him earlier.

      Once we get to my house, Ethan parks next to my car. I breathe a sigh of relief when I don’t see Kyle’s car there.

      Walking to the door, I quickly get my keys out and let us both in. Once Ethan shuts the door, I take off my coat and place my bag by the door. When I turn around, he’s staring at me. The look makes the knot in my stomach return. I have enough on my plate with the threat from Kyle. I certainly wasn’t expecting to tell someone I’ve never had sex with that they’re about to become a father. This is all too much.

      “Would you like a drink?” He shakes his head. My tears well. “I was going to tell you, but you just found out about Sarah. I didn’t want to add this to the mix, as well. I’m so sorry. Please, don’t be angry with me.”

      Walking toward me, he grabs my arms and looks into my eyes. “I’m not angry.” He pulls me in for a hug. I close my eyes and savour the comfort. “How many weeks?”

      I sniffle. “Seven.”

      I feel the loss once he pulls away. “Have you got tissues?”

      I nod. “They’re in the kitchen. Top right-hand cupboard.”

      Moving swiftly, he enters the kitchen. A few seconds later, he walks out again, handing me some. “Here.” He motions me to the sofa. “Let’s sit down.” He sits beside me. “Do you mind telling me from the start? When did you find out?”

      “Almost three weeks ago. I was a couple days late, so I decided to buy a pregnancy test. I tried calling you, but you were busy. I also tried calling Sarah and Kyle, but both their phones went straight to voicemail.” I blow my nose a little before carrying on. “I couldn’t possibly stay at work knowing that I was pregnant, so I took a half-day off and came home.” I sigh, looking into his eyes. “That’s when I found them in bed together.”

      His eyes widen. “You walked in on them?”

      Nodding, I frown. “Didn’t you already know this? Didn’t Sarah tell you?”

      He shakes his head. “No. She conveniently left that part out.” He briefly closes his eyes, then looks back at me. “You knew all this time?”

      Tears start welling in my eyes again. “I’m so sorry you had to learn this way. I wanted to tell you, but a part of me felt you had enough on your plate, and another part of me was scared.”

      “Scared of what?” he asks, a small frown on his face.

      “Scared of what the outcome would be once I told you. This baby was supposed to be for you and Sarah. It was supposed to be part of a family unit, but now that family unit has been torn in half. When I found out what Sarah had done to me, I became protective. Especially when I went to the doctor to make sure I was okay after Kyle hit me and I fell to the ground.”

      Ethan grits his teeth and clenches his fists together. “Son of a bitch,” he says, looking away in disgust. Then something seems to dawn on him. “That day I saw you at the hospital...”

      I nod. “Yes. That was the day I went in to see if everything was okay with the pregnancy.”

      He scoots closer. “And everything is?” he asks expectantly.

      I smile. “Yes. Everything’s fine. Apparently, Mum’s are made of steel.” I nervously chuckle.

      For the first time since we left the café, Ethan smiles, too. “That’s true.” When it quickly disappears, I’m back to feeling anxious.

      “Are you angry with me?”

      Snapping his head to me, he grabs my hand. “Of course not. How can I be angry with the mother of my child?”

      I visibly relax, feeling more tears coming. “I’m sorry about me crying. I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately. Do you remember that John Lewis advert that was on over Christmas?”

      He nods. “The one with Baxter the dog and the trampoline?”

      “That’s the one. I remember saving it on my Facebook page and just so happened to play it again on my phone two days ago. I cried like a baby. I’ve never cried like that before.”

      He laughs. “It’s the hormones. Perfectly normal.”

      “Now that you know, how do you feel?”

      Shaking his head, he chuckles. “If I’m being honest, I think I’m still in shock.” He looks at me. “I also have to admit that I’m a little upset.” Feeling that knot in my stomach again, I nod. He then squeezes my hand. “I’m upset you’ve been dealing with this for the past three weeks all on your own. Yes, I had just found out about your husband and my wife, but you had to deal with both matters by yourself.”

      I look down. “Sorry.”

      He nudges my hand a little. “Don’t be. It was just you trying to do a selfless thing. But you need to know one thing right now. You’re not on your own anymore. You have me.”

      I bite my lip. “This baby… He or she feels like a part of me now. I know I said I’d be willing to give the baby away once it’s born, but I can no longer do that. Not since everything that’s happened. I’m sorry, but I want to be this baby’s mother.”

      “I guess that’s the main reason you didn’t want to tell me.”

      “I can’t help the way I feel.”

      He stares at our hands for a moment before meeting my eyes. “I know you can’t.” He sighs. “We’ll work something out. We have a little over seven months to do it. I’m sure we can come to some sort of compromise.”

      Feeling a tremendous weight lift off my shoulders, I smile. “Thank you. I really want that. I want this baby to have the benefit of a mother and father. I’m sure we can work out a schedule between us once the baby is born.”

      Smiling, he squeezes my hand a little. “I’m sure you’ll make a great mother. In fact, I can’t think of anyone better to be the mother of my child.”

      My heart warms. “That’s the biggest compliment anyone’s ever given me. Thank you. I know you’ll make a great father, too.”

      He starts laughing. “Only time will tell. We’re both new at this, but I’m sure, between us, we can provide the best for our baby.”

      “Speaking of which, are we going to find out the sex?”

      He looks away in thought. “The practical side of me says yes. At the same time, I want it to be a surprise.”

      I smile. “Me, too.”

      He chuckles. “You got pregnant on the second attempt, eh? I got strong swimmers.” He pulls at his jumper, as if to say he was a big man. It makes me laugh.

      “Or maybe I just accept your babies gracefully.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Gracefully, huh? That’s a new one.”

      “You seem a lot more relaxed about it now. You seemed so tense in the car. It got me worried.”

      “I guess I was just in shock and had a million questions. I think I’m just now wrapping my head around the fact that you’re pregnant with my baby.” He grins, shaking his head. “You’re pregnant with my baby.” He laughs, pulling me in for a hug. “Thank you.”

      The crying starts again. “This is so silly,” I say. “I think you’ve seen me cry more in these last few minutes than Kyle ever did in our whole marriage.” I pull away from him. “How long is this going to go on?”

      His mouth twitches. “Probably your whole pregnancy.”

      Closing my eyes, I sigh. “Please tell me you’re kidding.”

      He laughs a little. “No, but the good news is you should feel at your best during your second trimester. That’s when women tend to glow.”

      I roll my eyes. “So only another five weeks of feeling like crap then?”

      “Morning sickness?”

      Standing up, I walk toward my bag. “Yes. That’s why I went to the shop this morning and bought these.” I take out the biscuits and cake, then walk back to the couch. “I hear ginger helps settle the stomach.”

      He looks at the contents, then at me. “You can try them and see. The best thing is to make sure you eat little, but often, and mainly protein-rich foods. Also, make sure you drink plenty of water during the day. Have you been taking folic acid?”

      I nod. “Yes, for a couple weeks now.”

      “Good.” He looks away before glancing my way again. “Can I just ask one thing from you?”

      “Sure.”

      “That you let me come to every doctor’s appointment, scans, et cetera. Also, I want you to promise me that if you ever need anything—and I mean anything—you’ll give me a call. I don’t care if it’s three in the morning and you’re craving ice cream. I want to be there every step of the way. Can you do that for me?”

      Smiling brightly, I nod. “Of course.”

      He starts laughing. “I’m afraid you’re stuck with me now. I’m going to become a pain in the arse. Sorry.”

      I chuckle. “I’m sure you could never be a pain in the arse.”

      He nudges my arm with his. “You don’t believe me? Just watch.”

      In that moment, I feel happier than I’ve been in a long time. Maybe it’s the thought that I finally have someone on my side. Someone who I know will be there. I just know this baby will be loved. The thought fills me with a sense of euphoria I have never felt before. I can’t ask for more than that.

      Wanting to change the subject for the time being, I say, “Oh, I saw your sister in town. She actually caught me in Mother Care staring at baby clothes. I made some lame excuse that I was looking for a friend. I felt terrible lying to her. I don’t normally lie, but I couldn’t tell her until I had told you. That wouldn’t have been fair.”

      He smiles. “Don’t worry. I’m sure she will understand. She likes you anyway.”

      My posture perks up. “She does?”

      He nods, rolling his eyes. “Yes. Her ‘spidey senses’ told her so. She said there was a warmth surrounding you. Truthfully, she wishes you and Sarah had never gotten such dumb taxi drivers who made the mistake of taking you to the wrong places. I was married to Sarah at the time, so I told her it was unfair to say that. Now I see how right she really was. She never once said I told you so, though, so at least that’s something. I just wish I had paid more attention. Maybe then I would have found out about her a long time ago.”

      I shrug. “It is what it is. I’ve been blaming myself for stuff, too. But, at the end of the day, there are only two people to blame in all this. They knew what they were doing was wrong. They stood up there on our wedding days and took that oath. I kept my promises, and I’m sure you did, too.” I smile at him as he nods. “I feel like all of this is so upside down.” I chuckle.

      Ethan frowns. “What makes you say that?”

      “I’m divorcing my husband at the same time I’m pregnant with another man’s baby. How crazy is that? What makes it even more bizarre is that I’ve never cheated on my husband. I’ve never even looked at another man.” I sigh. “I wasn’t allowed to,” I say softly, looking down at my hands. “After a while, I suppose I got used to being submissive. He eventually wore me down so much that I was blinded by the world around me. All I was aware of was him.”

      “Wow,” Ethan says, shaking his head. “I always thought Kyle was a bit of an arsehole, but I never knew just how much. I did often think that he never deserved you. You’ve always been so kind to us, always there whenever Sarah needed you. I think that dickhead took advantage of it.”

      “What about you and Sarah?”

      Clasping his hands together and leaning forward, resting his arms on this thighs, he sighs. “I went to see a solicitor a few days ago. I can’t be married to someone I don’t trust.”

      I nod. “I feel exactly the same way.”

      “You know, Judy badgered me before I married Sarah. She kept going on and on about a prenup.” He turns to me. “I have an inheritance from when my parents died. Our family is quite wealthy. Most of us are solicitors, bankers, or doctors. Judy was worried that if we ever divorced, Sarah would swindle me out of my inheritance. I told her not to be silly because it was out of the question. Sarah was going to be my wife and we loved each other. That very same night, I went to see Sarah and she was going crazy over this wedding dress. It cost eight thousand pounds.” I gasped. “I explained to her that it was too much. Her response was, ‘Don’t be silly. You’re rich. You can afford it. Besides, don’t you want to make sure your wife-to-be has the best day of her life?’ I tried to reason with her by saying some of that money would be best spent on the honeymoon or the house we were buying. She started crying, telling me I didn’t love her and would never understand what it’s like for a woman. She really laid on the guilt.”

      He shakes his head. “Suffice it to say, I relented, but it got me thinking about what Judy said. In the end, I got my uncle to draw up a penup. One that would be fair for both of us. I hated doing it, but I’m glad I did. Sarah cried when I produced that, too, but she signed it…once I promised to buy her whatever she wanted for the wedding.” He laughs. “I think it was one of the most expensive weddings in history.”

      I nod, remembering how lavish it was. The dress was stunning, the flowers huge and in full bloom. The cake was the size of my house, and the marquee was big enough to hold up to two thousand people. They had a five-course meal with champagne, and the servers looked as though they were dressed to attend a ball. It was way over the top, but I suppose that was Sarah all over.

      “I could sell the house and take half the profits,” Ethan says, snapping me from my thoughts. “But I won’t do that to her. She can have the house. It’s all paid for. She’ll just have to find herself a job so she can pay the bills. If she sells it to downgrade, so be it. I just don’t want anything to do with that house anymore. It somehow feels...tainted.”

      Looking around my living room, I shudder. “I see what you mean.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable.”

      I shake my head. “No, that’s okay. A part of me wants to keep the house because it was my first one. Like you, my inheritance went into this house. One day, I’ll probably sell. I just want to get this divorce over with.”

      “Will you not have to sell it anyway?”

      I shake my head. “My solicitor seems to think I’ll be able to keep it. He has all the paperwork from when we bought the place. If I have to sell the house, Kyle will have to sell his car. Most of the money that went into buying it was from my parents. I was the one to always deal with the financial side of things. I saved, Kyle spent. That was the way it was. If I asked him to slow down, he’d grumble and tell me I was nagging. After a while, I started to put some money aside the moment I got paid. We both agreed we would save for a baby. We made a promise to each other. I invested so much into the marriage, and for what?” I shrug.

      “You can’t say that now. Maybe you had to marry Kyle to learn from it.” I smirk. “What?”

      “You’re talking about fate.”

      He clucks his tongue, rolling his eyes. “You and your fate.”

      I nudge his shoulder. “Oh, come on. You said that if I got pregnant, it was meant to be. I’m not sure why we married such horrid people, but maybe you’re right. We were supposed to learn from it. Maybe this was where it was heading all along.”

      He smirks. “With spouses who cheated on us with each other and you ending up pregnant with my baby?”

      I start laughing. “When I told my solicitor that, he thought someone had set him up for a prank.”

      He starts laughing with me. “I suppose it does sound like something from the Jeremy Kyle show.”

      “That’s funny. I said exactly the same thing.”

      “Did you?”

      I nod. “Yep.”

      When I think of something else, my laughter stops. “You know, sooner or later, Kyle and Sarah will find out about this. Do you think they’ll hold it against us?”

      The sound of Ethan’s laughter stops at my question. “They could, but we’re the innocent party here. Everyone knew what the plan was. I have records of your visits. Nothing untoward happened. It was all done by the board.” He sighs. “Anyway, I don’t want you worrying about that. You said you want to keep the baby and be a mother?” I nod. “Well, this is supposed to be one of the happiest times of your life. I want you to hold onto that.”

      I smile at him. “I will.”

      Looking at his watch, he frowns. “Shit. I’ll be late for my next appointment if I don’t get going soon. I really want to stay, but...”

      I place my hand on his knee. “I know. You have to get to work. It’s important. As you say, we have seven more months to sort everything out.”

      He rubs his hands over his face and reluctantly gets up. “I suppose you’re right, but it somehow feels wrong to leave you so soon after finding out.” He spins toward me. “Hey, how about I take you to dinner tomorrow night to celebrate?”

      I bite my lip, unsure. I know Kyle and I have separated, but I’m still legally married to him. Going out with Ethan, no matter how platonic, would look wrong to others.

      As if sensing this, Ethan says, “Quite frankly, it has nothing to do with them, but if you feel uncomfortable, we’ll do it once the divorce is finalized. Either that, or I can take you to dinner in another town.”

      “I would love to go to dinner with you, but I think I just need time. At least until the divorce is over. That’s if Kyle agrees to it. Something tells me he’s going to be extremely difficult.”

      Walking toward me, he grabs my shoulders. “As I said, you’re not on your own in this. You have me. I will be there whenever you need me. It is my duty as a father. I will never let you down. I promise.”

      Feeling the tears well again, I motion to the door. “You’d better leave before I start blubbering again.” We laugh as he walks toward it. He turns to me.

      “If I don’t get to see you every day, can I at least call?”

      I feel my face flush. It’s nice having someone in my life who cares so much. I know he’s only doing it for the baby, but I’ll take it while it lasts. “Of course. Call as much as you like.”

      He walks out the door, smirking. “Oh, I think you’re going to regret saying that.” He winks as he strides away. “Sleep well tonight. Remember, call me anytime—day or night.”

      “I will!” I shout, clasping my arms around my waist.

      “Get inside or you’ll freeze to death. Doctor’s orders.”

      Saluting him, I nod. “Yes, sir!” I wave as I close the door.

      I check the time. A little after three. Kyle will be here in around three hours. I double bolt the door and secure all the windows.

      You can’t ever be too secure.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

      

    
    
      Around six thirty, I hear the roaring of an engine, lights illuminating the dark walls. As they switch off, my stomach flips. I start shaking, but I have no idea why. He can’t get in. Not unless he breaks a window or something. As I hear his car door open and shut, my mouth dries and my heart starts thumping.

      The doorbell rings, but I stay rooted to the sofa in the dark, hoping he’ll think I’m not in. A few seconds go by before he rings the doorbell again. “Come on, Alice. I know you’re here because your car is parked outside. Stop sitting in the dark and come open the door. I have my suitcase. Stop being stupid and let me in.” When I don’t respond, he bangs on the door, making me jump. “I told you if you didn’t let me in, I’d break the fucking door down. You know me, Alice. I’m a man of my word. Just let me in so we can talk like adults.”

      “Go away!” I shout.

      He bangs quickly three times. “This is my fucking house. You can’t tell me to go away. I live here. Now open the fucking door.” He kicks at it, making it shudder. I wonder just how secure that door really is.

      Feeling even more frightened, I grab my phone, my thumb hovering over the numbers. “If you don’t go away, I’m calling the police.”

      He kicks the door again. “Good! Then you’ll be forced to let me in. You can’t do this, Alice. You can’t keep me away from my own home. Now let…me…in!” He kicks it a few more times. With each one, I think the door will fly open.

      Feeling I have no other option, I dial 999 and wait for the operator.

      “Emergency. Which service?”

      “I need the police to come around to my house. My ex-husband is outside, threatening to kick the door down.”

      “Okay. What’s your name and address?” I rattle it off to her. “Just sit tight, Alice, and someone will be around shortly. If need be, lock yourself in the bathroom.”

      “Okay. Thank you,” I answer in a shaky voice.

      Just then, I hear a series of bangs. “Stop being a fucking bitch and open the fucking door!”

      “Did you hear that?” I ask the operator, my breathing getting heavier. My heart feels like it’s going to explode out of my chest.

      “Yes. I heard every word. Don’t worry, Alice. They’re on their way as we speak. Just a couple more minutes.”

      He starts banging so hard, I think he’s going to get in. “I’m scared,” I squeak. I know Kyle can be a little hot-headed, but he’s becoming more and more unstable.

      “I know, honey. I’ll stay on the phone with you, okay? Someone will be there soon. Don’t you worry.”

      Suddenly, he bangs on the window, making me squeal. “I’m going to break this fucking window. I don’t care of the cost. Open the fucking door!”

      “He’s threatening to break the window,” I wail, running around the sofa, crouching behind it.

      “Are you standing away from the windows?”

      “Yes,” I answer. “I’m crouching behind the sofa.”

      “Alice!” he screams.

      I want to tell him to go the fuck away, but I know that’s just going to antagonise him further. I’m tired of his shit already.

      Silence fills the room, which makes me more nervous. Has he given up?

      “What’s happening, Alice? Keep talking,” the operator says in a calm voice.

      My hands start to shake. “I don’t know,” I whisper. “I think he’s—”

      The window smashes.

      I scream. “He smashed the window! He smashed it!”

      “Alice... Alice, listen to me. Run into the bathroom and lock yourself in. The police are two minutes away.”

      I hear Kyle ranting and screaming as I run into the bathroom, slam the door, and lock it. “Please hurry,” I plead, tears running down my face.

      “They should be there any moment. Can you hear the sirens?”

      Placing my ear to the door, I try to focus on any noise. There’s nothing at first, then I hear the faint sound of sirens. “They’re coming.” I breathe out an exhausted breath. “I can’t do this,” I sob into the phone.

      “You can, Alice. Just hang in there. The police will help you.”

      “Thank you,” I say shakily.

      “No problem at all, honey.”

      I hear shouting and screaming from outside, then silence.

      “Alice?! Alice Armstrong?! It’s the police. You can come out now.”

      “They’re in my house.”

      The operator breathes out a sigh of relief. “Okay. You can open the door now.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “My name’s Elizabeth.”

      “Thank you, Elizabeth. I really appreciate what you’ve done.”

      “No problem at all. It’s my job.”

      Hanging up, I tentatively open the door and find a policeman standing in the hallway. As soon as I see him, I rush into his arms. “It’s okay, Alice. You’re safe now. We’ve got him in the car.”

      Feeling silly, I pull away. “Sorry. I was just so scared. I shouldn’t be hugging you.”

      I catch him looking at my eye before he smiles. “That’s okay. I’d much rather have that than getting assaulted any day.” He looks around. “Is there somewhere we can go so I can ask you some questions?”

      I nod, pointing. “Sure. How about the living room? I just need to get some tissue and I’ll be right back. Would you like a drink?”

      He smiles. “No, but thanks for offering. Get yourself something, though. I’m sure you could use a drink after that.”

      Rushing into the kitchen, I grab myself some tissues and a glass of water before heading into the living room. The door is open and there’s glass all over the floor. Outside, I can see the faint flashing lights, but I don’t dare go near the window to look outside. I don’t want to see him.

      As I walk toward the police officer sitting on the sofa, my phone rings. “Sorry,” I say, motioning toward the phone. “I’ll get rid of whomever that is.”

      The police officer raises his hands and nods, so I pick up the phone. “Hello?”

      “Alice, are you okay? I saw a police car heading in your direction and it got me worried.”

      “Hi, Ethan. Everything’s fine. Kyle showed up, so I had to call the police. They’re here now, so I’m okay.”

      “I’m coming over.”

      “No, it’s...” Hearing the phone disconnect, I hang up. I look toward the police officer. “That was a friend and neighbour. He saw the lights and got concerned. He says he’s coming over.”

      “I heard you mention Ethan. What’s his surname?”

      I sit down on the couch. “Connor. Dr. Connor. He’s married…was married to my best…ex-best friend.” I shake my head. “It’s complicated.”

      Nodding, he flicks open his small notepad and gets his pen ready. “That man out there is your husband?”

      “Ex-husband,” I correct. “Around three weeks ago, I found him in bed with my best friend...”

      He raises his eyebrows. “The one who’s married to this Dr. Connor?”

      I nod. “Yes. I asked Kyle to leave, so he did, but he’s become increasingly agitated over the weeks. Especially since he received the divorce papers a few days ago. He threatened he would do this. He said this was his house and he had a right.”

      He looks up from his writing. “He will need to obtain a court order for that.”

      “That’s what my solicitor told me. Besides, I couldn’t live with someone like that.”

      Using his pen, he points at my eye. “Was he responsible for that?”

      At first, I say nothing, then nod. “When my friend, Sally, was over for a visit, Dr. Connor came by to make sure I was okay. Kyle turned up and started accusing him of trying to steal me away from him. He hit Ethan and I tried to intervene. That’s when Kyle hit me.” As instructed by my solicitor, I don’t say how.

      Shaking his head, he starts writing, then looks up. “Why didn’t you call the police at the time?”

      I shrug. “I suppose I was in shock. I had kind of hoped he would leave me alone after that.”

      The doorbell rings. “Alice, it’s Ethan.”

      I start getting up when the police officer stops me. “I’ll answer for you.” As I nod, he walks to the door. However, when Ethan spots me, he runs over.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, sitting beside me.

      I nod. “Yes, I’m fine.”

      “Did that arsehole hurt you?”

      “No. As you can see, though, my window suffered.”

      He looks over at the window, then gets up to stand in front of the policeman. “I hope you’re going to arrest that fucker.”

      The policeman holds his hands out. “Calm down, sir. I know tensions are high right now. Mrs. Armstrong and I were just discussing everything when you came around.”

      Reaching out, I grab Ethan’s arm. “It’s okay. Sit. I just want to get this over and done with.”

      He blows out a breath in anger, but relents and sits next to me. Once the police officer sees that Ethan is as calm as he can be, he sits on one of the sofa chairs.

      “Now, can you tell me what happened from start to finish?”

      I tell the officer about Kyle coming to my work and ripping up the divorce papers before threatening me. I then tell him about tonight. As he writes everything down, I say, “The operator, Elizabeth, heard everything that went on from the moment I called. I’m sure she can vouch for me.”

      A knock sounds on the door and a police officer pushes it open, looking at the other one. “Can I have a word?”

      They walk out and close the door behind them. Ethan grabs my hand. “I should have stayed with you tonight. I never imagined things would get this bad. You should have told me he threatened you.”

      “And what would you have done about it?”

      “I would have found him and kicked his fucking arse.”

      Giggling, I nudge him. “Exactly. And then you’d be playing right into his hands. He would have had you arrested. You can’t have that. You’re a doctor.”

      “I don’t care. It would have been worth it just to wipe that smug look he always has off his face.” He shakes his head before looking at me. “Why don’t you come live with me for a while? Just until this blows over.”

      It’s tempting, I’d feel safer, but I shake my head. “Why should I be afraid in my own home? No. I won’t let him run me out of my house. I won’t let him win.”

      “It’s not about winning and losing, Alice,” he says, moving closer. “You’re the mother of my child. If anything happens to you...” He grits his teeth, making me smile. I squeeze his hand.

      “I know, and I’m really thankful that you care so much. Listen, if this escalates, I promise I’ll move. For the moment, though, I’m staying.”

      “Trying to break down the door and smashing a window is escalating, don’t you think? He’s obviously unstable. When I got here, I saw him in the police car. He started hitting the window with his head and shouting at me.”

      Frowning, I look away. “I can’t believe how much he’s changed. This is just so unlike him.”

      “Or maybe he’s been like this all along and you’ve just never seen the real him because he kept you down for so many years.”

      I’m about to retort when I close my mouth again. At the end of the day, no matter how much I argue, Ethan’s right. I just haven’t seen it until now.

      The officer walks back in. “He’s been drinking, so we’re arresting him for breaching the peace and being drunk in charge of a vehicle. We’ll keep him overnight until he sobers up. We’ll also have the car towed. I assume you don’t want it stuck outside your house.”

      Ethan shoots up from his seat. “What? That’s it? He scared Alice half to death and smashed her window, but all you’re going to do is keep him overnight?”

      “Technically, it’s his window. He still owns half the property.”

      Shoving his hands through his hair, Ethan starts pacing. “I don’t believe this.”

      The police officer looks from Ethan to me. “I would suggest you get your solicitor to file a motion with the court for temporary exclusive possession of your home. You will need an injunction on either yourself or your property.”

      I nod. “My solicitor is already on this. I’ll speak with him in the morning regarding an injunction.”

      “Good.” He looks at the window. “Shall we call someone for you to cover that? You won’t get a new window tonight, but at least someone can secure it for you.”

      I smile. “If you could, that would be great. Thank you.”

      “No problem. Will you be okay?”

      I look up at a pacing Ethan before glancing back at the police officer. “Yes, I will be.”

      Finally, Ethan snaps his head to the officer. “I’ll stay with her. At least until someone gets here to fix the window.”

      Nodding, the officer leaves, closing the door behind him. Ethan sits beside me. “You have to tell the solicitor about the baby. I know you want to keep this a secret, but Kyle’s getting out of hand. He needs to be reined in. If you’re expecting, no court in the land would allow someone like him near you.”

      I know what he’s saying is true, but it concerns me. “If Kyle finds out about the baby, it may make him even more unstable.”

      Ethan sucks in a breath. “Well, then, come and live with me.”

      “Ethan, you can’t watch me twenty-four/seven. Besides, once I get this injunction, maybe he’ll finally stay away.” This divorce has only just started, but I’m already tired. “I don’t know,” I say, sighing. “Maybe I should just give in, sell the house, and give him half the money. At least I’d be free of him.”

      Grabbing my hand, he moves closer. “Please, don’t give up now. He doesn’t deserve any of it. Not after what he’s done.”

      Looking into his eyes, I smile. “You’re willing to give Sarah half of the house when you don’t have to. How is this any different?”

      “It just is.”

      “How?”

      “There’s a big difference. For a start, Sarah hasn’t worked in years and has nowhere else to go. No matter what she’s done, I can’t see her homeless. That’s the gentlemanly thing to do. It’s a pity Kyle can’t extend the same courtesy to his wife.”

      I sigh. “Kyle is a very selfish man.”

      Ethan shakes his head. “He definitely is. I’ve never hated anyone in my life before. Even after what she did, I can’t even bring myself to hate Sarah. But Kyle... He’s definitely the exception to the rule.”

      I pat his knee. “You may be a doctor, but you’re only human.” I get up. “Do you fancy a cup of tea? Maybe something stronger? A beer?”

      He smiles. “A beer would go down nicely. Thanks.”

      Ignoring the glass on the floor, I walk toward the kitchen and put on the kettle for me, then grab a bottle of beer for Ethan. Once my tea is ready, I put it, the beer, and a plate of biscuits on a tray, then walk into the living room to find Ethan sweeping up the glass.

      He looks up. “I hope you don’t mind. I found these in the little cupboard under the stairs.”

      “Not at all.” I smile brightly as I place the tray down.

      “Why are you smiling like that?” he asks with a smirk.

      I sit down and look at him with a laugh. “Kyle never did an ounce of housework. Seeing someone quite manly sweeping is refreshing.”

      “Manly?” he asks, cocking an eyebrow. “You think I look manly?”

      I feel myself blush. “Well, you’re obviously fit and healthy. You go to the gym regularly. You’re tall, muscular, and look like you can handle yourself. I saw as much when Kyle hit you.”

      Ethan rolls his shoulders. “I used to kickbox years ago.”

      “Really?”

      “Yep. I enjoyed it, too.” Ethan sweeps the rest of the glass into the dustpan and walks toward the kitchen to throw it into the bin.

      “Why did you stop?”

      I hear nothing for a few seconds. “What was that?” he asks, walking toward my little cupboard.

      “If you enjoyed it so much, why did you stop?”

      He walks back in, picks up his beer, and sits in the chair. I don’t know why, but I feel a little lost when he does. Being close to him makes me feel...safe.

      “I loved going to the gym and kickboxing, but in my final years of studying, I didn’t have time for both. I opted to drop the kickboxing because I wanted to remain fit. Besides, I’m sure I’d remember it if I had to use it. Thankfully, I have only had to once in my lifetime.”

      I frown. “Oh no. When was that?”

      Ethan takes a sip if his beer, then shrugs off his jacket. He has a pale pink shirt on, which looks good on him. When I look back at him, he’s smiling. “What?”

      I blush again. “Nothing. It’s just, well… You look nice in pink. That’s all.”

      “Why, thank you.”

      “Anyway,” I say, waving my hand. “What happened to you?”

      He sets his jacket beside him and settles back in the chair. “It was just before I met Sarah. I went out with some mates for a few drinks. As I walked back home, I was jumped. The guy held a knife to my throat and demanded that I give him my wallet.”

      I gasp. “What happened?”

      “I grabbed his arm and yanked him off me. As I spun, I kicked him in the head, knocking him out cold.”

      “Did you call the police?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I thought I might end up getting in trouble for assaulting him. There were no witnesses, so I figured if I let him off, he would do the same for me.”

      “But what if he did it to someone else?”

      He thinks about that for a moment. “I was a lot younger then. I talked myself into believing that he would think twice next time he wanted to mug someone.”

      Shrugging, I nod. “I guess you were right. At least, I hope you were.”

      “Besides, with the sentencing these days, he would have only gotten a slap on the wrist and be sent out to do it again anyway.” He shakes his head. “Tonight is a prime example of injustice.”

      I sigh. “I’m going to call my solicitor in the morning so he can sort this injunction out. Kyle would be stupid to start breaking the law now. He never has before.” Then I remember something. “Oh, apart from the time he was sixteen and got caught with cannabis in his pocket. Because he was a minor and only had enough for his own consumption, they only gave him a caution. It was enough for him not to do it again.”

      “I did cannabis when I was that age,” he says, surprising me. “When you’re young, you think you can do anything. I was invincible.” He gives me a cheeky wink before taking a sip of beer. I don’t know why, but that little wink does something to my stomach. It’s almost like butterflies.

      I pick up my cup of tea and take a sip. “I guess we all thought like that at fifteen, sixteen. I thought I knew everything. I used to tell my aunt as much.” I shake my head. “She must have really regretted the day she took me in.”

      “Do you miss them?” he asks, leaning forward.

      “My parents?” He nods. “I do think about them from time to time. It’s hard, but it gets better every day. You must understand that.”

      “Yep. It’s never easy, but at least you can look back and remember them with a smile rather than a tear. I’m sure that’s how they want to be remembered.”

      “It frightens me,” I blurt without thinking.

      Ethan frowns. “What?”

      I look into his eyes. “Mortality. It’s strange. I never thought about it before, but now that I’m pregnant, I think about it often. I want this baby to get the full experience I never had.”

      Ethan smiles. “He or she will. I promise. All I can say is if we work together as a team, this baby will want for nothing. I think he or she is actually quite lucky.”

      Smirking, I raise my eyebrow. “Really? How’s that?”

      “Well, when you think about it, couples get together, marry, then have children. By that stage, familiarity sets in and arguments can arise. The best part about us raising this child is the love and marriage part doesn’t come into it. We can work together as a team, as sensible adults. I can see us working well together.”

      “I must admit, I feel so much better now that you know. Thoughts of you getting back with Sarah and taking the baby away from me scared me to death. That’s a big reason I couldn’t bring myself to tell you. I was honest when I said it wasn’t the right time with you just finding out about Sarah, but I also kept it from you for purely selfish reasons. I actually hated myself for not ringing you and letting you know.” I sigh again. “Anyway, that’s my confession. And yes, I do think we’ll work well together as a team.”

      “Motherly instinct is a powerful thing. I don’t think it was as much selfishness as it was simply a mother protecting her child. If you say that fate is real, maybe something in the universe made you become pregnant at the time you did. Maybe you were meant to have this baby all along. I realise now that doing it the way we were going to would have been a mistake. You would have struggled. Don’t you agree?”

      I would like to say no, that I would have coped, but a part of me thinks he’s right. I shrug. “I would have dealt with it.”

      Ethan smiles. “Because you would have felt obliged to. Your best friend couldn’t conceive. You would have given anything for her to have a baby. But it would have been at the cost of your broken heart. Knowing that crushes me.”

      My heart warms. “I’ve never met someone as understandable as you.”

      Ethan takes another gulp of beer. “I just think it’s a matter of dealing with what our spouses did that changes the dynamics in a major way. You said your instinct was to protect, which will never change. You’ve already bonded. How can I take that away from you? I had a lot of time to think about it today and it all boils down to the same thing. We’ll make it work because we have to.”

      A knock on the door interrupts. “Who is it?” Ethan asks.

      “Locksmith for Alice Armstrong.”

      “Yes,” I shout, running toward the door. I open it and see a couple men standing there, tools in their hands. “Please, come in.” I point to the window.

      They get to work. By the time they’re done boarding it up, Ethan’s had another beer, and I’m absolutely shattered. I don’t tell Ethan this because he’ll take that as a hint to go. Truthfully, I don’t want him to leave.

      But as I look at the time and see that it’s already well after nine, Ethan takes that as his cue. “I suppose you want me to go.”

      I can tell he’s reluctant. “Please stay. That’s if you don’t mind. I could use the company.”

      He smiles. “I don’t mind at all.”

      When I put the TV on for some background noise, Forrest Gump comes on. Before I know it, we are settled next to each other on the sofa, eating biscuits and watching the movie. In all my years with Kyle, we never did this together.

      It’s nice.
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      The next day, I wake up to the smell of cooking eggs. My stomach roils, but my mind wants sleep. The more the smell reaches my nostrils, the more my stomach rebels. Before I can even think, I’m off the sofa and running toward the bathroom.

      Clutching onto the side of the toilet, I vomit violently. I’m miserable, but the more I get rid of, the better I feel.

      I feel a hand on my back, rubbing tenderly. That’s when it all comes back to me. Kyle, the smashed window, Ethan, falling asleep on the sofa.

      Taking a couple deep breaths, I reach for a tissue, but Ethan hands me some. “Feeling better?”

      I dab my mouth, flush the toilet, and turn to him. “Yes, much better. Thanks.” I feel like death warmed over, but Ethan looks bright-eyed. “I guess we both fell asleep, huh?” And it’s then I realise I didn’t wake up once during the night. That’s never happened before.

      “I woke up in the middle of the night with you wrapped around me. You looked so peaceful, I didn’t want to move you.”

      My cheeks flush with embarrassment. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realise.”

      He chuckles. “Don’t be sorry. It was nice to see you looking so content. I know things have been hard for you, but I meant what I said. I’m here for you—to make things better.” He leans against the doorframe and scratches his head. “Well, that’s the plan anyway.”

      I smile. “Well, your plan’s working.”

      “Are you kidding? I just made you sick by trying to cook you breakfast. I don’t think that’s a good start.”

      I place my hand on his shoulder. “You didn’t know. Besides, it’s nice. I can’t remember the last time someone cooked me breakfast.”

      His eyes widen. “Kyle never cooked for you? Never made you breakfast in bed?”

      I shake my head. “Nope. I think he felt it was woman’s work. Unfortunately, that was the way his parents brought him up. That’s what he always told me anyway. I could see it for myself all the times I was around them. His mother and I would be in the kitchen cooking, while Kyle and his dad would sit in the living room and talk ‘business’.”

      He shakes his head. “But still. This is the twenty-first century. Growing up with friends and other cultures should have taught him differently. I know plenty of men who were brought up exactly the same, but rebelled against it. I think Kyle’s excuse that he was brought up that way is just laziness.”

      I smirk. I’ve always liked Ethan, but getting to really know him already makes me feel close to him. He always knows the right things to say. It’s refreshing.

      “Shall I get rid of breakfast?” he asks, pointing toward the kitchen.

      I shake my head. “No, it’s fine. Actually, I am really hungry. I didn’t eat much yesterday.”

      He gives me a reprimanding look, but doesn’t say anything. The look tells me all I need to know.

      As we walk into the kitchen, he points to a chair, so I diligently sit down, smiling. This is all new to me.

      “How do you like your eggs?”

      “Scrambled, please.”

      He gets to work. By the way he’s opening drawers and helping himself to the seasonings, I can tell he feels at home in my kitchen. It’s quite fascinating to watch.

      I look at the clock hanging on the wall. Shit, it’s almost nine. I’ve never slept this late. “I’m usually headed to my yoga class by now.”

      Ethan turns and gives me a smile. “Don’t be hard on yourself. Sometimes it’s nice to have a break from the norm.”

      I fake gasp. “Are my ears deceiving me, or is the doctor advising me not to exercise?”

      “There’s always another day. Even doctors don’t always take their own advice. Live a little, but don’t overdo it. Enjoy the things that make you happy, but not so much that it could kill you.”

      I start laughing as he scoops eggs onto two plates. “So now we’re a poet.”

      Handing me a plate, Ethan sits down opposite me. “I try my best.” He points to my food with his fork. “I hope I’ve cooked them okay.”

      I pick my fork up and scoop up some eggs, popping them into my mouth. Instantly, the flavours hit me. “Oh my god. What is that?”

      Smirking, Ethan’s posture perks up like he’s just gotten the greatest compliment. “It’s just a sprinkling of salt, pepper, oregano, and thyme.”

      Taking another bite, I moan. “It’s delicious.”

      We don’t say much as we eat. I’m so engrossed in the eggs, conversation takes second place. Once finished, I set my fork down, realising Ethan’s still eating. “I’m such a pig,” I say, burping. My eyes widen, my face flushing. “Shit. How rude of me. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for that to come out.”

      Ethan laughs. “Don’t worry about that. It’s actually a compliment in some countries. In fact, it would be considered rude if you didn’t burp after a meal. By the way…” He points toward me with a fork, “you’re not a pig. You’re hungry. I’ll just be glad if you manage to keep it down. Remember, you’re eating for two now.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “You and I both know that’s a myth. Oh, Doctor.” I shake my head. “You really are going against the grain.”

      He gets up, picking up both plates and walking toward the sink. “If you keep talking like that, you’re going to give me a bad reputation.”

      I giggle, stopping when I hear the doorbell. I frown. I don’t know who it could be, then realise it could be someone wanting to measure for the new window. I get up and stroll toward the door. When I open it, I wish I hadn’t.

      “Hi. Can I come in?”

      My face drops as I stare at Sarah, then I remember Ethan’s in my kitchen. “Now is not a good time.”

      We hear dishes clinking in the kitchen. “Oh, you have company. You decided to forgive him then. That’s good.”

      I frown. “Why is it that you’ve just jumped to the conclusion it’s Kyle?”

      “I...I just assumed,” she stutters, then sees Ethan’s coat. Her eyes narrow.

      “Anything else I can wash...?” Ethan stops still when he emerges from the kitchen, a towel in his hand. We all stand there awkwardly.

      I feel guilty all of a sudden, but then I remember I have no reason to. Ethan and I have done nothing wrong.

      Sarah’s eyes lock onto mine as she scowls. “So this is how it goes? I go after your husband so you go after mine?”

      Ethan steps in front of me. “Not that it’s any of your business, but this isn’t what it looks like.”

      She laughs sarcastically. “Don’t play me for a fool. I know exactly what this is. Either you’ve gotten up especially early on a Saturday morning to play house, or you stayed the night. I think I know which one it is.”

      “Contrary to popular belief,” I begin, “men and women can be friends without having sex. Not all of us suffer from irreparable temptation.”

      Hearing my insinuation, she steps closer. “You fucking bitch!”

      Ethan immediately puts his hands out to stop her. “Hey, that’s enough!”

      I become angry. “You have the gall to call me a bitch after what you did? I thought we were friends.”

      She scoffs at me. “You are about as much a friend to me as I was to you.”

      “Why are you here?” I ask.

      “Well, I kind of thought we could get back to being friends again, but then I catch you with my husband.”

      Ethan sighs. “Stop it. Sarah, don’t try and make an excuse to rationalise what you did. Alice and I have done nothing wrong, yet you come here making false accusations.” Huffing, Sarah crosses her arms. “You came here to talk to Alice, and that’s a good thing, but then to immediately attack her without asking questions first? How dare you.”

      I want to smile, but I know that will only make the situation worse.

      Throwing her hands up in the air, she whines, “Well, what am I supposed to think?”

      Ethan stares at her, sighs, then turns to me. “If you don’t mind, I’m going to have a quiet word with Sarah.”

      I shake my head. “Of course not.”

      When Ethan steps outside, I start to close the door, but not before seeing the look Sarah gives me. If looks could kill… She betrayed me by sleeping with my husband, yet I’ve ended up as the bad guy.

      As I close the door, I can’t help but look through the peephole. Ethan says something to her, then she starts wailing. I’ve never seen anything like it. She sobs into her hands and suddenly shouts, “But I love you!” Ethan grabs her by the shoulders and says something I can’t hear.

      I know I’ve overstepped my bounds, so I move away from the door. This is between them. It has nothing to do with me.

      Grabbing my laptop, I open it up and start typing an email to my solicitor. I tell him everything that happened last night and ask if there is any chance for an injunction. Once reading through it, I press SEND and close the laptop.

      When I start to walk toward the kitchen, I hear a knock. I open the door and see Ethan, looking sheepish. Sarah’s standing in my driveway with her back to me and arms crossed.

      “She seems really fragile. I think I’m going to have to spend a bit more time calming her down. Will you be okay?”

      I smile at him. “Of course. Please, go and do what you need to. I’ll be fine.”

      He points toward the living room. “I just need to grab my coat.” He grabs it, then turns to me. He doesn’t look happy at all. “I feel like this is wrong somehow.”

      I place my hand on his arm. “It’s fine. Seriously. The only way this would be awkward is if we were in a relationship. Even then, I would have told you to go to her. She may not be my friend anymore, but if she needs a shoulder to cry on, it needs to be you.”

      Placing his hand over mine, he smiles. “I’ll give you a call later, okay?”

      “Sure.”

      I watch as both of them walk away. For some reason, a pang forms in my stomach. Despite everything that went down last night, I really enjoyed his company. It’s this thought that has me looking forward to his call later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

      

    
    
      Another three weeks go by. So much has happened in that time, but also, frustratingly, so little. Ethan is a constant in my life. If I don’t see him, he calls as often as he can. It’s sweet. He and Sarah had a little chat. Although she was upset, he let it be known things were over between them. Very much like Kyle, she hasn’t accepted it. I went to court about a week ago and managed to get an injunction. Luckily, Kyle has been quiet since then. It was both relieving and unsettling at the same time.

      Today, I go out for my ritual Saturday morning shopping. As I walk back to my car, Kyle appears behind me. “Is it true?”

      Spinning around, I see him standing too close to me. He looks unkempt, like he hasn’t showered or shaved in a few days. It actually shocks me to see him this way.

      “Is what true?” I ask, feeling a knot in my stomach. As if sensing I could be in danger, I glance around to see if there is anyone I could shout to, but it seems Kyle and I are the only ones here.

      Typical.

      “About the baby.” My eyes widen. “So it is true.” With a smirk, he steps closer. “When were you going to tell me?”

      I back into the car door. My heart is racing, my car keys burning in my hand. I want to get out of there, but I also want to find out how he could possibly know. “What business is it of yours?”

      He laughs. “What business is it of mine? Considering we’re married, I would say a great deal, wouldn’t you?”

      “We’re only married on paper. For the past five weeks, we have been living separately. If you’d sign the divorce papers, this would be all over.” He starts to edge closer. “If you come near me, I’ll scream. You’re in breach of your injunction order. You’ll go to jail.”

      Kyle visibly inhales and exhales, like he’s trying to keep himself in check. “Are you fucking him right now?”

      I frown. “Who?” I know who he means.

      “Doctor Fuckwit.”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but no. If it weren’t for the baby, we wouldn’t be in contact at all.” With my interest piquing, I ask, “How do you know about the baby anyway?”

      Kyle leans against the car next to mine, which makes me breathe a bit easier. I don’t like that he knows I’m pregnant, but I especially don’t like the fact that he seems to be so damn calm about it.

      “I feel betrayed that I had to hear it from somebody else.” He pauses for a moment, giving me time to think. The only people who know are Ethan, Sally, and my solicitor. “But you know how it is around here sometimes. People see things and they start to gossip. There’s a woman who works in your office who’s cousins with someone I work with. She noticed that you have been running to the toilet a lot. The guy I work with wished me congratulations, so I asked him on what. That’s when he told me of her suspicions.”

      Closing my eyes, I berate myself. I could have denied it and said it was a bug, but where would that get me? Kyle would have found out at some point. I can’t hide it forever.

      When I open my eyes again, I see Kyle examining at his fingers. He looks calm. In fact, he looks too calm. Just as he looks up to say something, we hear someone shout.

      “Hey!”

      We snap our heads to the source and find Ethan walking quickly toward us. “What the fuck are you doing here?” He stops by me, looking me over. “Are you okay? He hasn’t hurt you or anything?”

      Shaking my head, I smile. “No, I’m fine. Thank you.”

      He turns to Kyle. “I’m calling the police. You’re in breach of your injunc—”

      “I was just asking about the baby,” Kyle interrupts. I look over at Ethan, who looks as confused as I feel. “I was wondering why you two were spending so much time together. Now it all clicks into place. Here’s the thing. She’s married to me, but could be pregnant with another man’s baby.”

      I frown. “What do you mean could be?”

      He looks me in the eye. “I want a paternity test.”

      “What?!” both Ethan and I yell at the same time.

      He smiles triumphantly. “The baby could be mine. I want a paternity test.”

      When Ethan looks at me, I start shaking my head. “No, there’s no possible way. We always used condoms. Always.”

      Kyle starts laughing. “I doubt many of them worked. I spent quite a lot of drunken nights hanging them on my dartboard to perfect my skills. You know I hated those things.” I’m shocked. “It’s quite ironic really. I didn’t want to get you pregnant, but I was so against Ethan getting you pregnant, I was willing to do anything to try and stop it.”

      “You fucking bastard!” Ethan roars as he rushes toward him.

      “Ethan, don’t!” I shout. He grabs Kyle by the collar and pulls back a fist. “He’s lying.”

      Kyle looks over at me. “I’m not lying. I could be the father, so I want a paternity test. It’s my right.”

      Ethan yanks on Kyle’s collar. “You’re only doing this out of spite. You’re a fucking lying, selfish piece of shit. Why can’t you just leave Alice alone? Don’t you think she’s suffered enough?”

      “Suffered?” Kyle shouts. “You have the gall to lecture me about suffering? My wife won’t let me back into my own house and, not only that, I find out she’s possibly pregnant by another guy.” He looks at me. “By the way, my solicitor will have a field day over this. You’re divorcing me on the grounds of my infidelity. What about yours?”

      I gasp. “You know it never went down like that.”

      He smirks. “Yes, but my solicitor doesn’t.”

      “You fucking bastard!” Ethan roars, punching him in the face. I watch in horror as Kyle slumps to the ground. Bringing a hand up to his bleeding lip, he starts laughing.

      “I’ll let you have that one,” he says to Ethan, sneering, then looks up at me. “If you don’t call the police, neither will I.” He stands up, straightening his jacket. “I’ll go, but know one thing. I will be ordering you to get tested.” He points toward my stomach. “If I’m that baby’s father, I have rights.” He walks past me. “You’ll be hearing from me.”

      It’s those parting words that send shivers down my spine. I don’t know what he’s up to, but I don’t like the prospect.

      As soon as he’s gone, Ethan rushes to me and places his hands on my face. “Are you okay?”

      I nod. “He’s lying, Ethan.”

      He touches his forehead to mine. “I know he is. He’s trying to make things as difficult for you as possible.”

      Feeling lost, I wrap my arms around him. “Why is he coming after me? After everything he’s done, why won’t he let me go?”

      Ethan squeezes me to his chest, letting me inhale his soothing scent. “It’s because he doesn’t want to let you go. He may be hoping you’ll eventually cave and let him back into your life again.”

      Pulling away from him, I shake my head. “That will never happen.”

      He smiles. “I know that as much as you, but he obviously hasn’t gotten the message yet.”

      I moan. “God, how did things get so complicated?”

      He strokes my hair. “I know it may feel that way, but you’re not alone in this. It will get better. I promise.”

      “Thank you.” Knowing that I need to broach the subject, I bite my lip. “Can you set it up?”

      He frowns. “What?”

      “The paternity test. I want you to set one up, but with our baby and your DNA. I don’t want anything to do with Kyle.”

      “You don’t need to do this for me. I know he’s a filthy, lying piece of shit.”

      I laugh a little. “I know, but he’s going to force me anyway.”

      He squeezes my shoulders. “He can’t force you to do anything.”

      “Still, I would like it done before he requests one. Once he knows, he may decide to leave me alone.” I feel a knot in my stomach. “What if he’s not lying? What if he really did pull a stunt like that? The way he’s behaving right now, I wouldn’t put it past him.”

      Ethan shakes his head. “I wouldn’t, either, but I just think he’s clutching at straws. He found out you were pregnant, then thought up a plan for revenge.”

      I huff. “Revenge. That’s rich.” Ethan nods. “You do know he coerced you into punching him so I wouldn’t go to the police, right?”

      Ethan grits his teeth. “Yes, I realise that, but I’m not sorry for doing it. I think you should call the police regardless. Besides, he was harassing you. I was just doing my public duty by protecting you.”

      Clutching my hands, I hold them to my cheek on a sigh. “My hero.” I giggle, making him smile.

      “Hey, don’t take the micky. I thought I did pretty good.”

      “You did. But I’m not going to the police. I hate to admit it, but I think he won this round. He’s successfully placed doubt in our minds.”

      Looking away, Ethan shakes his head. “No, he hasn’t. This baby is ours. Not his, not anyone else’s. He can try and place doubt all he wants, but I’m not going to take the bait.”

      I lean against the car and cross my arms. “I love that you have so much faith, but the truth of the matter is he’s not going away in a hurry. He’s going to put us through this no matter what. He doesn’t care whether this baby is his or not. If it were his baby, he’d run away. He can’t handle the responsibility. What happened here,” I say, motioning with my hands, “is just a big game to him. Kyle has never fully grown up. I realise all this now. He won’t stop until he reaches that finish line. I know he won’t.”

      Ethan walks up to me and places his hands on my shoulders. “Close your eyes and take a deep breath.” I do as he asks as he starts kneading my muscles. “You’re so tense. Try to relax a bit. Keep your eyes closed.” I do, soon melting at his touch. He’s gentle, but firm. Pretty soon, I feel like I’m floating.

      As he presses into my right shoulder, I moan. “That feels so good.”

      I feel him get a little closer. When he does, his smell fills my nostrils, causing a deep yearning in the pit of my stomach. I’m suddenly lost in him...lost to his touch.

      “Do you feel better now?” he asks.

      Opening my eyes, I look at him with a goofy grin. “Yes. That was perfect. Thank you.”

      As he laughs, I realise something. For a brief second, I had crossed a line with Ethan. I can’t develop any sort of feelings for him. I’m not Sarah, but I’m also a very recently single woman who’s trying to divorce her psycho husband.

      Snapping out of it, I move away from my car. “Um, I’d better go,” I say, suddenly flustered.

      He looks at me with a puzzled expression. “Are you late for something?”

      Clutching at my car keys again, I click the button to open it. “Um, kind of. I’m meeting a friend,” I lie.

      Ethan moves away from me to let me open the door. “Oh, okay,” he answers, looking a little dazed. “Are you free tomorrow?”

      With one foot in the car, I halt and take a breath. This is silly. Ethan’s a very attractive man with a killer body.

      No, Alice. Don’t go there. He’s attractive and looks after himself.

      God, now I’m talking to myself. What’s next? What happened a moment ago was just a fluke. Ethan could have been anyone and I would have felt the same. All these years of wanting that kind of intimacy must be taking its toll. I just appreciate the way he’s taking care of me. That’s all.

      “Yes,” I finally say, chastising myself. I can’t not see him. He’s the father of my child and wants to be there for me. Who am I to say no? He’s just a friend.

      His face suddenly brightens. Does he like spending time with me, or is it just because he gets to be near his child? God, this is stupid.

      “Can I take you for a picnic?”

      I start laughing. “I think it’s a bit cold for that, don’t you?”

      He grins. “Not for the type I’m planning.”

      “Hmm… I’m suddenly very intrigued.”

      Placing his hands into his jean pockets, he smirks. “Is that a yes?”

      I nod. “It’s a yes.”

      He looks away, then back at me. “I best be off then. See you tomorrow.”

      Feeling bad that I kind of rebuffed him, I smile. “I look forward to it.”

      He nods before walking away. I climb into my car. As I pull away, my phone pings with a message. I ignore it. I’ll wait until I get home to read it.

      Once I park in my driveway, I cut off the engine before pulling my phone out of my bag. I see a message from an unknown number.

      Check the basement.

      I frown. What in the hell is this? It must be from Kyle. He used to use our basement as his “man cave”, as he liked to call it. He’d sometimes go down there to watch movies on the big screen. On occasion, he would invite friends over to watch a film, shoot pool, or play darts.

      Wondering what the hell he’s up to, I get out of the car and walk to the house. Walking inside, I shake my head. He thinks he’s being clever by using another phone. If I tell the police he contacted me, he could just deny it. It’s probably a burner one he’s picked up that he’ll just destroy in a few days.

      I look around before closing the door. Lately, I have had the sense someone’s watching. I know it’s stupid and I know it’s because Kyle won’t leave me alone, but it’s still there.

      With that thought, I take my phone out of my bag and walk toward the basement. I flick the light on, then walk down the stairs. As I do, the vast room immediately illuminates, the TV, chairs, and games in the far corner visible. It looks the same as it always does. Why would he tell me to come down here? Is it because he wants all this back? I already told my solicitor he can have it. I won’t dispute that because I know how much he loved it down here.

      I shake my head. This is ridiculous. All he’s doing is playing games with my head. I start to turn and go back upstairs, but something in the back of my mind tells me to look around. I shouldn’t entertain the idea, but I will do it this time.

      Walking around, I look around the TV area, but don’t find anything that pops out. I walk over to the games. Everything is as it was when he left. The pool table has a few balls on it, and the dartboard has a dart in it. When I notice the dart holding something on the board, I walk closer. My eyes widen. At the top of the dartboard is a condom, still in its wrapper, tiny holes all over it.

      Gasping, I place my hand over my mouth and look down. On a table next to it are a few more that look exactly the same.

      Just as tears start in my eyes, my phone pings with another message.

      I know about the baby. We need to talk. We made a deal, remember?
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      For the rest of the day and through Sunday morning, I switched my mobile off and locked myself in the house. I couldn’t deal with the pressure. I couldn’t deal with the ugly notion that not only could I be carrying Kyle’s baby, but if I’m carrying Ethan’s, Sarah will be after my unborn. That is what I was frightened of. That was why I wanted to keep it all a secret. I’m only ten weeks along, but everyone is already fighting over my child.

      Hearing the landline ring, I moan and turn over in my bed. I don’t want to answer, just in case it’s Kyle or Sarah. Whoever’s ringing is quite persistent, but it eventually stops. Looking at the time, I see it’s well after ten. Sighing, I get up and walk slowly to the bathroom. When I don’t rush, I find the sickness isn’t too bad. In fact, within the last couple days, I haven’t been sick at all. I get nauseous, but once I have a ginger biscuit, I feel fine. It got to a stage where I kept a packet at my bedside. I used to berate Kyle for eating in bed, but now I’m doing the same. I figure as long as it’s temporary, and medicinal, it’s fine.

      Once out of the shower, I dress and walk downstairs to make myself some tea. When the doorbell rings, I stand still, too frightened to move, but then I realise I’m being stupid. It’s silly to live life like this.

      I walk to the door and glance through the peephole. It’s Ethan, out of breath. Was he running? I quickly open the door and he snaps his head up.

      “Thank God. I was worried sick.”

      “What’s the matter?” I ask, motioning him in. He walks through and I shut the door. Once I turn around, I see him staring at me.

      “I texted last night. When you didn’t answer, I called. I also called this morning.”

      I bite my lip, feeling guilty. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “I’m not having a go or anything. I was just worried. With Kyle hassling you and everything, I just wanted to make sure you were okay.” He looks at me for a moment, eyes narrowed. “All is not well, is it? Something’s happened since I saw you.” I nod. “Can you tell me?”

      I sigh. “I think the only way to explain is to show you.”

      I hold my hand out. He looks bewildered as he grasps it. I lead him downstairs and to the dartboard. Letting out a groan, he scratches his head.

      “This is a problem.”

      I nod. “It is. If he had access to the house, I’d say he could have done this recently. Unfortunately, he doesn’t, so he was telling me the truth.”

      Placing his hands on his hips, Ethan stands there, staring at the condom. “I still believe he’s messing with us. Just because we found these doesn’t mean he used them with you. I know you want to get the baby tested, so I’ll arrange that, fast-tracking it in order to end this charade, but I know in my heart that this isn’t his baby.”

      “I’m glad you have so much faith. I believe it in my heart, too. Unfortunately, Kyle is not the only problem now.” He narrows his eyes at me. “Let’s go back upstairs. I need to show you something else.”

      Once upstairs again, I grab my phone from the coffee table, switching it on. When it loads, I see a couple messages from an unknown number again, plus the one from Ethan. I ignore those and click on the one Sarah sent me.

      “Take a look at this,” I say, handing him the phone.

      He takes it, frowns as he reads it, then sighs loudly before handing it back to me. “She can’t make you do anything. You’re the baby’s mother.”

      Shaking my head, I place the phone back on the table before we both sit down. “I know, but she can still make things difficult. First it was Kyle, now this.”

      Ethan takes my hand. “You shouldn’t be under so much stress. It’s not good for you or the baby. Listen, don’t worry about Sarah, okay? I’ll deal with her.”

      Placing my hand over his, I smile. “Thank you for wanting to stand in my corner and fight my battles, but I am a big girl. I can deal with her.”

      Ethan smiles. “I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”

      I stroke his hand. “I know that. It’s just... Sarah has always been a rather domineering character. The vast majority of the time, I let her get her own way because I loved her. Her happiness was my happiness. Now that this has happened, she has to realise that I won’t be stepped on anymore. She can’t order me about like she used to.”

      Ethan nods. “Good for you. And you’re right. She is very domineering. That’s why we had such a volatile relationship.”

      That surprises me. “Really? I always thought you two were thick as thieves.”

      “From the outside, I should imagine it looked that way. We argued a lot, though, and it was mainly because I would want to do one thing, but Sarah always wanted it her way.”

      I shake my head. “Compromise. That’s what strengthens a marriage. You can’t go anywhere without it.”

      “So very true.”

      I look down at my hand on his. “Your hands are so soft.”

      He laughs. “It’s because I have to wear those horrible gloves at work. I have a moisturising hand cream that helps keep them from getting dry.”

      “It feels lovely,” I reply, stroking them longer than I should. Suddenly, I let go and stand up. “Would you like a drink?”

      Ethan gives me that look again. The same one he gave me after the massage yesterday. I hate to admit it, but I still get tingly whenever I think about it.

      “Actually, part of the reason I came around here was to see about taking you for that picnic. If you’re still up for it, we just need to walk to my flat so I can load up the car with what we need.”

      I smack my forehead. “Shit, I’m sorry. I totally forgot.”

      Ethan laughs. “Don’t worry about it. I understand completely. Maybe another time?”

      I shake my head. “No, no. I want to go today. I would love to.”

      “Great.” He points to the door. “Do you want me to leave so you can get ready?”

      “No, that’s fine.” I put on my coat and grab my handbag. “Where are you taking me?”

      “It’s a surprise.” He winks, sending a flurry of excitement to my belly.

      We leave the house and walk the short distance to Ethan’s apartment. Once we walk in, I see that it’s a very modest, cosy apartment. It looked a bit like a showroom, but was nice if you wanted something temporary. He leads me into the kitchen where he grabs a picnic basket, then motions to a couple blankets on the dining table.

      “Do you mind just grabbing them for me?”

      “Of course not.” I pick up the blankets and we head out to the Range Rover. All the time, I wonder if I’m going to regret this. It’s way too cold.

      Once everything’s loaded, Ethan helps me up into my seat, then walks around and gets in the driver’s side.

      After thirty minutes, we end up at the edge of a cliff. He turns the Rover around so the back is facing view.

      “I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?” I ask jokingly. “I’m going to go back with frostbite in several places.”

      He laughs. “I would never do that to you. Stay here a moment and let me do my thing.”

      He gets out and opens the back doors and boot. In an instant, he has the seats flattened. He takes the picnic basket out, then grabs a blanket and lays it down. He then places the picnic basket in the far left corner before looking at me.

      “Would madam care to join me?”

      Taking off my seatbelt, I smile. “I would love to.” I walk around to the back. Ethan helps me up and I find a nice spot to sit on.

      Ethan climbs up. “Do you want the boot open or closed?”

      I look out at the sea. Although it’s a windy day, the sun is out and it looks as though the car is taking the brunt of the wind. “I think open for now.”

      Ethan nods. “Open it is then.”

      Turning toward the picnic basket, he lifts the top and takes out a flask and what looks like sandwiches and grapes. He also pulls out a container filled with small oranges covered with what could be a caramelised sauce.

      “What’s that?” I ask, pointing.

      He looks at me with a smirk. “You’ve never seen these before?” I shake my head. “They’re caramelised kumquats. I’ve put a hint of ginger in them for you. I made them in celebration of Chinese new year.”

      “Wow. Have you ever been to China?”

      He nods. “Several times. The Chinese are experts in alternative medicine. I learned a lot out there.”

      “So was it always to do with work?”

      He hands me a sandwich. “No, it was holidays, but doctors never really get a holiday.” He starts laughing. “You know, I heard one story of some British people camping. During the night, one of them felt pins and needles in his arm. He didn’t think anything of it, going back to sleep. In the morning, he opened his eyes to find a dead snake staring back at him. During the night, the snake had swallowed the man’s arm until it reached his shoulder and couldn’t go any farther.”

      Placing my hand over my mouth, I gasp. “Oh my god, that’s horrible.”

      He opens his foil up to reveal a ham sandwich on rye. “It certainly sounded it. The herbal doctor who told me the story said the man came to him a few days later covered in a rash. He hoped the doctor would be able to help him as he didn’t get any holiday insurance before he flew out.”

      “Did the doctor manage to help him?” I ask, opening my sandwich.

      “Yep. Apparently, he went back as good as new. I’m not sure about his mind being the same after experiencing that, though.”

      “Oh god, no. I think I would have nightmares for several nights after something like that.”

      He swallows his bite. “Speaking of which, are you sleeping okay? Is the morning sickness easing?”

      Biting into my sandwich, I nod. “These are delicious.” He smiles. “In the last couple days, things have eased. I want to sleep all the time, though.”

      “That’s perfectly normal. It’s due to the fact you’re having to produce more blood to carry nutrients to the baby. Also low blood pressure and sugar. Add that to increased progesterone, and it’s no wonder you’re tired.”

      We carry on eating our sandwiches for a moment. I watch Ethan as he stares out to the sea. I should be looking at the view, too, but Ethan has my full attention. He looks nice in his casual jeans and V-neck jumper. He has a jacket on, and I find myself disappointed that I can’t see the fine physique I know is underneath.

      “You look really good in that jumper,” I suddenly blurt. Immediately, his attention snaps to me, making my face flush.

      He gives me a smirk. “Thank you. And I can definitely tell you that you always look good in anything you wear.”

      I find my heart warming at that statement. “This little one,” I say, pointing to my stomach, “won’t have that lasting long. Pretty soon, I’ll be as big as a house. I doubt that will look attractive.”

      Ethan shakes his head. “And I highly doubt that to be true. Every pregnant woman is beautiful. How could they not be when they’re giving life to another human being?”

      I smile. “You always know the right things to say.”

      He shrugs. “It’s a gift.”

      I nudge him with my elbow, making him laugh. “And we’re so modest.”

      He grabs the flask and starts pouring the tea. He then opens the container of kumquats and picks one up. “See the size of this?” I nod. “That’s about the size of our baby.”

      When he said “our baby”, my stomach flips. “So our baby’s a kumquat?”

      He laughs. “Yes, I suppose that’s true. Thank you for looking after our kumquat.”

      I want to laugh, but I find what he says so sweet. “You’re very welcome.”

      “Do you want to try one?” He holds out the container.

      I reach in and take one out. “I suppose it’s good to try something new.” I bite into the citrusy sweet mixture and chew. Then the ginger hits me and my senses come alive. “It’s actually really nice.”

      “On their own, they can be very bitter. I tried these once in China when it was the year of the dragon.”

      “It’s now the year of the rooster, isn’t it?”

      He nods. “Yep. And I am one. I was born in nineteen eighty-one. What about you?”

      “Nineteen eighty-eight.”

      He looks deep in concentration. “That would make you a snake, I think.”

      “Oh wow. After hearing your story, I don’t think I quite like that.”

      “Well, as long as you don’t start eating my arm, I think we’ll be okay.” I suddenly snort in laughter, making Ethan jump. He takes his phone out and starts looking up my year of birth. “Scrap that. Maybe you’re the year of the pig.”

      “Wow… Thanks!”

      He offers me another kumquat. After a third, I feel full. “I think I’ve had enough.” He smiles as he places the lid back on the container and packs the other stuff away. “Thank you for this. It’s been nice. For the last hour or so, I haven’t thought about Kyle or Sarah and all the trouble they’ve caused.”

      “I’m glad.” He shuts the picnic basket. “Kyle is one thing, but Sarah shouldn’t be too much trouble. All you need to do is stand up to her. She has no rights to this baby and has to realise that.”

      Feeling nosey, I ask, “How is the divorce going?”

      When he sighs, I know it’s not good. “Slowly. She signed a prenup, so she can’t dispute that. What she is disputing is the fact that we’re getting a divorce. She seems to think we can work things out.”

      “Very much like Kyle then. They deserve each other.”

      As I look at Ethan, I begin to wonder what would have happened if my taxi hadn’t made that fateful mistake? Would I be with Ethan now? I quickly snap myself out of those thoughts. I shouldn’t be thinking about him that way. However, I’ve found my mind wandering to Ethan a lot lately, imagining what it would be like to run my fingers through his short dark hair. I bet those tiny hairs on his head feel as soft as anything.

      “It would seem that way,” he answers, snapping me out of my thoughts.

      For another hour, Ethan and I sit, drinking tea and talking about silly things. Once dusk looks like it’s upon us, Ethan turns to me. “I don’t want to go, but I think it’s time I got you and our little kumquat back to your nice warm house.”

      I smile. “I don’t want to go, either. I had such a nice time. Thank you for this.”

      “It was only a picnic.”

      “Still. It’s the first time someone’s invited me to one, so it’s been special.”

      Shaking his head, he climbs out of the car. “Wow, Kyle really is one hell of an arsehole.”

      He offers me his hand and helps me down. As I murmur my thanks, I look up and notice just how close we’re standing. I feel the heat from his body, which makes me yearn for more. When our eyes lock, something seems to pass between us. It makes me want to snake my arms through his and pull him closer. An ache I have never felt before forms in the pit of my stomach. I want to run with it, but at the same time, my mind fights with me.

      This isn’t what he wants. I’m just the mother of his baby. We can’t do this when I’ve only just recently separated from my husband.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, stepping away.

      Ethan clears his throat. “Don’t mention it.”

      As we drive back, the conversation between us seems to have stilled. I didn’t want that to happen. I want us to have a good relationship without complications. Now that I seem to be developing feelings for Ethan, it’s causing all sorts of problems. I have enough of them as it is without adding another.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

      

    
    
      I’ve hardly seen Ethan the last couple weeks. I know I’m avoiding him, but I need the distance to keep things from growing more complicated. Kyle hasn’t shown up at my door, but I’m still receiving messages from him. I also received a letter from his lawyer about getting a paternity test. Ethan arranged it for me a few days ago, saying he should get the results back in a couple days. I’m nervous, but not only because of that. I have an appointment today for my first proper scan. Ethan’s going to pick me up. Even over the phone, I could tell he’s excited to see our baby for the first time.

      Sarah has called, as well. I offered to meet her, but she insists on it being during one of my lunch hours. I keep telling her I can’t, but she won’t budge. Today, she texted me and asked me to meet her at two o’clock. In the end, I got so mad, I texted back.

      I told you I can’t meet during lunch. I gave you an alternative time, but you keep saying no. Besides, I can’t see how meeting would be a good idea. I’m not giving up my baby.

      I sent that two hours ago and, straight away, she tried to call. Because I am at work, I had to put my phone on silent.

      “Are you excited?”

      I turn in my chair to see Sally smiling at me. “Yes, but also nervous. I just want everything to be okay.”

      “I’m sure it will be.”

      I check my watch. “I better go. Ethan’s picking me up in five minutes.”

      “Okay. Good luck. Call me later. I want to hear how it went.”

      “Of course.”

      Grabbing my things, I head toward the lift. Just as the doors open on the ground floor, I’m confronted by Sarah, who has obviously been waiting.

      She holds her phone up. “What the fuck is this? That’s not your baby!” she says, pointing to my stomach. “That was never meant to be your baby. It was meant to be mine and Ethan’s.”

      Trying to ignore the looks we’re getting, I start walking toward the exit. “That was before you slept with my husband.”

      “So that’s what this is? Revenge because your husband and I fucked a few times? Big deal. Get over it. That’s nothing compared to what you’re doing to me now.”

      Outraged, I turn to her. “Like it or not, this baby is part of me and always will be. There is no way on God’s green earth I would ever allow something that is a part of me to be brought up by a selfish, undeserving wench like you.”

      She gasps in horror. “How dare you speak to me like that. After everything I’ve done for you...”

      “Name one.”

      “What?” she asks, dumbfounded.

      “Name one thing you’ve done for me in the eighteen years we’ve known each other. One selfless act just because you wanted to do something for your best friend.”

      She starts stuttering. “This... That has nothing to do with the fact that you’re threatening to take my baby away.”

      Opening the door, I walk through. “This was never your baby. I’m its mother. I’m the one keeping it safe until he or she is born. I’m not giving the baby up, so deal with it.” I look for Ethan’s Range Rover, hoping it will get here soon. I’ll be seeing my baby in a half-hour. I don’t want to have to deal with this.

      “You can’t do this,” Sarah screeches behind me.

      I turn to her. “Look, things have changed. I’ve changed. This baby is a part of me. I’m not giving that up. I’m sorry if that’s not what you want to hear, but it’s the way it is. I had hoped we could at least part with mutual respect. I’m sorry our friendship has come to an end, but you have to realise this is all happening because of what you and my husband did. I’m not with Kyle anymore, and Ethan isn’t with you. Both of you were supposed to be in this together...bringing up a baby together.”

      Breathing heavily, she looks angry. “Ethan and I might not be together now, but we will be. He may be mad at me, but after a time, he’ll calm down and realise we’re meant to be together. When that happens, we’ll want to have full custody of what was meant to be our baby.”

      There’s just no getting through to her. “I don’t want to argue about this anymore. I’m keeping my baby. Now, please, I have somewhere to be.”

      “You... You can’t do this. I’m going to go to my solicitor and sue you, bitch. How dare you tell me I can have a baby, then rip it away. You’re a fucking selfish, nasty, evil bitch.”

      Just then, Ethan pulls up next to the curb. Immediately, I sigh in relief. However, when he and Sarah see each other, their faces contort in rage.

      “What are you doing here?” they shout in unison as Ethan runs around the front of his car.

      “I’m taking Alice for an appointment. What are you doing here?”

      She looks at me, then back at him. “It has something to do with the baby, doesn’t it? I should be there. I’m coming with you.” She makes a move toward the car, but Ethan stops her.

      “Where we’re going has nothing to do with you, now stop it.”

      She throws her hands in the air. “If it has to do with the baby, it has everything to do with me. I’m its mother.”

      Grabbing her by the shoulders, Ethan says, “No, you’re not. Alice is the baby’s mother.”

      “Of all the people in the world, how come she gets to have a baby and I don’t?” she whines before bursting into tears.

      When she moves to hug Ethan, he looks up at me apologetically. Do you want to get in the car? he mouths. I nod and climb in.

      As I sit there, I see Sarah bawling into Ethan’s chest. At that moment, I feel sorry for shouting at her. I know what she did was wrong, but it must be awful seeing a woman carrying what was meant to be your child. A part of me starts to wonder if she’s right. Maybe I am an evil, selfish bitch. Closing my eyes, I feel terrible. There have been times I’ve doubted myself for one thing or another, but never as much as now.

      As another ten minutes go by, I wonder whether I should call the hospital and let them know we won’t be able to make it. But just as I think this, Sarah eventually walks away, allowing Ethan to get back into the car.

      “Is she okay?” I ask.

      He sighs. “No, but she will be. She’ll have to be.”

      As he drives off, I look down at my hands. “I was so mad, I just shouted at her without thinking about the consequences. The only thing in my mind was what she did to me. I didn’t consider that she must be hurting knowing I’m carrying a baby and she’s not. I feel awful.”

      “Hey, hey,” he says, grabbing my hand. “You have no reason to feel awful.”

      “I know, but I promised you both this baby and now I’m breaking that promise.”

      “When you made that promise, things were completely different from how they are now. Of course that would make you doubt the future of your baby.”

      Biting my lip, I wonder whether to tell him. “She seems to think you’ll get over it and get back together. That means you raising this baby together.”

      He stares at the road, shaking his head. “I’ve already had countless conversations about this with her. I keep telling her that I can eventually forgive what she’s done, but I’ll never forget. With that in mind, there’s no way we could have a happy marriage. What she did would always end up getting in the way. It would drive me crazy wondering if she’s with another man when she’s not with me. Who wants to have to deal with that?”

      “Do you still love her?”

      “I think I was always in love with the idea of us.” He glances at me. “Does that make sense?”

      Smiling, I nod. “It makes perfect sense. I guess I had the same situation with Kyle. I always knew I wanted the house, the marriage, eventually kids. I guess I thought Kyle would be the one to give me all that.”

      “Has he been bothering you lately?”

      “He texted me from an unknown number yesterday, asking if I had received the letter yet. I texted back asking what letter and he went silent.”

      Ethan smiles. “Good thinking.”

      “We both know it’s him, but I can’t prove that in court. He just leaves me cryptic messages letting me know it’s him, but not so much that I can prove it to the police.”

      Just as we pull into the hospital car park, he shakes his head. “He thinks he’s being clever, but he’ll slip up one day.” I check my watch. “I’m sorry. Have I made us late?”

      “Only by about two minutes. Do you think they’ll still see us?”

      “If they don’t, I’ll be pretty mad at myself.”

      We step out of the Range Rover and he grabs my hand, quickly leading me toward the hospital. I can tell by the look on his face that he’s worried. All that disappears when we get to the waiting area and see Kyle sitting there, casually reading a baby magazine.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” Ethan seethes.

      Putting the magazine down, he looks up with a smirk. “Considering I might be the father, I have every right to be here.”

      Ignoring all the people staring, I walk up to him. “This has nothing to do with you. I don’t want you here. In fact, I’m calling the police.”

      I begin to fetch my phone out of my bag when Kyle says, “And say what? The injunction is on the house, not on you.”

      “If you’re not doing anything wrong, why are you sending me text messages from unknown numbers?”

      He frowns, looking innocent. “What text messages?”

      I move closer. “You know full well what text messages.”

      “Is everything okay here?” a nurse asks.

      I turn to her. “No, everything’s not okay. I’m due for my scan now, but I don’t want this man here.” I point to Kyle, who just crosses his legs and smiles.

      “You can have whomever you want in there, as long as it’s no more than two people. What’s your name?”

      “Alice Armstrong.”

      “Yes, wife of Kyle Armstrong, which is me!” Kyle shouts.

      The nurse ignores him and goes to check me in.

      “Can’t you just leave her alone? She’s done nothing to deserve all this. Nothing.” I can tell by the way Ethan’s arms stiffen that he’s really angry.

      “How can I when I’m the father?”

      Ethan starts to say something, but I beat him to the punch. “You don’t care if you’re the father or not. You don’t want a baby. You never have.”

      Kyle smiles up at me. “A man can change his mind.”

      I know the slimy weasel’s lying, but I’m fed up with these childish games. I’m suddenly tired.

      “Alice Armstrong?” a nurse calls.

      Ignoring Kyle, Ethan and I quickly follow the nurse toward the scanning room. It’s only when we reach the door that we realise Kyle’s following.

      “Go the fuck away,” Ethan whispers, pushing a hand against Kyle’s chest.

      He starts laughing. “Why? I’m having too much fun.”

      Ethan looks like he’s about to hit him, so I step forward. “I don’t want this man in the room with me.” Thankfully, the nurse asks him to leave.

      “No,” he seethes. “I could be the father. I have every right to be here.”

      “Not if the mother doesn’t want you,” the nurse answers.

      Kyle breathes heavily through his nose before looking back at me. “Fine, but I’m not leaving. I’ll be waiting in the waiting area.”

      I want to tell him to go home and leave me alone, but I think it’s best to just ignore him. All I’m doing right now is giving him what he wants. I know he doesn’t give two shits about this baby, but he wants to be an arsehole about it for some reason.

      The nurse leads us into the room and tells us the doctor will be right in. And it doesn’t take too long.

      The door opens, a lady with blonde hair, which is in a bun, and wearing glasses walking in. “Mrs. Armstrong, hello. Let’s get this show on the road, shall we? Do you have a full bladder?”

      It’s only then that I realise I need to pee. “Yes.”

      “Okay. Hop up on the bed and loosen your trousers a bit.”

      After I do, she places the jelly on my stomach. Ethan takes a seat by me and takes my hand, smiling.

      “Okay. Let’s see if your baby will pose for us.”

      Turning away from Ethan, I stare at the fuzzy black screen in front of me. She moves the ultrasound scanner around my belly, so we don’t see anything at first. Then she places it in a certain position, an outline coming into view.

      “Oh, my god,” I cry. “That’s our baby?”

      The doctor smiles. “That’s your baby.”

      I turn to Ethan with tears in my eyes. “I can’t believe it.”

      At that moment, I forget about the troubles we’ve endured and the ones ahead. In the midst of all the turmoil, there is this little miracle growing inside me. No one can take that away from us.

      Ethan looks at the screen before looking back at me. “Perfect,” he says, squeezing my hand.

      We both stare at the screen and wait as the doctor takes the baby’s measurements. “All looks perfect,” she says. “Heart and lungs are fine and developing nicely. I would say you are about thirteen weeks, so that gives you a due date for the seventeenth of September.” She looks at us with a smile before wiping the gel off my belly. “We just need to schedule your sixteen-week scan, so another three to four weeks. Get yourself organised and I’ll sort that out for you.” She smiles and walks to the door.

      “Thank you,” I say as she walks out, then I look back at Ethan.

      “You clever girl,” he says, helping me off the bed.

      “For what?”

      “For making our baby.” He places a hand over my stomach. “For keeping him or her warm and safe.”

      That feeling I had in the pit of my stomach forms again as he touches me tenderly. I have this need to run my fingers through his hair and pull him close.

      “Lots of women do it,” I whisper, trying to keep my breathing under control.

      “Yes, but none of them are carrying my baby.”

      I bite my lip, trying to suppress my goofy smile, but it’s useless. Again, the air thickens and I let my emotions get the better of me. Without meaning to, my eyes trail down to his full, kissable lips. I lick mine before my eyes meet his again. Ethan stares back silently, the look in his eyes telling me everything I need to know.

      Is it possible to be blind to someone’s true beauty for years, then suddenly be awakened by it? I always knew Ethan was good-looking, but he looks positively scrumptious right now. When did that happen?

      “Here’s your next appointment,” the doctor says, snapping us both out of it.

      I turn toward her sharply. “Thank you,” I answer, taking the appointment slip from her hands.

      Ethan clears his throat and offers me his hand. After I take it, we head into the waiting room, smiles on our faces. But they soon vanish when we see Kyle sitting there, reading the same stupid magazine. He doesn’t give a flying fuck, so I don’t see why he’s pushing this. Once I see him, I drop Ethan’s hand. He looks at me and frowns.

      “So, how’s my baby?”

      “Our baby is fine. You can go now,” Ethan grinds out.

      I give him a look as if to tell him not to rise to the bait. Kyle’s only doing this to get the upper hand.

      “That’s funny,” Kyle says, getting closer. “I don’t see your name on her marriage licence.”

      “Yours won’t be there much longer, either,” I growl.

      Kyle turns to me and scowls. “You and I both know that a divorce is never going to happen.”

      “You’re fucking delusional,” Ethan barks.

      Kyle steps up to him. “When she finds out this baby isn’t yours, she’ll come crawling back to me. If Alice is one thing, it’s smart.”

      “Yeah, and the smartest thing she ever did was dropping your good-for-nothing arse.”

      When Kyle starts to retort, I interrupt. “This is getting us nowhere. We’re leaving now. Okay, Ethan?”

      He nods. “Yes. Let’s get out of here.”

      We start walking as Kyle shouts after us, laughing. “Three letters for you, Alice. DNA.”

      I grit my teeth. “Don’t let him get to you,” Ethan says, pressing the button for the lift. “He’ll eat his words once the results come in.”

      As we enter the lift, a dark cloud hovers over me. “What if it is his? What if, after everything we’ve been through, it turns out that the baby is his all along? He’ll have something to hold over me for the next eighteen years. He won’t leave me alone.” I start getting flustered.

      Once the lift pings, we get out and he pulls me over to one side. He grabs my face with both hands. “Hey, we’ll sort something out, okay? No matter what the outcome is, I will be here to support you every step of the way.”

      I look into his eyes. “But why should you? You’re only here because I’m pregnant. If it weren’t for that, we wouldn’t be seeing each other like we have been. We would never spend so much time together...”

      Grabbing my shoulders, he halts me. “And look what we would have missed. I can’t speak for you, but I haven’t had this much fun with one person in a very long time.”

      I smile. “Really?”

      “Really,” he says, smiling back.

      “Well, if we’re complimenting each other, I feel the same.”

      Smirking, he drops his hands. “You’re only saying that because you feel you have to.”

      I playfully tap him on the shoulder. “I am not. It’s true. You just beat me to it.”

      We walk out of the hospital. “You really mean that?”

      “I do. It’s been so much fun these past few weeks. I haven’t smiled this much in years.”

      Grabbing my hand, he swings it as we walk to the car. “You and me… We’ve led such sad lives.” He chuckles.

      I smirk. “I suppose we have.”

      And it’s at that moment, holding Ethan’s hand as we walk back to his car, that I think, I’m dangerously close to falling in love with this man.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

      

    
    
      I get an anxious call from Ethan, asking if he can come around straight away. The only thing I can think of is he got the paternity results. Since he rang, I’ve been pacing the floor, thinking that whatever it is can’t be good. Maybe Kyle is the father. The thought brings tears to my eyes. No matter what, I want this baby. What I don’t want is Kyle to use it as leverage. I know I won’t ever go back to him, but I also know he will make it extremely difficult one way or another.

      Sarah’s not helping, either. Since the incident a few days ago, I’ve had nothing but a string of texts and voicemails threatening to take me to court and calling me every name under the sun. Ethan keeps saying they’re just words, but they’re still not nice to receive. At first, I deleted them, then thought it best to keep them as evidence. I’ll never know when I might need them, but if she keeps this up, I may not have choice but to threaten to go to the police. I don’t want to do that to her, but she may leave me no other choice.

      As I pace, biting my nails, I hear a car door slam. I run to the window and see Ethan walking up, clutching an envelope. What if I don’t want to hear the results? I try and gauge Ethan’s expression as he rings the doorbell. He seems...perturbed.

      Bile rises in my throat as I walk to the door. “Come in.” Ethan quickly walks through, holding out the envelope. I look at it, then back at him as I swallow the lump in my throat. “What does it say?”

      “I haven’t opened it yet.”

      I breathe out a sigh. “When you came in looking like you did, I thought it was really bad news.”

      He gives me an apologetic look before ripping it open. “I guess we shall see together, won’t we?”

      Immediately, I feel my heart pound. As he pulls the letter out, I sit down on one of the sofa chairs and start biting my nails again. For someone who’s never done this before, I’m certainly catching up on it now.

      I feel the adrenaline pump. I can’t take it much longer. When I look up at Ethan, he smiles, handing me the results. “The baby’s mine, Alice.” He starts laughing in jubilation. “The baby’s mine.”

      I jump up and hug him. The tears come, but so does the euphoria of finally knowing it’s over. Now maybe Kyle will leave me alone.

      “Thank you,” I say, snuggling into his chest.

      I feel his hot breath against my hair as he places a gentle kiss on top of my head. “There’s no getting rid of me now,” he whispers, stroking my hair.

      I don’t want to move. The feel of him against me makes me feel things I know I shouldn’t. My loins wake up, my breathing quickens. His smell invades my nostrils, making me want more. I clutch onto him, but I know I’m going to have to break away at some point. When Ethan doesn’t move, I become paranoid that he’s just being a gentleman and waiting for me to break away first.

      I pull away, sniffling. “You don’t realise how much of a relief this is.”

      He gives me that boyish grin I have come to love. “I’m glad you feel that way. It’s actually quite an ego boost knowing a woman would rather be carrying my baby than her husband’s.”

      I start laughing. “Well, when you put it that way... Kyle is the exception to the rule, though.”

      “Hey,” he feigns hurt, making me laugh more. “Way to put a man down. I was enjoying my moment.”

      “I’m sorry. Enjoy your moment. The way you’ve looked after me, despite the fact that you may not have been the father, is exceptional. Not every man would be as accommodating and caring as you’ve been.”

      He smiles. “That’s because I have nothing to worry about.”

      I have an idea and reach my hand out. “Can I have that letter a moment? Kyle has a scanner in the spare room.” At some point, I’m going to have to start decorating it to get ready for the baby. That thought makes me smile.

      Ethan looks very hesitant, but he lets me take it.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “I’m fine. I just don’t see what any of this has to do with him. I hate that he is part of something private between us.”

      “I know it’s hard, but this will get him off our backs. He can’t dispute the facts.” I look over Ethan’s shoulder at my phone. “In fact, this will be faster.” I sit, placing the letter down on the table. I pick up my phone, position it, and take a picture, making sure the most important information is visible. I then attach it in WhatsApp.

      I took my own paternity test. There’s no disputing the results. Please sign the divorce papers and leave me alone. It’s over.

      I click to send it. “There,” I say, not bothering to see if Kyle’s seen it. “Maybe he will leave me alone now. It’ll be nice to feel what it’s like to be free.”

      Ethan smiles as he takes a seat next to me. “Now you’ll get to see for yourself. As you say, he can’t dispute facts.” He takes my hand. “I’m this baby’s father. No matter what, I’m going to be here. I doubt Kyle can say the same.”

      I see the sincerity in his eyes, making me feel all tingly inside. Lately, just about everything Ethan does gives me tingles. Our eyes lock. I feel my body heat with a rich intensity. His eyes sparkle, foretelling mischief I wish to explore. I wonder what mischief we could get into, I think, absentmindedly letting my eyes drop to his lips. The same lips I find myself dreaming about lately. The other day, I was in the middle of dreaming about kissing him. He was just about to lower my dress strap when the alarm on my phone woke me up. I was so pissed off, I actually threw the phone across the room.

      When I look into Ethan’s eyes, I see he’s looking at my lips, too. Surely he doesn’t feel the same way I do. I must be missing the signals somewhere. However, the thought makes my loins wake up like never before. Feeling my face flush, I rub my knees together a little to try and ease the ache that’s developing. As his eyes come back up to meet mine, I almost moan at the need to kiss him. It overwhelms me so much, I start to lean forward, the pinging of my phone startling me.

      The spell broken, I look down. “I’d better check this,” I say, breathless. I notice the slight look of annoyance on Ethan’s face.

      I read Kyle’s message and sigh. “What is it?” Ethan asks. I show him the message, which basically asks if I or “Dr. Fuckwit” ordered the paternity test.

      Ethan shrugs. “Ignore it. He’ll eventually get the message and go away.”

      I place the phone down and sigh. God, I really hope so.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

      

    
    
      Two weeks come and go with not a peep from Kyle. Since I ignored his message, he’s left me alone. A part of me feels exhilarated, but another part feels anxious. Is he up to something? If so, what? Also, despite Sarah’s threats, I haven’t heard from a solicitor about the baby. Ethan says it’s because she hasn’t got a leg to stand on. Nothing was signed, but even if it were, I am the mother. I am entitled to change my mind. Whatever the reason, I’m glad she’s left me alone.

      Since I’ve heard nothing from either of them, I’ve used the time to soak up as much of Ethan as I can. We spend almost every day together, and the days we can’t, we talk to each other several times on the phone. In fact, I know more about him and his family than I ever knew about Kyle.

      I know I’m falling for him, which scares me to death. My mind is constantly at war with my heart. I want and need him, my dreams becoming much more vivid and intense. I’ve orgasmed in my sleep the last few nights now and, quite frankly, it’s driving me crazy. I daydream about Ethan all day, then dream of him in my sleep. He’s constantly in my head, making me think and feel things I know I shouldn’t. Ethan said we would make the perfect parents because we’ve never been in a relationship with each other. I have to respect that and move on, but I can’t. The more he’s in my life, the more he seeps into my heart. I want it to stop and not stop at the same time. I feel lost, not knowing what to do. At some point, I know I’ll have to tell him how I feel, but for now, I’ll keep it to myself because I just wouldn’t be able to handle the possible rejection. I’ve been trying to distance myself from him, but the more I do, the more I end up spending time with him.

      Like tonight. I was going to spend the evening in front of the TV with a bowl of Ben and Jerry’s Cookie Dough for company, but instead, I ended up texting Ethan and asking if he wanted to come over for dinner. Of course, he said yes. I know he wants to spend as much time with the baby as possible, so how can I begrudge him that?

      Opening the oven, I check the roast and potatoes. I have gravy ready, button sprouts and carrots boiling, and homemade Yorkshire puddings that I’m proud of myself for making. Kyle always said I made a mean roast dinner. If there was one compliment in our marriage, it was that. I always take pride in making a good homemade meal.

      As I stir the vegetables, the doorbell rings. I feel my heart skip a beat when I see Ethan standing there, a bottle of orange Lucozade in one hand and a tub of Ben and Jerry’s Cookie Dough in the other. He knows me so well.

      Smiling, I see he’s dressed up. Wearing a pale pink shirt, a couple buttons undone at the top, and a pair of khaki trousers, he looks positively mouth-watering.

      He holds the Lucozade bottle up. “I’ve seen you drink this quite often. Also…” He holds up the ice cream, “I’ve seen you pack a couple of these in your freezer, too. I hope I’ve done okay.”

      I smile brightly. “You’ve done brilliant. Come on in.”

      “Thanks.” He wipes his feet. “The rain’s stopped now, but it was coming down quite a bit earlier.” He hands me the contents in his hands and walks into the living room. I move toward the kitchen and put away the ice cream and Lucozade.

      When I walk back in, Ethan is taking his jacket off. I stand there, marvelling at his physique. How I have been so blind to his masculinity, I have no idea. He has his back to me, so I take the time to shamelessly gawk. Without the jacket, I can clearly see the outline of his body through the shirt. I imagine myself peeling it off and kissing him all over. My face heats at the thought.

      When he turns, I feel like a deer caught in the headlights. I snap out of it, but not before Ethan notices me gawking. He smirks.

      “Um… Have a seat. What would you like to drink?” I’m blabbering now. I just wish the floor would swallow me up.

      He takes a seat. “Do you have any beer?”

      I nod. “Yes. I noticed you drink Stella, so I bought you some of those.”

      “That’s really kind of you. Thanks. Whatever you’re cooking smells delicious.”

      I suddenly feel like I’m back at school and talking to a boy I fancy. This is just so surreal. “Thank you. It’s a roast. I’ve been told I do a mean one, so I’m hoping you enjoy it.”

      He smiles. “I’m sure I will.”

      His smile takes my breath away, so I escape into the kitchen. I need some breathing room. Lately, I just want to rip his clothes off. In fact, I can’t stop thinking about it. Last week, I got so bad, I signed onto the internet to do some research. I’m almost sixteen weeks pregnant. Apparently, I can feel very horny at this stage. I remember shaking my head and thinking, Shit. This is all I need!

      Giving myself a few seconds to breathe, I grab Ethan’s beer and quickly check on the food. It’s just about ready. I rush back into the living room and hand him his beer.

      “The food is ready, so if you’d like to sit at the table…” I point to the table as he turns to see it all made up.

      “Do you need any help?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “No, but thank you. Just make yourself at home and I’ll be back in a few.”

      I walk back into the kitchen and get everything prepped. I carve the meat and place some on Ethan’s plate, then walk to the table and place it in front of him, setting the gravy down, as well.

      He smiles, inhaling. “It smells wonderful.”

      “I hope you enjoy it.”

      “Oh, I’m sure I will.”

      Looking at him again, my knees start to weaken. “Would you like any sauces? I have mustard or horseradish.” My voice sounds a little higher than it should.

      “No, this is fine. Thank you.”

      Nodding, I walk back into the kitchen to grab my plate and a glass of Lucozade before heading back in. I sit opposite Ethan, seeing he hasn’t touched his food yet, waiting for me.

      “My mouth’s watering, so forgive me if I start. I’m so hungry,” he says, looking at his food longingly.

      I laugh a little as I place my napkin in my lap. “Please. Be my guest.”

      We start eating. Because he’s relishing it, we hardly talk. All I get from him is moaning, which makes my…situation worse. I’m eating, but I don’t feel hungry for food. I feel hungry for something else, though.

      “I got a date for my divorce,” I say, trying to think of anything but sex.

      “Oh yeah?”

      “It came in the mail this morning. It’s for the twenty-first of June.”

      He seems relieved. “It still seems so far away, but at least it’s something. I’m glad things are working out for you. It’s just a pity Kyle won’t play ball and sign the papers. It shouldn’t have come to this.”

      I nod. “I know. I don’t particularly relish going to court. I know it’s only because Kyle has this insane notion we’ll get back together some day. It’s just weird.” I frown. “At first, he wouldn’t leave me alone, but ever since that message I sent about the paternity results, he’s gone away. If it’s because he’s finally realised we’re not getting back together, why hasn’t he agreed to the divorce?”

      Ethan swallows his bite. “He may be playing another game. Maybe he thinks if he gives you space, you’ll start to miss him. Or it might be that he just wants to make things as difficult as possible.” He lifts his fork, stopping in mid-air, frowning. “You’re not disappointed he’s suddenly vanished, are you?”

      My eyes widen. “Oh god, no! I’m happy about it. I just don’t get why the sudden change of heart. Maybe it is because he’s just being an arse and playing a game.” I think for a moment, then wave my hand. “Anyway, the date is set and that’s that. I won’t mention his name again. Tonight is about celebrating.”

      Grabbing his beer, Ethan holds it up. “To being free again.”

      I smirk and clink my glass to his. “To being free again. You haven’t heard anything in regards to your divorce yet, have you?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not sure what’s happening. I’m going to give them a call tomorrow and ask.” He pauses a moment. “Speaking of tomorrow, I’m going to Plymouth. There’s a doctor’s conference I want to attend. Considering it’s so close to my sister, I figured I would stay with her. It’s only for one night. I’ll be back the following morning.”

      I feel a little pang in my stomach. I will miss him, but it’s only for one day.

      As if noticing my expression, he says, “I would invite you, but my sister’s place is rather small.”

      I shake my head. “No, I wouldn’t want to impose.”

      “I would like you two to get to know each other better, though. Maybe I can take you over there for lunch or dinner one day. I plan to tell her about the baby tomorrow. I’m sure she’ll want to speak with you once I do.”

      I smile, a little nervous about her reaction. “I would like that. We did say we’d go for coffee next time she was in town. How do you think she’s going to react when you tell her? She may hate me.”

      He laughs. “How can she hate you? Any woman who is willing to sacrifice herself to give a baby to another should be awarded a medal. I think she’ll highly praise you. She already likes you. This will practically make her fall in love with you.”

      “Do you really think so?”

      He nods, leaning forward. “I know so. Stop worrying.”

      “Okay,” I smirk.

      We carry on eating the rest of our meal, stopping every once in a while to chit-chat. Once finished, we set our utensils down and sigh. Ethan places his napkin on the table and stretches. “That was the best roast dinner I’ve ever had.” As he stretches, I see the outline of his broad chest through his shirt. Suddenly, I’m on fire.

      “It’s rather hot in here. Don’t you think it’s hot in here? I need to take this jumper off,” I say, all flustered. Ethan watches with concern as I stand up and pull the jumper over my head.

      “Whoa!” he shouts.

      I jump, pulling my arms away to look at Ethan. He’s on his feet, looking at my stomach. “What’s wrong?”

      He smiles. “Nothing. I just didn’t realise you had a tiny bump under your clothing. Can I feel?”

      I suck in a breath. My mind doesn’t think it’s a good idea, and neither does my body. I seem to be on fire just being near Ethan, let alone having him touch me. Despite the war raging inside my head, I nod. After all, he’s the father. I know he intends to be there every step of the way. I just wish I didn’t want him the way I do. He’s my best friend’s husband. Despite what she did to me, I never intended to play tit for tat. Before now, Ethan was just someone I had a distant admiration for. Now it’s a completely different story. Every fibre of my being wants him in ways I never thought possible. I dream of his touch. I dream of him kissing me, caressing me, ravishing me…taking me. In all the years I was married to Kyle, I had never once had this burning desire to rip every piece of his clothing off and lick his body all over.

      Ethan looks at me like he is slightly unsure, but comes toward me with his arm outstretched. I place my jumper over the chair and grip it with all my might. I hold my breath in wanton anticipation as his hand edges nearer. He’s so close, I can smell his aftershave. If I stuck my tongue out, I could touch his neck.

      Whoa, I need to get a grip!

      My mouth parts slightly as I stare at his neck. I don’t dare look up at him because my eyes would totally give me away. As I feel his fingers glide across my stomach, I can’t help the overwhelming urge to close my eyes. I let them fall, swallowing hard as I open them back up again. His hand on my stomach feels as though it holds some sort of electric power. All sorts of sparks shoot through me. Sparks I have never felt before.

      As my lips part again, I look at Ethan. He’s frowning, almost as if he’s trying to figure me out. “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I take a deep breath, immediately breaking my trance. I can’t let him see just how much he affects me.

      I step away, grabbing the plates on the table. “I’ll take these and wash them up.”

      Without looking at him, I swiftly walk out of the room. I can feel Ethan’s eyes on me every step of the way, but I can also feel the heat penetrating my very being. I need to get these dishes washed…and I need him to leave.

      After I place the dishes in the sink, I grab the edge and close my eyes. What’s wrong with me?

      “Alice?” My body tenses. “Alice, look at me.” My eyes are still locked on the sink. My body doesn’t want to move. “Alice, please, look at me.” He touches my shoulder, gently pulling me around to face him. As I do, I look up into his soft brown eyes. Eyes I could easily get lost in. “What’s wrong?”

      I stare at him. I don’t know what to say. I want your body more than the air I breathe? I’m like a walking hormone of mass proportions and I need you to have sex with me before I explode? That’s not really dinner conversation.

      As I remain quiet, Ethan edges closer, my breath hitching again. He stills for a moment before reaching out and touching my wrist. My breathing quickens as he gently moves his hand around it, placing his fingers on my pulse. There seems to be this electric charge between us. It’s something I’m not sure is welcome. My body definitely wants it, but my mind’s telling me to run.

      Then I see something in his eyes. It’s almost like a hunger. It makes the burning sensation between my legs reach new levels. Surely he doesn’t feel it, too. Is my mind playing tricks on me?

      “Do you want me to tell you what I see?” he says softly.

      I search Ethan’s eyes and nod. I can’t move, can’t speak, and can barely breathe. The closer he gets, the more my insides turn to mush.

      His stare seems to take on a more primal edge, making my legs wobble slightly. With my free hand, I grip onto the edge of the sink, holding me in place so I don’t fall. When he licks his lips, I find myself following every single movement of his tongue.

      “Your cheeks are flushed.” I look up to meet his hooded eyes. “Your pupils are dilated. Your breathing has quickened. Your pulse is definitely faster than it should be.” He walks even closer. I close my eyes briefly, swallowing hard before meeting his eyes again. “Do you know what that normally means?”

      I breathe out slowly and nod. I feel him getting closer, my insides burning hotter than ever. “It means I want you to fuck me…” I gasp, placing a hand over my mouth as I stare at a shocked Ethan. Shit, what must he think of me? “I’m so sorry,” I blurt, feeling absolutely appalled. I try to move away, but he stops me. “Please. I feel so ashamed.” I try to move again, but he grips my wrist tighter.

      “Don’t pull away, Alice. Not when I’ve finally got you.”

      I look up to see him smiling. “What do you mean?”

      Before I can take a breath, Ethan’s lips are on mine, seductively coaxing my mouth to meet his sensual dance. With both hands on my face, he holds me captive, taking his time as he kisses my waiting lips. I moan, grabbing his shirt and pulling him closer. I suddenly have this primal urge to be taken. I’ve always dreamed of a moment where someone would worship me, go slow, take their sweet time pleasuring me. But all I want now is to be screwed against my cold, hard sink. I’m totally blown away.

      My breathing quickens as I grab the back of Ethan’s neck. He opens his mouth, and I immediately delve my tongue in. Ethan growls, making my body hum. I moan, knowing if he doesn’t take me soon, I’m going to explode.

      “Ethan, please…”

      Why am I begging? What am I begging for? I have no idea, but he seems to get the message loud and clear as he picks me up, my legs wrapping around his waist. As Ethan carries me out of the kitchen, I take the opportunity to kiss and bite his neck.

      “Shit, Alice. I won’t be able to make it to the bedroom at this rate.”

      I rub my crotch against his, moaning as I bite his neck again. “Then don’t.”

      “Fuck!” he growls, his pace quickening up the stairs.

      “Please,” I beg again. “I need… I need… Hurry.”

      My god, what has gotten into me all of a sudden? I feel like I’m dying. This urge, this desire almost feels too painful to bear.

      “I got you, sweetheart,” he replies, placing me gently on the bed.

      He stills as he hovers over me, but I can’t take it. I start tugging at his clothes. “Too slow,” I say. Ethan chuckles, but it soon turns to moans as I bite down on his shoulder and work my way up toward his lips. “I can’t wait,” I breathe out. I feel like I need Ethan inside me more than my next breath.

      Thankfully, he takes the hint and wastes no time pulling my t-shirt above my head. As he throws it, he looks down at the swell of my breasts. I must have grown two sizes since getting pregnant.

      I break Ethan’s stare by pulling his shirt over his head. I have dreamed about seeing his body for weeks. I’m finally going to get my wish. As I discard his shirt, I stare at the sight before me. I know he likes to keep in shape, but I never knew it was to this extent. His chest is broad and muscular, his pecks pronounced and smooth. I run my hands from his shoulders down to his stomach. I can see how heavy his breathing has become, noticing his obvious arousal trying to break through his trousers. It only makes the throbbing between my legs worse.

      I lie back down and lift my bum up in the air. “Now it’s your turn.”

      Ethan wastes no time, pulling my trousers and knickers down, tossing them aside. For a moment, he stares at my body, making my insides burn.

      “Ethan, please…”

      There I go begging again. I have never begged for sex. I’ve never had to. With Kyle, I got sex whether I wanted it or not. For me, it was part of my marriage, so I felt obligated to give it to him. I realise now that was wrong, but I guess I was kind of brainwashed. After all, I was barely twenty, young and impressionable, when I met Kyle.

      Ethan hastily unbuttons his pants, pushing them and his boxers down. When he stands back up, I hiss in a breath. He’s bigger than Kyle, which worries me for a moment, but once he starts edging toward me on the bed, all thoughts quickly disappear. He leans down to kiss me. I moan, instinctively raising my hips to meet his erection.

      “Are you that impatient?” he mumbles with a smile. Chuckling a little into his mouth, I nod.

      Ethan breaks our kiss and stares at me before kissing his way toward my breasts. He quickly removes my bra and stares at my erect nipples. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmurs as he takes one into his mouth.

      “Oh, my god!” I cry, threading my hand through his hair. This is like beautiful torture. I don’t know whether I welcome this feeling or not. My body craves more...more of his tongue, more of his lips, more of everything.

      He pulls away, then gives the other nipple some attention. More fireworks explode inside my head. As his tongue dances around, licking and sucking the sensitive nub, I arch my body again, knowing I can’t keep this feeling in any longer. When Ethan pulls away, I think he’s going to finally enter me. I grip his arms, waiting for that pain I have become accustomed to with Kyle, but not minding that it’s coming this time.

      Ethan kisses under my breasts and slowly makes his way down. Immediately, I tense, wondering what he’s up to.

      “Relax,” he instructs.

      I frown as he ventures farther down, kissing my ribs and making his way toward my stomach. “What are you doing?”

      “Relax and enjoy,” he whispers, gently placing kisses on my stomach. I close my eyes and push my head back into the pillow. I’m about to beg again, I can feel it coming, but as he kisses the inside of my thighs, all that comes out is a gurgled moan.

      I have nothing to hold onto, so I grip the sheets. If he doesn’t enter me soon, I’m going to scream.

      Then I feel his tongue flick against my clit. “Holy shit!” I scream, colours dancing before my eyes. I have seen this in porn movies, but I’ve never felt it myself. Kyle never went down on me, despite me wanting him to. For years, I’ve desired this. Now I can finally feel what it’s really like.

      As he licks me again, my legs wobble and I get dizzy. I never expected to orgasm, I never have without my own intervention, but I recognise the signs. As Ethan dances his tongue around my clit, I tense, trying to control my breathing, but also trying not to come straight away. I never thought it would feel this good.

      “What’s wrong? You’re tensing.”

      I breathe out, closing my eyes before looking at Ethan. “I’ve never had this…” I see how wide his eyes become. “I’m frightened I’m going to come too quickly.” I flush red and look away.

      “Alice, it’s fine. Just relax and let your body do the talking, okay? I want you to feel good. Please, don’t hold back. I never want you to hold back with me.”

      I glance down at him, nodding. I hadn’t held back so far. In fact, I have been forward. I never even knew I had that sort of primal animal inside me.

      As his tongue continues its leisurely dance, I close my eyes, revelling in the feeling he’s giving me. It’s so additive and so good. Quicker than before, that feeling comes back. I tense.

      “Let it come, Alice. You’re tensing again. I know it’s because you’re about to orgasm and are trying to stop yourself. Just…lick…let…lick…go…lick.”

      As his tongue does one final dance, I arch my back again, knowing it’s coming and coming hard. “Oh god!” I scream, the feeling intensifying.

      As if sensing my impending orgasm, Ethan seems to pick up the pace slightly. My body tenses on its own. I feel it build in my toes before working its way up my legs, into my torso, through my breasts, and out through my eyes as I explode.

      Colours dance through my vision, my body trembling with intensity. Sounds I never knew existed inside me come out of my body. A body that doesn’t seem to be mine anymore. It’s like I’m not in control of it.

      Ethan slows to a stop, then kisses his way back up my body. “That was the most beautiful scene I have ever had the pleasure to witness.”

      As I try to catch my breath, I smile, wondering how I could have missed this in my twenty-eight years. “Thank you,” I suddenly blurt. The words just seem to leave me without me having a chance to stop them.

      Ethan’s eyes widen slightly. “There’s no need to thank me. It was my pleasure.”

      When he leans down to kiss me again, I can taste myself on his mouth. The fires start working their way up again. I need him inside me already.

      “Ethan…,” I start, but he’s already in position. I tense again, waiting for the pain to come.

      He stops and stares at me. “I’m not going to hurt you, Alice.” I breathe deeply, immediately relaxing. “I’ll take it slow, okay?” I nod nervously. I can tell he’s trying his best to make me feel comfortable.

      I feel the tip of his erection at my entrance. I’m about to tense again when I feel him slowly ease into me. I gasp, but not because of the pain. I’ve never felt such immense pleasure before.

      “Are you okay?” Ethan’s expression looks pained. I can’t tell if it’s because he’s trying to hold back or if he’s worried I’m in some sort of discomfort.

      “Please, keep going,” I encourage, needing him to go faster. He doesn’t disappoint. He thrusts forward, making us both cry out. Instead of the usual pain, I feel pleasure dancing inside me.

      For a moment, he stays still, hovering. He leans down, careful not to crush me, and kisses me tenderly. I feel him twitch slightly inside me, making me moan into his mouth. As his hips start moving, pleasure fills me. I never knew sex could feel like this. I don’t want it to stop.

      I look down as Ethan flexes his hips. With each thrust forward, new waves of pleasure take hold, making me cry out.

      “Fuck…,” Ethan moans. “Alice, you feel so good. So fucking good.”

      Sure, I had heard those same words from Kyle, but not once did it get a reaction from me. Only emptiness. With Ethan, everything seems so natural, so right, so glorious.

      I moan and scratch his arms. I find myself almost becoming feral as I grasp his arse and push him harder into me.

      “Jesus, Alice,” he cries.

      Shit, what is this feeling growing inside me? Surely it’s not another orgasm. It builds with every thrust. And with every thrust, my moans become louder. I have never had two orgasms in one go, but it seems I’m going to have a lot of firsts with Ethan. Now I can understand what all the fuss is about when it comes to sex.

      “You’re going to come again, aren’t you?”

      I snap my eyes to Ethan’s and see the pleasure dancing on his face. It makes the orgasm rise even quicker.

      “Yes!” I suddenly scream, unable to fathom how he knows my body better than I do. “Oh shit, yes! Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop!” I grab his arms and squeeze, knowing it’s probably going to creep up on me without warning.

      Ethan picks up the pace, breathing and grunting as he thrusts in and out of me. I can sense he’s close, too, which only heightens my desire. That same feeling dances up through my body, but faster and harder than the first time. “Ethan!” I scream as my body explodes and toes curl.

      “Shit!” he shouts, making my orgasm last even longer. I find myself crying out again.

      Ethan groans before thrusting inside me one more time and stilling. He leans forward, breathing steadily in the crook of my neck.

      “Wow…,” I hear him mumble.

      I chuckle through my heavy breaths. “Definitely wow.”

      We lie there for some time, our breathing calming as I absentmindedly stroke his back. It’s such an intimate act for me, but one I find natural after the most spellbinding orgasms I have ever experienced in my life.

      I feel Ethan shiver as goose bumps form beneath my fingers. “Nice?” I ask.

      “Gorgeous,” he replies. “Just like you.” He moves to the side and stretches out facing me, supporting his head with his hand. “You have no idea how long I have wanted to do that. I pictured it being good, but I never envisaged just how good.”

      “How long?” I ask, rolling to my side and facing him.

      “I would like to say ever since the day of the first scan, but that would be a lie. It’s pretty much since the day you told me you were carrying my baby.”

      I gasp. “That long? But...we hardly knew each other.”

      He laughs. “I know, but from the few times we spent together, I could sense the good in you. I could also sense your vulnerability. It made me want to scoop you into my arms and hold you...protect you from the ugliness surrounding you. I found that thinking about this made me more and more attracted to you. I already knew how beautiful you were. I’m not blind. It’s just... I was married and thought I was happy. Truth be told, Sarah and I were never happy. We constantly argued about babies, losing ourselves somewhere along the way. In a sense, I’m glad she cheated; otherwise, I wouldn’t have realised just how unhappy I was or how much I wanted you in my life. I know this is too soon, but can we make this work? Not just for the sake of the baby, but for ourselves? If you want it to…”

      The thought makes my heart light up. “I do want this, but let’s take our time. We have five months until this baby is born. Let’s see where we are then. Step by step.”

      Smiling, Ethan nods. “Okay, I can do step by step. I know we need to get our divorces finalised first.”

      I bite my lip. “Technically, we just cheated on our spouses.”

      Ethan strokes my arm. “Technically, our spouses are not living with us, and haven’t for some time. We’re doing nothing wrong.”

      “I know.”

      “I have to be up really early tomorrow morning, but would you mind if I stayed?”

      Thinking about spending the night with Ethan makes me smile. “I would love nothing more.”
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      The next morning, Ethan got up before the sun rose, kissing my cheek before he left. I could have gone back to sleep for another hour, but thinking about the night before kept me up. We made love two more times, sleep the only thing keeping us from seeking more.

      At work, I couldn’t stop the smile on my face. Of course, Sally asked me what was going on. Because I trusted her, I told her everything. She was happy, but warned me to go slow. I was not going to let the fact that Ethan was the father of my baby get in the way of things.

      That night, I tossed and turned. I knew I missed Ethan, which pissed me off. I should be able to survive a night without him. I had survived several when Kyle went away on trips.

      The following morning, I rush out to get Ethan some of his favourite iced doughnuts. Our sixteen-week scan is later this afternoon, but I can’t last a moment longer without seeing him.

      I pay for the doughnuts and head out the door, a smile on my face. It’s another cold day, but I don’t care. The skies can be overcast and grey for all I care. Nothing can take my happiness away. Also, the possibility of curling up in Ethan’s bed for a couple hours before leaving for our appointment has my head spinning with excitement. I thought all the sex Ethan and I had the night before would have calmed me. Instead, it seems to have done the opposite. I haven’t thought of anything else since.

      I walk the twenty minutes to Ethan’s flat. With every step, the cold in my veins turns hotter. As I reach the last corner, I’m boiling. My heart starts drumming in anticipation.

      Biting my lip, I open the gate that leads to his flat and knock on the door. When he doesn’t answer, I decide to ring the doorbell. Nothing. I start to walk away when I hear the door open. I smile as I turn, but it immediately vanishes when I see Sarah standing in the doorway wearing nothing but Ethan’s shirt.

      “Oh, sorry,” she says with a giggle. “Ethan’s in the shower. I was about to head in to join him when I heard the doorbell. How are you?”

      I feel my eyes start to well with tears, but I push them away. “Are you two back together?”

      “Well,” she says, opening the door more. “I came over yesterday because I had some big news to tell him.” She places her hand on her stomach and rubs over a very definite baby bump. One that’s bigger than mine. Stepping back, I place a hand over my mouth. “Shocking, I know,” she says, beaming. “Ethan was elated when I told him. All this time of not being able to get pregnant. I was so convinced I couldn’t, I didn’t even realise I was. I just thought I was putting on weight.”

      I swallow the bile rising in my throat. “How... How far along are you?”

      “Twenty-four weeks.” Everything seems to spin around me. “Listen, I would love to catch up, but it’s getting cold and Ethan’s waiting for me. I really want to talk to you, though. I want to apologise for the way I behaved recently. I obviously wasn’t myself.” She points to her stomach. “You understand. Hormones and everything.” She bursts into laughter. “Anyway, lovely seeing you. I’ll tell Ethan you stopped by. Speak soon.”

      She immediately shuts the door, leaving me stunned. Finally finding the strength to move, I leave, walking back to my house. I don’t recall the journey. I just feel numb.

      When I step into my house and place Ethan’s doughnuts on the table, the tears start to flow. I fall onto the sofa, crying onto the cushions. I thought Ethan was different, but he seems to be just like Kyle. Was he just biding his time, waiting for the chance to seduce me? And now that he’s had that chance, he can go back to Sarah? All that bullshit he told me about not being happy was just that… Bullshit.

      I don’t think I’ll ever trust another man again. I need to get this divorce and get both men out of my life for good. I was a pushover at one time, but no more.

      After crying until I’m empty, I sit quietly on the sofa for a couple hours, contemplating what my life will be like. I know I need to get up and go to my appointment. I should be happy. In fact, this is supposed to be one of the happiest moments of my life. But now I feel robbed of it. I have never felt resentment for someone before, but I feel it now. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I want what Sarah has.

      As it gets to the point where I can’t postpone it any longer, I grab my keys and head to my appointment. I feel like I’m on auto-pilot as I drive there, then check in. Every time the door of the waiting room opens, I hope it’s Ethan, coming to tell me it was a mistake.

      I have the scan, elated that everything looks normal and healthy. My heart lights up when the doctor prints a few pictures of the baby for me, and any tears shed are ones of happiness.

      I leave, once again feeling the numbness as I walk toward the parking lot. Once home, all I feel is disappointment. I truly thought Ethan was better than this. He certainly gave me the right signals, practically telling me he wanted a full-blown relationship. That’s why this is so odd.

      Whatever the reason, you can’t dispute the fact that Sarah was at his flat. I could hear the shower running. She was in his shirt. She is definitely pregnant. But what disappoints me even more is that Ethan didn’t make the appointment to see his baby.

      I start laughing at the irony. Ethan wanted a baby and now he has two on the way, which means they’ll be siblings with two different mothers. This just all seems like something out of a movie.

      Once I make myself a cup of tea, I turn my phone on, seeing no messages or missed calls from Ethan apologising. No explanation at all.

      Disappointment creeps up again. I always thought I was a good judge of character, but then again, look at me with Kyle. I laugh. Maybe I should turn lesbian. I’m certainly not having much luck with men.

      I sip my tea, contemplating my future. I was ready to be a single mum before Ethan came along with his false promises. Now it looks as though I need to prepare for that once more.
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      After two days, I finally get inundated with calls and messages from Ethan. I ignore them all. Quite frankly, there’s nothing he can say. He’s made his choice. I hope he’s happy with it. Once I feel less murderous, I will be able to talk to him about custody and so forth, but right now, all I want to do is rip his head off.

      As I come home from work and pull into my driveway, I realise I have no other choice but to talk to him. Despite the fact it’s nearly below freezing, he looks as though he’s been waiting by my door for hours. He’s visibly freezing, and also looks visibly miserable. A part of me feels elation for both, then I realise just how childish that is.

      Once I place the car in park and turn off the ignition, I get out and walk toward my door. Immediately, he walks up to me. “Alice, I’m so sorry I didn’t make the appointment, but I have very good reason. I need to speak with you.”

      Without saying anything, I open my door, knowing Ethan will follow. Once he shuts the door, he places his hands together and blows in them.

      “You don’t need to explain anything to me. Sarah did that for you,” I say, placing my jacket on the hanger and bag on the counter. When I look up at him, he’s frowning.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The day we were supposed to go to the scan, I decided—stupidly—that it was a good idea to grab your favourite doughnuts and come over early. When I got there, Sarah opened the door wearing nothing but your shirt. You were in the shower and she was going to join you.” I look away, the tears starting to sting my eyes.

      Ethan walks closer. “Alice, I didn’t know she had done this. When I got out of the shower, she was standing in my living room, visibly pregnant. I had no idea she was there or how she had gotten in. It turns out my landlord had been around. When he left, he bumped into Sarah. She told him she was my pregnant wife, so he let her in. Believe me, once she left, I had words with him about that.

      I frown. “You’re not back together?”

      “Fuck no! Not after everything she’s done. Even if she is pregnant with my baby, there’s no way I would want her back.” He places his hand on my cheek. “Not after finding you.” I lean into his hand, then remember.

      “But you missed the appointment. No word. No nothing.”

      Ethan looks pained as he edges closer. “I know, and I’m so sorry. When I saw Sarah standing there and she told me she was pregnant with my baby, I couldn’t think straight. I sat with her and we talked. Well, she mainly talked. I just stared at the wall in shock.” He shakes his head. “When I realised it was past your appointment time, I felt like a failure. After the fifth time I told Sarah we weren’t getting back together, she left. It was dark by then and I was exhausted. I tried ringing your mobile, but it went straight to voicemail. I knew that if I came around, you would be mad at me. I did come by this morning, but you had already left for work. I kept calling your phone and coming around, but you didn’t answer. I just thought it was because you were mad at me for missing the appointment. I never knew it was because Sarah had told you lies.” He pulls me closer. “What else did she say?”

      “She said she was pregnant with your baby and you were getting back together.”

      He shakes his head. “She isn’t the one I love anymore. How can I go back to that when I have everything I need and want right in front of me?”

      I sigh. “This is huge, Ethan. What about the baby?”

      Dropping his head, he takes my hand and leads me to the sofa. Once we sit, he strokes my arm tenderly. “I don’t even know if it’s my baby. I’ve demanded a paternity test, but she refuses to take one. She actually got angry that I would dare question who the father was.”

      I bite my lip. “Well, considering how far gone she is, it’s highly probable. According to Kyle, they were only having an affair for a month before we split up.”

      “I know, but I’m not taking any chances. This baby is probably mine, but I won’t know until the results are in. I’ll keep trying, but I think she’s going to make me wait until the baby is born.”

      “Why do they keep doing this to us?” I sigh in exasperation. I know Kyle has gone quiet, but it still doesn’t take away from the fact that he made my life miserable. Sarah’s also been doing her best to that end. All this after what they did. It just doesn’t seem fair.

      “I know. They cheat on us, but it’s somehow become our fault.” He laughs sadly. “Alice, I’m so sorry I missed the appointment. I feel terrible about it.”

      I see the sincerity in his eyes and smile. “I have some pictures.”

      His eyes light up. “Well, don’t keep me waiting.”

      Getting up, I walk over to my drawer and take out a baby photo album I couldn’t resist getting in the store yesterday. I hand it to him, sitting down again.

      “My First Pictures,” Ethan says, reading the front of the album. It has heart with a little teddy bear holding a baby in the middle.

      “I saw it yesterday and just had to get it.”

      He opens it up and studies the pictures. “She’s going to be beautiful.”

      I frown. “She?”

      He glances toward me. “A hunch.”

      I scrutinise him, wondering if he means that or if he can actually tell we’re having a girl. “Well, whatever the baby is, we certainly can’t call it Kumquat.”

      He starts laughing. “I don’t know. I quite like the name.”

      I elbow him playfully. “You have got to be kidding me,” I snort in laughter, making Ethan give me a “what on earth was that” face.

      “The baby’s healthy, but I think I need to take you to see someone about those piggy noises you keep making.”

      “Piggy noises?” I screech. “How about you and your Mutley laugh?”

      He frowns again. “Mutley laugh?”

      “Yeah, from Wacky Races. Remember that?”

      He shakes his head, but I can tell he knows who I mean. “That’s just mean.”

      “Coming from the man who says I sound like a pig.”

      He winks at me. “A very cute, sexy pig, though.”

      My laughter vanishes, but I keep the smile on my face. “Thank you.” We stare at each other. I know if we continue, I won’t be able to control myself. For now, I’m too concerned about Sarah. “I can’t believe she’s pregnant,” I say, breaking the spell.

      His face turns sad. “I know. All these years and nothing. Then we break up and she shows up like that.”

      “Yeah, and the irony is she would have conceived just before we started trying for this baby.”

      He looks into the distance, shaking his head. “Yep, that’s definitely irony for you.”

      “How will you feel if you’re the father?”

      “If I’m the father, I will be there for him or her. I will provide financial and fatherly support, but it won’t go beyond that. I’m a hundred percent certain I want to be here with you.” Scooting closer, he takes my hand. “If I’m the father, I will love her child as much as I love ours.” He places his hand on my belly, stirring up raw emotions inside me. One half wants to cry, and the other half wants to make sweet love to this man. “My home is wherever you are.” He swallows hard. “The only thing that concerns me is you won’t want me if I’m the father to another child.”

      I gasp. “God no. I wouldn’t break up with you because of that. You didn’t know this would happen. None of us did. If we find out the baby is yours, I will support you one hundred percent. The only thing I can’t do is play ‘happy family’ with Sarah. I will be civil to her, of course, but I can never get back what we used to have.” Looking down, my shoulders sag. I just wish she hadn’t ruined everything between us. I really thought we were closer than that.

      Ethan places his hand under my chin and lifts my face. “I know she hurt you. She hurt both of us. I wouldn’t expect you to make friends with her again. As long as you say you’re by my side, that’s all that really matters.”

      He leans in, kissing me. I’m immediately swept away by his raw magnetism. It doesn’t matter that I found Sarah half-naked in his flat a couple days ago. I believe what he says. Unlike Kyle, I’m sure I can trust Ethan.

      When he breaks the kiss and gets up, holding out his hand, I grasp it, letting him lead me to the bedroom. He undresses me, kissing my neck the whole time. I watch as he takes his clothes off before leading me to the bed. I’m desperately falling for this man, but I know he’ll be there to catch me.

      After making love, Ethan utters three of the sweetest words I have ever heard. And it’s then I tell him how I feel.

      “I love you, too.”
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      Nine weeks later

      

      Despite the shocking news of a couple months ago, Ethan and I have been going strong. We are practically inseparable and can’t keep our hands off each other. Seven weeks ago, we spent the weekend in Plymouth, visiting his sister and her husband. It couldn’t have gone better. Ethan had told her about the baby when he visited for business, and his sister took it really well. Judy and I have become really close, practically calling each other every day. She always asks how her little niece or nephew is, which is really sweet.

      As the court case approaches, I can’t wait to finally be free of being called Mrs. Armstrong. Kyle’s still silent, which both worries and confuses me. I’m grateful for the freedom, but I always have one eye on the lookout, just in case he pops up out of nowhere. It’s no way to live, I know that, but I just don’t trust him.

      Then today, out of the blue, I get a text message asking me to meet him at Briarsford Cemetery. I find it odd, but am also intrigued. It isn’t too far from here. I also know there are lots of people milling around most of the time so, probably against my better judgment, I agree.

      I had taken the day off because I was feeling a little ill. I try calling Ethan at work to tell him where I’m going, but he doesn’t answer. I leave a voicemail before grabbing my keys. I still feel a little queasy, but not as bad as I did this morning. Sally—bless her—offered to come over this afternoon with a ginger cake Mrs. Bellingham had made. She got wind that I was ill and could sometimes only keep down anything with ginger, so she insisted on making me a ginger cake, dropping it off at work for somebody to bring to me. One day soon, I know I’m going to have to send her flowers as a thank you. I’m sure she would appreciate that.

      I park by the cemetery and look around. I don’t see Kyle, but I do see people buying flowers from the florist right next to the front gates. I get out and start walking, then receive another text from Kyle.

      Tenth row down the left.

      Looking up, I squint, trying to locate him. In the distance, I spot someone sitting on a bench. It looks like it might be Kyle, but this guy has much shorter hair. I start walking, passing a couple mourning over a child’s grave. My heart goes out to them. As I pass a couple more rows, I spot an elderly man kneeling at the grave of a woman who died five years ago. He’s fussing around it, pulling weeds and laying fresh flowers. He’s so loving, it makes me think she must have been his wife. My heart hurts for the man. I wonder if Ethan and I will be like that when we’re older. He has become my life lately. We connect on a level I’ve never experienced. It’s monumental and exhilarating at the same time.

      As I approach the tenth row, I cautiously move closer to the bench. I can still only see the back of this man with his long black coat and hair that’s shaved at the sides. It’s definitely Kyle’s colour, but I’ve never seen him with a shaved head.

      “Kyle?” I ask guardedly.

      He turns, showing me the crooked smile I used to love so much. He looks different, though. Like the smile is genuine, but not real. There’s a hidden sadness behind it, making me walk closer.

      “Thank you for coming,” he says, immediately staring back to where he was looking.

      I take a seat next to him, but not too close. I’m extremely curious, but also wary. I look around, still seeing a lot of people in the area. I breathe out, feeling better.

      “Is everything okay?” I practically whisper.

      I watch his Adam’s apple bob a little as he swallows. He looks like Kyle, but not the one I married. In fact, this looks like half the man I married. I can tell he’s lost weight and, although his clothes are clean, looks like he hasn’t shaved in a couple days.

      “Three months ago, my father died.”

      Placing my hand over my mouth, I gasp. Instinctively, I edge closer. “Oh, my god, Kyle. I’m so sorry.”

      He sighs. “You couldn’t know. It was a sudden heart attack. My mother phoned for an ambulance, but he died on the way to the hospital. There was nothing they could do.”

      Shaking my head, tears spring to my eyes. I don’t know why I’m crying, considering I used to despise the man. I just know how close Kyle was to his dad. “I don’t know what to say...”

      “Then don’t say anything. That’s not why I invited you here anyway. It’s not you who needs to talk. It’s me. I just hoped you would give me the time to listen.” He turns to me expectantly.

      “Of course.” As if the timing couldn’t be worse, my phone starts ringing. “Sorry,” I say. “I’ll switch it off.” I take it out of my pocket and see that it’s Ethan. I press REJECT, switch it off, and put it back in my pocket. “I’m all ears.” I look back up at him.

      “I take it that was Ethan?” he asks, looking at me with a raised eyebrow. I’m about to answer when he raises his hand. “You know what? It’s none of my business.” He turns away, placing his hands in his lap.

      This is so surreal. He is Kyle, but not Kyle.

      “After my dad died, I sank into a deep depression. I started drinking even more and getting into fights. My last fight ended up with a man in the hospital on life support. He survived, but it was a wakeup call. I went to court and managed to just scrape out of getting a prison sentence. I am on probation for the next couple years, though.” He stops for a moment, giving me the chance for all this to sink in. I can’t quite believe my ears.

      “After the court case, I decided to seek help and checked myself into an AA clinic. In there, I learned a lot about myself and what I did to others. I realise now that I am a very selfish man. Nothing was ever my fault. It was everyone else’s.” He looks at me. “It was always yours.” He shakes his head. “Have you ever heard of the twelve steps?” I nod. “Number nine is to make amends with anyone we’ve ever wronged. That’s why I’m here.” He turns and gives me a genuine smile. One I had never seen on Kyle before.

      “How’s your mum?” I ask.

      “She’s fine.” He chuckled. “Better than fine, in fact. When I got out of AA, I went home and she looked completely different. Her hair had changed, her wardrobe had changed, and even the house had changed. She looked like a different woman.”

      I smirk. “What brought that on?”

      He looks at me with sadness. “My father’s death.” I frown. “You see, what I had failed to realise was that although my mother and father were married, they were never truly happy. My mother wasn’t anyway. When I asked her why the change, she said she had always been this way. Over the years, my father had dragged her down. She began to feel worthless. She began to feel like she had nothing in life to look forward to, other than cleaning the house and making dinner. That was her life…and that was the life I was trying to force upon you.” I’m about to open my mouth, but he holds a hand up. “You and I both know it was heading in that direction.” He sighs. “You know the real reason I don’t want to be a father?” I shake my head. “Because I know, deep down, I’m not worthy.”

      “Oh, I don’t believe that.”

      Kyle laughs. “That’s very kind of you, but that is just you all over. Always trying to see the best in people. Even if I were this baby’s father,” he says, looking down at my obvious bump, “I would never be able to look after it in the way the child deserves. The baby deserves a mother like you, though. He or she is extremely lucky.” He smiles, and that is when I realise I’m crying. That has to be the sweetest thing Kyle has ever said to me.

      He reaches into a pocket and hands me a handkerchief. “Please, don’t cry. You know I don’t like it when you cry.” I cry harder, laughing at the same time. “This certainly wasn’t what I was expecting today.”

      “What? Me a blubbering mess?”

      “No, you agreeing to see me. But I know you were probably curious. I kind of hoped you would hear me out, but I wouldn’t have blamed you if you wanted to leave without saying a word. I know I deserve as much.”

      In that moment, I feel sorry for Kyle, which I thought would never happen. “We’ve known each other for years. You were my first love. Of course I would want to hear you out. You’re trying to make amends.”

      “I’m sorry,” he says. “For everything.”

      I smile. “That’s okay. You’re forgiven.”

      He blows out a breath. “You don’t realise how much I needed to hear that.”

      “Oh, come on. Everyone deserves a second chance.”

      He shakes his head. “Not after I hit you and broke your window in a jealous rage.”

      My smile vanishes. “Well… The window, yes, but not—”

      “Please, don’t make excuses for me. That’s what I used to do. Remember? I made you my enabler because I was selfish.” We stay silent for a moment. “I know I don’t deserve this, but can I ask one last favour before we leave each other today?”

      “Sure.”

      “Can you walk with me to the florist and help me pick a bunch of flowers for my father?”

      As much as I didn’t like the man, I can at least do this for Kyle. “Of course.”

      We get up, and it’s only then I notice Kyle carrying a briefcase. This is also something new, but I don’t ask. We walk silently to the florist where I help him pick out a beautiful bunch of white lilies. I follow Kyle to his father’s grave and watch as he bends down to place the lilies on top.

      We stand silently, looking at his grave. Kyle suddenly turns to me and opens his briefcase, taking out a brown manila envelope and handing it to me. He looks close to tears.

      “I know I can’t fully make up for my misdemeanours, but I sure hope this is a small start.” Frowning, I look from the envelope to him. “You’re a free woman, Alice. I signed the papers. There’s no need to go to court. I’ve instructed my solicitor to tell yours. I’m sure he’ll be in touch.”

      I start crying again. This time, he pulls me into his arms. “Please, don’t cry. We both know this is for the best. You’ll be a much better person without me.”

      For the first time in a long time, Kyle holds me without wanting anything in return. It’s a poignant moment, one I will carry with me for the rest of my life. Not because I’m still in love with Kyle or want him back, but because something tells me this will be the last time I will ever see him.

      Pulling away, he smiles. “Now go. Be happy. But,” he says with a troubled frown, “I feel that I have to warn you. Ethan isn’t everything you think he is.”

      I stand there, shocked, as he kisses my forehead and quickly leaves. I’m confused as hell. Why would he warn me about Ethan? What on earth has he done?

      Drying my tears with Kyle’s handkerchief, I turn to walk toward the exit. But when I see who’s there, I stop.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Three

        

      

    
    
      “Alice, you gave me a fucking heart attack,” Ethan says as I near him. “I saw Kyle zooming off in his car. What’s going on? Have you been crying? Did he hurt you?” He starts fussing around me, so I put my hand up to stop him.

      “It’s okay. Kyle just wanted to meet me and give me this.” I hold up the envelope.

      Ethan looks at it, then back at me with a worried frown. “What is it?”

      “My divorce papers. He signed them. I don’t have to go to court.”

      Grabbing my shoulders, he smiles. “But that’s fantastic news. You no longer have to be known as Mrs. Armstrong.” He frowns. “Why do you not look happy about this?”

      I smile. “I am. I am,” I protest. “It’s just... You weren’t here to see him. He looked like a broken man, Ethan.”

      “Not your problem anymore.”

      “I know... And I know there’s no excuse for his past behaviour, but he’s been through hell the past three months. He’s lost his father, he started getting drunk and getting into fights, he’s gone to AA. He’s trying to make amends.”

      Ethan’s face softens as he pulls me in for a hug. “I’m sorry if I snapped. When you told me where you were going and who you were meeting, I became desperate. I tried to call you, but you didn’t answer. All sorts of shit went through my head.”

      I snuggle into his chest and breathe in his sweet scent. “I know. I’m so sorry. I just felt I needed to give him ten minutes of my time. I’m really glad I did.”

      He pulls away and looks at me. “And you really think he’s turned a corner?”

      I nod. “I really do. He looks so different. Besides, I can’t say he’s playing a game here. He signed the papers.” I hold them up.

      “Make sure you call the solicitor and get them straight over. In fact, do you want to drive over there now? I have some time until my next appointment.”

      I shake my head. “No, it’s okay. Could you come for a drink with me, though? I’m really thirsty. I could use the company, as well.”

      Throwing his arm around my shoulders, he smiles. “Of course. Let’s find the nearest café.”

      We find a place about five minutes down the road. I order an orange juice, and Ethan gets a coffee. We chat for an hour until he has to leave to get back to work.

      We walk out to the car. “I feel terrible leaving you.” Pulling me close, he bends down and places a warm, tender kiss against my lips. “I will never tire of kissing you, Ms Fairchild.”

      I smile against his mouth. “I won’t with you, either.”

      He groans. “I don’t want to go to work. Can you write me a sick note?”

      I laugh, then kiss him seductively. “Only if that means you’ll take me home and ravish me like I know you can.”

      Ethan groans again. “You’re impossible, woman.”

      “I try my best.”

      “I have to see this appointment, but I promise that when I get back, I will ravish you the way I know how.” He raises his eyebrows, then gives me a quick peck on the lips. “Look after yourself.” He bends down to kiss my stomach. “And the little one.”

      “He or she is not so little anymore. About the size of a hundred kumquats right now.”

      “She will be the most beautiful girl in the world. Next to her mother, of course.”

      “Well, if she looks anything like her daddy, I’m sure she will.”

      “I love you,” he suddenly blurts, kissing me again.

      “Love you, too.”

      He opens his car door and jumps in. “Be ready when I get home.” He gives me a cheeky wink and shuts the door.

      As I watch him drive off, an uneasy feeling forms in the pit of my stomach. Why did Kyle say what he did about Ethan? I can’t understand it. Ethan is nothing like how Kyle treated me. What is it about him that I can’t trust?

      Walking to my car, I think all sorts of things, but nothing adds up. Once I get in and sit down, I place the envelope against the steering wheel and stare at it. After a few minutes, I decide to open it. As I look through the papers, I can see that he’s signed everywhere he’s supposed to. As I get to the last page, something white slips out and onto the floor.

      With great difficulty, because of my bump, I pick up the piece of paper, thinking it’s a compliment slip. But when I turn it over, I see it’s a note from Kyle.

      Ask Ethan about the paternity test.

      I frown and look on the other side to see if there is more, but there’s nothing. What on earth could that mean? I would normally say this is just Kyle playing another game, but something inside me believes he was genuine today.

      Which just leads me to one conclusion.

      Checking the time, I see I only have around three hours before Ethan gets home. We’re not living together yet, but we both have keys to each other’s houses.

      With no time to lose, I start the car and drive off. I head for his place, getting a call from my solicitor. With my hands free, I answer.

      “Alice, I have good news—”

      “I know,” I say, cutting him off. “I’ve just met with Kyle. He gave me the papers. Do I need to bring them to you?”

      “No, that’s fine. Mr. Armstrong’s solicitor sent me a copy. I must admit, I’m so glad this was able to be settled out of court. I was convinced Mr. Armstrong was going to make things as difficult as possible.”

      I laugh a little. “Me, too.”

      “I have the paperwork for you to sign in regards to your name change. Do you want me to send them, or can you make it in sometime tomorrow?”

      “Tomorrow will be fine. Maybe during my lunch hour, if that’s okay? Around two?”

      “Perfect. I’ll see you then.”

      I pull up to Ethan’s place, park, and dig into my purse for his spare key.

      Once I let myself in, I close the door behind me and rush toward his workspace. If I’m going to find anything of interest, it’ll be in here.

      I try to pull open the file cabinet, but it’s no use. I curse, looking for a key, finding nothing. I start pulling out his desk drawers, not finding anything of interest. Closing my eyes, I lean against the wall and take a deep breath. This is useless. Maybe this was just a last-ditch attempt from Kyle.

      Shaking my head, I push away from the wall, noticing a pad with writing on it sitting on his desk. I start looking through. Most are random. Names, numbers, appointments, that sort of thing. But something catches my eye.

      Drinks with SJV. Remember £10K.

      I frown, wondering what this is about. I try to find a date before or after the squiggles, but only one pops out…from four months ago.

      I pull Ethan’s chair out and sit down, wondering if this means anything. Then it strikes me. Digging out my phone, I bring WhatsApp up. I search for Kyle’s unknown number and pull up the photo of the paternity letter. When I do, I’m shocked. Signed at the bottom is the name Doctor SJ Vaughan. Surely this isn’t a coincidence.

      Getting up and grabbing my things, I leave. There’s only one person who can answer my question. There’s only one person who needs to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-Four

        

      

    
    
      As I wait for Ethan to return from work, I hear his car pull into the driveway. I know what I have to say, but I’m not sure I want to hear his answer.

      I hear the car door shut, then the jangling of keys as he lets himself in. He’s holding the biggest bunch of roses I have ever seen, along with a big tub of ice cream. He smiles, but when he sees me sitting on the sofa looking angry, his face drops.

      “What’s the matter, babes? Has something happened? What did the solicitor say?” He places everything on the table and rushes toward me. When he sits next to me, he reaches out a hand. I flinch. “Honey, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”

      “Is it true that you know the doctor who performed the paternity test?”

      His eyes slightly widen at my question, then he frowns. “Who is it that told you..?”

      “Never mind that. I want to know. Is it true?”

      “Yes, but I—”

      I get up and turn to him. “You’re friendly with the guy who performed the paternity test and you didn’t think it would be an issue? Did you ever hear of conflict of interest? No wonder Kyle questioned the results.”

      Ethan looks pissed. “What did he say?”

      “He told me not to trust you.”

      Laughing, Ethan gets up and walks toward me. He cups my face with both hands. “Baby, this is coming from an alcoholic who did nothing but belittle you your entire marriage. You can’t believe a word he says.” When he sees the doubt in my eyes, he looks affronted. “I’ve been nothing but good to you, Alice. At least, that’s how I feel. If I haven’t, please tell me so I can fix it.”

      Grabbing his hands, I plead with my eyes. “All I want from you is the truth.” He looks away, sighing, so I squeeze his hands to make him look at me. “Ethan, please. I have a right to know the truth. Did you orchestrate the results to go in your favour?” He doesn’t answer, so I nudge him. “Tell me.”

      Ethan sighs again, and I drop his hands. “I threw the sample away.”

      My eyes widen. “You did what?!”

      Ethan holds his hands out. “Shh… You have to hear me out.”

      I want to scream at him, but I’ll let him tell me what happened. No matter what it is, though, it can’t take away from the fact that he lied to me.

      “I knew how much it meant for you not to have Kyle be the father. I sat at home and debated about what I was going to do to make this right. Steve owed me a favour, so I asked him to make up a false test. If you don’t believe me, give them a call. With data protection these days, you’re entitled to any medical records in your name. You’ll find nothing.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t understand. Why would you do that? Why not get the test done to know for certain one way or another? Why go through this big charade?”

      Ethan looks away. “Because I was scared, okay?” He looks back at me. “I was scared of what the results would be. I was scared that if it the baby were Kyle’s, he would never let you go. I was scared he would ruin you.” He walks toward me and grabs my arms. “Ruin us.”

      Shrugging his hands off, I walk back to the sofa, but don’t sit. “That still didn’t give you the right to do what you did. It’s an abuse of power, Ethan. Not only that, you lied to me. How can I trust you after this?”

      I watch the fear in his eyes as he stalks toward me. He grabs my face with his hands again. “I’m so, so sorry. I really am. I know I fucked up, but I promise to make it up to you. I will make you trust me again. Please, don’t shut me out.”

      Tears start to well in my eyes. As much as I love him, I can’t do this. “I love you so much—”

      “I love you, too. More than you’ll ever—”

      “Please, let me finish.”

      Stroking my cheek with his thumb, he smiles. “I’m sorry. Go on.” He drops his hands from my face, but makes sure to grab both of mine.

      “But one of the reasons I broke up with Kyle is because he lied to me. You knew how much their betrayal broke us. When you’ve been through that yourself, why would you do it to me?”

      “I would never, ever cheat on you. I promise you that.”

      I wave my hand dismissively. “I know that, but a lie is still a lie. You could have told me what you’d done, but you chose not to.”

      He squeezes my hands. “I don’t care about the results. This baby is mine.”

      Looking into his eyes, I implore him. “Then why didn’t you submit the samples for testing? Why not know for sure?”

      He shrugs. “Does it really matter? Kyle is not a role model for Father of the Year, is he? I’m standing in front of you and telling you that I don’t care. This baby is mine, regardless of the results. She’s not here yet, but I’ve already fallen in love with her. And do you know why?” he asks, grabbing the back of my neck and pulling me closer. “Because I’m in love with you. How can I not love something that’s a part of you?”

      Leaning in, he gently places his warm lips on mine. At first, I relent, savouring his sweet taste. For a fraction of a second, I allow those feelings to wash over me. The same feelings that always come when he kisses me.

      Then I remember his betrayal, the huge lie. A lie he can’t take back. “Ethan, stop,” I say, trying to push him away. He doesn’t listen and carries on kissing me. “Ethan, I said stop!”

      He pulls away. “I’m sorry. Please, Alice. Let me make this up to you somehow. I’ll do anything.”

      He looks at me with those pleading eyes. It would be so easy to give in, but how can I trust him now? “There’s only one thing you can do...”

      “Name it. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

      “Leave. I want you to leave.”

      He reaches out a hand to touch me. “I know you’re angry now, but we can surely work this out. We can—”

      I flinch away. “I mean it, Ethan. Don’t make me beg. Just leave. I need to be alone.” I give him a look that tells him I mean business. At first, he stares at me. Eventually, his shoulders sag, as if in surrender.

      “Okay, I’ll go. I will give you time. Just, please, don’t shut me out completely. You know we were always meant to be together. We were meant to be together nine years ago. You know that to be true as well as I do.” When I don’t say anything, he walks toward me and places a kiss on top of my head. “I love you so much, Alice. Please, think about that while I’m gone.” He turns and leaves the house.

      Once the door shuts, the flood of tears start. I sit on the sofa and mourn for the man I thought I could trust with all my heart. How can I ever go back with him after he lied to me over something as monumental as who the father of my baby is? I always thought I could trust Ethan explicitly, but it seems he’s just as bad as Kyle. He’s right when he says it’s not in the same context, but still. This is huge.

      Placing my head on the cushion of my sofa, I let the tears flow. I rub my belly, looking down as I stroke my bump. “It looks like it’s just you and me, Kumquat.” I laugh at the joke, but memories of that day flash before my eyes. Before I know it, new tears start to stream down my face. I didn’t mourn Kyle when he left.

      But I’m definitely mourning Ethan.
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      Ten weeks later

      

      Everyone who lies does it to fit their own agenda. But what if someone does it to fit your agenda? Does that automatically make the lie acceptable? Should you forgive it simply because it was told to save your feelings? Should that lie be accepted because the person who lied did it because they cared? Could you trust that person again? Could you believe whatever that person tells you in the future?

      All this has been running around my head for the last ten weeks. I want to forgive Ethan, but something inside me asks how I can after what he did. Unlike Kyle, Ethan has given me the space I’ve asked for. He still comes over to make sure I’m okay, attending every single medical appointment just like he said he would. Every time I am with him, my heart wants to forgive, but my head always remembers what he did.

      “When was the last time he was over?”

      Snapping me out of my daydream, I look over at Sally. “Who?”

      She nudges me with her elbow. “Don’t give me that. You know perfectly well who I’m talking about.”

      I sigh. “He came over a couple days ago. I haven’t heard anything from him since.”

      She smirks. “And that obviously bothers you.”

      I shrug. “Not really. It’s just not like him.”

      “Oh, come on... It totally bothers you. It’s written all over your face.”

      I roll my eyes. “Okay, it bothers me.”

      Sally smirks. “Yeah, you’re thinking about the fact he should be bending over backwards for you.” She nudges me again. “Come on. Admit it. You’re pissed he hasn’t been fussing over you the last couple days. Not only that, but you miss him. And I bet that pisses you off, too.”

      I laugh at that because, again, she’s right. It has been pissing me off. “He just made this big fuss, you know? Now, all of a sudden, I haven’t heard from him.”

      She stands. “I’m sure whatever it is must be important. I doubt he would deliberately leave you for two days without it being something.” She points to the kitchen. “Do you want more of Mrs. Bellingham’s lovely ginger cake? I tell you, she’s been making even more of a fuss over you lately. Everyone loves her because when she brings cakes in for you, they get to have a taste before I snatch it away from them.” She laughs. “Oh, and she said to say thank you for the flowers and wine. She thought it was a thoughtful gift.”

      Although I should say something to that, I can’t stop thinking about what she said about Ethan. “Do you think he might be ill or something?”

      “Wow, you do have it bad, don’t you?”

      I start wringing my hands together in concern. “Maybe I should call him. Do you think I should call him?”

      Sighing, Sally walks over to the coffee table and sits on it, leaning forward to grab my hand. “Honey, don’t worry yourself sick over him. When he’s ready, he’ll call. If it were anything bad, I’m sure you would know by now.”

      I nod. “You’re right. I should just let him call when he’s ready.”

      She gently smacks my hand with hers. “Attagirl! You show him who’s boss.” We both laugh. “Now, do you want some cake or not?”

      Exhaling, I rub my belly. “No, thanks. I feel full enough as it is. This baby’s getting bigger by the second.”

      She smiles. “Well, you only have four more weeks before you meet him or her. Are you prepared?”

      I nod. “Yep. I bought some paint for the spare bedroom, but Ethan insisted on decorating. He actually got angry at me for buying and carrying the paint on my own. I told him I was pregnant, not an invalid,” I snort.

      “Ah, he just loves you.” She points to the kitchen. “Are you sure no more cake?” I shake my head. “Well, I’m going to get a sneaky one, if you don’t mind?”

      “Sure. Have as much as you want.”

      Smiling, she disappears into the kitchen. As she does, the doorbell rings. Sighing, I slowly get up from the sofa. When I look through the peephole, I see Ethan. My heart starts racing. I take a deep breath, swallow hard, and open the door. When he sees me, he sighs in relief.

      “Thank God you’re here. I have some news for you.” Frowning, I notice he’s clutching a piece of paper. “Can I come in?”

      I don’t say anything as I move out of the way for him to pass. He hands me the paper. “I swear this is bona fide. Sarah had a baby boy yesterday, and the paternity test was done immediately. I paid them for a twenty-four-hour test on Sarah’s behalf. She hated doing it, but there was a court order in place. She had no other choice.” He points to the letter. “Take a look.”

      Opening it, I see it’s from a different company. Then I read that Ethan has been excluded as the father. I feel somewhat relieved for him because I know Sarah would be hell to deal with. But then I’m left wondering… If Ethan isn’t the father, who is?

      When I look back up at Ethan, he’s smiling. “I’m not the father. Isn’t that great news?”

      Taking a seat, I give him a half-smile. “Yes, it is. I’m happy for you. Did she say who it could be?”

      I hand him the letter as he takes a seat next to me. “She was resistant at first. She was actually really shocked it wasn’t me. In the end, she had to admit that she and Kyle were having an affair longer than they admitted.”

      My eyes widen. All this time, I was led to believe this affair was a spur-of-the-moment thing. A whirlwind affair that ended as soon as it had started.

      “Hi,” a little voice says.

      Ethan turns to see Sally standing there, a plate in her hand. “Sorry. I didn’t realise you had company.”

      “That’s okay,” she says, smiling. “I know you’ll probably want a few minutes on your own, but I couldn’t help but overhear the news. I just wanted to congratulate you.”

      Ethan smiles. “Thank you. I must admit, it’s a huge relief. I have had this hanging over my head now for the last eighteen, nineteen weeks. It’s been awful. At least I can just concentrate one hundred percent on us now.” He turns back to me and grabs my hand.

      “I’ll leave you to it then.”

      “You shouldn’t have to leave because of us,” I protest.

      “I know, but you haven’t seen each other in a couple of days. I should imagine you need to talk.” Sally gives me a knowing smile before retreating back into the kitchen.

      “I’m sorry about that,” Ethan says. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “That’s okay. Sally doesn’t mind. She’s been my rock ever since I found out I was pregnant.”

      Squeezing my hand, he says, “I’m so sorry I haven’t been around these past couple days. I got a phone call from Sarah telling me she had gone into labour. She insisted I be there. As she was so upset and scared, I felt I had to. Just this one last time.”

      “That was very thoughtful. I must admit, I did wonder where you were, but I understand you wanted to get things done before seeing me.”

      “All the time I was there, I never stopped thinking about you. I miss you, Alice. I miss us. I know I haven’t brought it up in a while, but please. I need you in my life. I’m lost without you. Please say you’ll take me back.”

      My heart beats rapidly. When I feel a sharp pain in my stomach, I clutch onto it and wince.

      “What’s the matter?” Ethan asks in a panic.

      “It’s probably just Braxton Hicks. I’ve been getting them these past few days.”

      “Yes, they are normal at this stage. Do you still feel the baby kicking?”

      I nod, smiling. “Yes. I think Kumquat’s going to be a footballer. He or she won’t stop kicking.”

      Ethan smiles brightly. “That’s because she’s got the Cooper spirit. We were all a bunch of kickers in my family.”

      “Really?”

      He nods. “Yes. My mum told me I wouldn’t stop kicking, and my grandmother said the same about my mother. It’s in the genes. I guess we couldn’t wait to get out into the big wide world. We were all early.”

      I feel another stab of pain, but try to hide it. “Now you tell me.”

      He laughs. “Sorry.” We stare at each other a moment. I can tell there’s a lot he wants to say. “I really want us to be a family, Alice.”

      He starts stroking my hand as another pain shoots through me. This time, I get up. Maybe I just have indigestion from the amount of cake I ate. “I really want that, too,” I say, pacing to try and ease the pain. “But I just keep thinking of the lie.”

      Ethan gets up and walks to me. “I know, baby, and I’m forever going to kick myself for being so stupid. I was desperate and, quite frankly, couldn’t give a flying fuck if the baby was his or not. In the end, I just felt it would be better never to know. No matter what,” he says, stroking my belly, “this baby is mine. I’m going to love her like a father should love his daughter.”

      I smile. “There you go again. Convinced we’re having a girl.”

      He smirks and steps closer to place an arm around me. “Call it instinct. I’m around eighty-five to ninety percent sure we’re having a girl.”

      “But what if it’s a boy?”

      He smiles. “Then I’m going to love him like any father should love his son.”

      Another pain shoots through me so hard, I double over, clutching my stomach.

      “Alice, what’s going on?”

      I start to pant. “I don’t know. I thought it was just indigestion, but I’m not so sure now.” I grip onto his shirt. “Ethan, I’m scared.” As I say this, a trickle of water runs down my leg. “Oh shit. My water just broke.”

      Ethan takes my arm. “Okay. Where are your things? I’m taking you to the hospital.”

      “The bag’s upstairs, ready to go.” He starts to move, but I grab him. “I’m only thirty-six weeks. Isn’t this too soon?”

      Smiling, he tenderly strokes my cheek. “Lots of people have babies at thirty-six weeks. You’ll be fine.”

      Feeling relieved, I watch as he runs upstairs. Sally emerges and immediately places an arm around me, taking my hand. “You’re in labour?”

      Feeling another contraction, I nod as I breathe through it. “Yes, and it hurts like a fucking bitch!”

      She laughs. “Yes, you’re definitely in labour. Let me know when you’re in that stage where you want to chop Ethan’s balls off. That’s when the fun really starts.”

      I moan through the pain and turn to her. “You’ll come with me to the hospital?”

      She nods. “Just you try and stop me.”

      Another shooting pain grips my stomach. I cry out as Ethan runs down the stairs. “I’ll take Alice in the Range Rover. Do you want to come?” he asks Sally.

      “Yeah, but I’ll follow you in my car. I’m going to need it to drive myself home later.”

      Pain like nothing else I’ve ever felt before grips me. “Are we going to the hospital? Or are we just going to stand around making insignificant plans?! Oh fuck. This is killing me!” Ethan and Sally look at each other and smile, which just pisses me off. “This is no laughing matter. I’m in agony here.”

      “Okay, let’s get going.” Ethan leads me outside and quickly places me and my bag inside the car. He drives off, making sure Sally is following.

      “Fuck!” I protest. “Is it supposed to hurt like this? Why the fuck do women have more than one of these? They’re fucking lunatics.” Ethan laughs. “Stop fucking laughing.”

      He tries to stop himself, but I can tell it’s hard. “I’m sorry, baby. I’ve never heard you swear like this before. You’re like a different person.”

      Scowling, I lean over toward him. “That’s because you put me in this position.” Another pain hits. I slam myself back into the seat and start breathing. “Fuck, it hurts. I’m not ever doing this again.”

      Ethan looks worried. “You’re not getting much of a break between contractions. Have you been timing them?”

      “No!” I scream. “Have you?!”

      “Sorry, baby. I’m driving.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. I’m just having a fucking baby here. I’ll let you get back to your driving.”

      Ethan’s eyes widen. I can tell he wants to smirk again, but thinks better of it. “We’re almost there. Just hang on a couple minutes longer.”

      Pain shoots through me again. “Tell that to the baby.” I place both hands on my belly. “Oh, my god! Why does it hurt so much?”

      I can see his smile is gone. Instead, he looks anxious. He pushes the accelerator down a little more, for which I’m grateful. I just want to be there already. “I need drugs!” I scream. “Please, tell me they’re going to give me drugs. I need the drugs.”

      “Don’t worry, baby. One more corner and we’ll be there.”

      “Ethan, please hurry.” The pain is unbearable. I’m starting to wonder if this is normal.

      “Look, we’re here,” he says, relief in his voice. He screeches to a stop right outside and jumps out, then helps me out. I clutch onto my stomach and feel like I can hardly walk. “Can somebody help me?” Ethan shouts. A man comes rushing out with a wheelchair. “She’s thirty-six weeks, her water’s broken, and she’s in a lot of pain.” He nods as I get in the wheelchair. Ethan turns to me. “I have to park the car, but I’ll be right back.”

      Gripping onto his arm, I feel the tears well. “Please hurry.” I see the worry in his face as he nods. I’m not ashamed to admit that I’m scared. I know women do this all the time, but this feels like someone’s torturing me.

      As I’m wheeled in, I can hear Ethan jump into his car and speed off. I start moaning as the guy rushes me to a room, a nurse following.

      “Her water’s broken, and her husband says she’s in a lot of pain.”

      Under normal circumstances, I would have corrected him about his assumption that Ethan’s my husband, but I’m in too much pain to care.

      “It won’t stop hurting,” I complain as they help me onto the bed.

      The nurse places a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t you worry about a thing. I’m going to check on you now and get you some painkillers, if need be.”

      “Oh, thank you,” I breathe out.

      She smiles knowingly. “My name’s Judith. I’m going to be your midwife for today.”

      For a moment, I forget about the pain. “My mother’s name was Judith.”

      As she sets up the monitor, her eyes light up. “Oh, how coincidental is that? You said was, though...”

      I moan as another pain comes. “She died when I was little,” I manage through gritted teeth.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. I promise I will live up to your mother’s name and take good care of you.” She starts inspecting me down there. “You’re only four centimetres dilated.”

      “Four?!” I scream. “Oh hell. That doesn’t sound good.”

      Taking off the gloves, she smiles. “I’ll go ahead and set the monitor up. We need to make sure the baby’s doing okay.”

      “Please,” I plead. “Something doesn’t feel right.”

      As she nods, I hear a knock, the door opening. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see Ethan.

      “The baby’s father?” the nurse asks. I nod.

      Ethan comes over and grabs my hand. “How’s it going?”

      “I’m only four centimetres, but I feel like I’m going to die. Judith is going to set up the monitors to check the baby.”

      Ethan smiles, looks at the midwife, then back at me. “That was your mother’s name.”

      Judith laughs. “We’ve already discussed that. I feel quite honoured to be here today to bring her grandbaby into the world.”

      She places the monitor straps across my belly, then checks my chart. “You’re thirty-six weeks, right?” I nod as she switches the monitor on. Shortly after, I see concern in both Ethan’s and Judith’s faces.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Judith looks at me, placing a hand on my shoulder. “Your baby looks to be in distress. I’m going to need to get the doctor.” She runs out.

      “I’m so scared,” I cry. “What’s wrong with the baby, Ethan? Why is the baby distressed?”

      He places both hands on mine. “Try not to worry, Alice. I’m sure everything will be fine.”

      I see the worry lines on his face. “Then why do you look so anxious?”

      Just as I ask this, the doctor rushes in and checks my charts. Once he’s done, he looks at me.

      “Your baby is in distress, so we’re going to need to perform a caesarean.”

      “Oh god…,” I cry as a bunch of people come in and whisk me away. As they do, I lose sight of Ethan.

      “Ethan... Ethan, where are you?” I frantically look around

      He’s soon by my side as we race down the hallway. “I’m here, baby. Right with you.”

      “Are you the father?” the doctor asks. Ethan nods. “Okay. Go with Dave here and he’ll get you some scrubs.”

      Just before I’m pushed into another room, Ethan kisses my hand. “I’ll be right with you.”

      Once inside, Judith helps me get undressed before helping me into a gown. When finished, she places an IV in my arm and asks me to turn onto my side. “The doctor needs to do an epidural so you won’t feel any pain, okay?”

      I nod, grateful, as tears fall down my cheeks. “Please say the baby’s going to be okay?”

      Taking my hand, she squeezes. “You’re in the best of care. We’ll do everything we can. I promise.”

      “You’re going to feel a little prick in your back, but try to keep as still as possible for me,” the doctor requests.

      “Okay,” I say, breathing deeply. Judith keeps hold of my hand and breathes with me. When the needle goes in, I grip my eyes shut. A few seconds later, it’s over and they help me lie flat again.

      “We just need to wait a couple minutes for it to kick in. I’m anxious to get started as soon as possible,” the doctor says.

      I nod, feeling the same. I just want my baby to be okay.

      Ethan soon rushes in and is by my side within seconds. He takes my hand as the doctor puts up a little curtain so I can’t see anything from the chest down.

      Ethan kisses my hand. “Look at me, Alice.” I do. “Everything’s going to be okay. I promise.”

      Tears run down my cheeks as I nod. “I love you.” I don’t care that we’ve been separated these last few weeks. I’m just so grateful that he’s by my side.

      “I love you, too. I love you so, so much.” He kisses my hand again before smiling. “We’ll get through this together. You and I are a team. Soon, we will add a third member.”

      Through the tears, I start to laugh. “I can’t wait.”

      “Okay,” the doctor says. “I need to make sure you’re well anaesthetised before we deliver your baby. Tell me if you can feel anything.”

      I wait to feel something, but I don’t. I shake my head. “No, I can’t feel anything.”

      “Okay. Let’s begin.”

      Everything goes silent. I wait to feel some pain, but nothing comes. Instead, after a few minutes, I feel a tugging sensation inside me. If I weren’t so scared about the baby, this would freak me out.

      Something catches Ethan’s eye, so he looks up. “What’s going on?” I ask. “Ethan, what’s happening?”

      I hear a suction sound. “The baby’s out. They’re just trying to clear her airway.”

      “It’s a girl?”

      Looking at me, he nods, but there’s no smile. My heart sinks as I watch a nurse rush our baby over to the far corner of the room. Judith joins her. When I see the other nurse place a stethoscope into her ears to listen to our baby’s heart, I start to cry all over again.

      Please, say our baby will be okay. I’ll do anything—just make her be okay.

      Just as I finish praying, a sound is heard that makes my heart skip a beat. The sound of a baby crying. “Oh, my god,” I cry. “Is she okay?”

      Judith turns around. “She’s fine.”

      “You did it, baby,” Ethan says, kissing me on the lips. “I’m so proud of you.”

      “You always knew we were having a girl.”

      He winks. “See, I told you.”

      I could chastise him for being so cocky, but this is a moment he has a right to be. “Here’s your baby,” Judith says, placing her in my arms. “She had Meconium Aspiration, but she’s fine now.”

      I frown. “What’s that?”

      “It’s when the baby poops inside of you and inhales a mixture of the meconium and amniotic fluid,” Ethan says. Judith looks at him, impressed.

      “That sounds terrible,” I say.

      Judith places a hand on my shoulder. “It does sound bad, but we’ve checked her over and she’s fine.”

      I smile brightly. “Thank you so much.” I glance down at the tiny bundle in my arms, noticing the small amount of light hair on top of her head. When I look into my baby’s eyes, that bond I always hear about hits me like a ton of bricks. Right then, I know I will love, care, and cherish this baby until the day I die.

      “She’s beautiful,” I say through my tears. She holds out her tiny hand and I place my finger inside. Instantly, she grips it. “Oh wow. She’s a strong one.”

      “Just like her mother.”

      Looking up, I see Ethan staring adoringly at us both. In my heart, I know I could never let him go. I know he did wrong, but I would be a fool to believe his love for me isn’t genuine. I can be sure of that. Just by looking at the way he stares at our daughter, I know he is going to love her just as fiercely. How could I begrudge her that kind of love? Besides, he is willing to love her no matter who the father is. How many men would do that?

      “Do you want to hold her?” I ask.

      Eagerly, he holds out his hands, nodding. Ethan gently lifts her from my arms and cradles her close to his chest. “So you’re the one who’s been kicking the life out of your mother.”

      I can’t help the smile that creeps up on my face. I’m filled with so much love right now.

      “When you have a boy, you become a father, but when you have a girl, you become a daddy,” Ethan says, making more tears spring to my eyes.

      “You’re turning me into a blubbering mess,” I complain.

      Ethan looks down at me. “You could never look a mess. You’re beautiful no matter what. Thank you for looking after our daughter.” He looks down at her and places his finger inside her little palm. Instantly, she grips it. “Now it’s my turn. Mummy’s going to need some looking after for a while, so I’m going to need your help, little one.”

      As the doctor finishes stitching my stomach, Judith comes over and stares at the baby. “She is beautiful.” She looks at me and Ethan. “Do you have a name for her yet?”

      Ethan and I look at each other. He smiles. “How about Judith?”

      Instant tears fill my eyes again as I smile. Knowing that he wants to name our baby after my mother makes me love him even more. If my mother were here, I think she would not only feel honoured, but extremely proud.

      As a lone tear rolls down my face, I reach out and place my hand over his. “I think that would be perfect.”
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      Three years later

      

      Ethan

      

      I can’t say that the last few years have gone by without a hitch. In fact, the number of years before Alice and I got together weren’t easy. At least I can now relax and enjoy the precious moments Alice and I have shared.

      Today is our daughter’s third birthday and everyone is here to enjoy the fun. My sister’s helping my very pregnant wife gather plates and food. The kids are running amuck outside, and I can tell Alice’s best friend, Sally, is a little tipsy as she snuggles up to her fiancé, Larry. When Alice and I married last year, Sally said she wanted to wait until this year before she and Larry tied the knot. I’m glad Alice has Sally in her life. She’s been a great friend to her…unlike my vindictive ex-wife. I haven’t heard from her since our divorce over two years ago. I wish her well, but I know our marriage was always a sham.

      As I stand there watching my daughter running around the sofa, I smile. If I didn’t do what I did all those years ago, I wouldn’t be here now.

      You see, when I found out my ex-wife was having an affair with a close colleague of mine a few years back, I didn’t get mad. I got even. I knew she wanted a baby, so I invented a story that I needed to go away for a few days on a doctor’s conference. Truth be told, I went and got a vasectomy. When we started trying and never got pregnant, I invented this other story that she was infertile. I know. I’m a fucking bastard.

      But then again, I don’t care. Karma’s a bitch, as far as I’m concerned.

      You could say I was a man scorned, and I guess you’d be right. But if all this wouldn’t have happened, I wouldn’t have noticed Alice.

      Sweet, gorgeous, sexy as hell Alice. I had been infatuated by her ever since I caught her and Sarah having a conversation in the kitchen a couple years before Sarah and I divorced. Sarah was complaining about not getting pregnant, and Alice offered her a shoulder to cry on, saying she would do anything she could to help. Over those next two years, I began to realise it was always Alice and I who were meant to be together. My biggest hurdle was the fact that she belonged to someone else. I took a risk when I mentioned the idea of surrogacy, secretly hoping she would selflessly volunteer. The thought of her pregnant with my baby made my cock stiffer than it ever was.

      Thankfully, she spoke up that night and everything started going according to plan. Just before scheduling the inseminations, I made up another excuse that I needed to go away and had the vasectomy reversed. Luckily, it was a success, but then I had to find an excuse not to sleep with Sarah. It was hard, but I managed. We argued a lot, but I never even touched her, let alone slept with her. After her betrayal, I didn’t want her. Add in the fact that I knew Kyle and she were sleeping together long before Alice ever knew, and I was certain Sarah’s baby couldn’t have been mine.

      With those two sleeping together, things couldn’t have gone more perfectly. As their relationship continued, they started to get more and more reckless. I knew it was just a matter of time before Alice found out. I just hoped she would be pregnant by the time that happened. I was gutted when I found out Alice knew and Kyle had left. I didn’t know whether or not she was pregnant, but she hadn’t told me, so I became accustomed to the idea she may not be. Then I saw the magazine. My heart nearly jumped into my throat. I was elated. All those years of planning had paid off. Perhaps I could be a father now, wooing the mother of my baby in the process. Alice never looked at me in a way that said she was attracted to me, but I knew I could change her mind. If we spent a lot of time together, I knew I could persuade her that we belonged together.

      What I didn’t plan on was Kyle and what he did with the condoms. I thought he was bluffing, but when I went to find him and have it out with him, I could see it in his eyes. He was telling the truth, actually looking quite smug about it. I could have decked him then and there, but I knew Alice would find out about it. It took every bit of willpower I had not to punch his fucking lights out. When Alice showed me the condoms in the basement, it just confirmed it.

      After that, I needed a plan. When Kyle started demanding a paternity test, I knew I had to act. After the fake results came through, I took them to Kyle and told him to drop it. He said he didn’t trust me and there was only one way to get rid of him. Money. I could tell he was already drinking excessively, probably losing his job in the process. I took advantage of that. Let’s just say I made him an offer he couldn’t refuse.

      With that fucking idiot out of our lives, I knew I would finally be able to have Alice all to myself.

      I smile as Alice walks into the front room. We’re not in her old house anymore. I insisted on her selling it and putting the money into a trust fund for Judith, and now our little boy who’s on the way. She doesn’t know it’s a boy yet, but I do. We now have a big four-bedroom house overlooking the sea with a spacious garden big enough for Judith and our new addition to run around in.

      “Ethan, can you go fetch Judith for me? She needs to wash her hands before we sit down to eat.”

      I look around the living room, not seeing her. “She was just here,” I say, gesturing to the room.

      Alice laughs. When she does, I want to tell everyone to leave the room so I can have some time with my wife. You could say I am a little obsessed. Yes, I can admit that. I’ve been obsessed with her for years, but no one knows just how deep that obsession runs.

      “You have to watch her like a hawk,” she playfully scorns.

      Fuck me, she looks beautiful. She has on my favourite strappy sundress that shows off her beautiful perky tits. All I want to do when she wears it is bury my face in her chest before bending her over and fucking her from behind. The thought of that makes my dick stiff.

      “I’m sorry, beautiful,” I say, stalking toward her and wrapping my arms around her for a kiss.

      She giggles and tries to pull away. “Ethan, stop. This is a kid’s party. You can’t behave like this here. Not now. ”

      “Can we tell them all to fuck off so I can bend you over our sofa?” I whisper into her ear.

      She gasps, pushing me away. “No, you dirty little shit.”

      “Ooo, I love it when you talk dirty, baby. If we can’t tell them all to fuck off, then how about we disappear into the toilet for a few minutes?”

      She gives me a scornful look. “No. You have your daughter’s birthday party to host. Now, get hosting.”

      Groaning, I reluctantly go in search of our daughter. It takes a good ten minutes to find her since she’s hiding in some bushes. She never fails to amaze me. She may be only three, but she would make an excellent spy.

      “Daddy found me!” she cries with a giggle.

      “Yes, I found you, sweetheart. But you were so hard to find. You make it very difficult for Daddy.”

      “Can I go play?” she asks, pouting.

      “Mummy says I have to bring you in and wash your hands.”

      “But I want to play.”

      “You can play after. If you’re a good girl, you can open a present before you eat.”

      Her faces lights up and she jumps into my arms. “What is it?! What is it?!”

      I laugh. “You’ll have to wait and see, sweetheart. First, we need to clean those hands.”

      As I carry Judith into the house, I stare at her adorable face. When I look at her, I know it’s his smile I see, but at least she has her mother’s eyes. The same beautiful eyes that lit up on the day she told me she was pregnant. The same eyes that have a way of looking at you like you’re the most important person in the world.

      They say the eyes are the windows to the soul, and I know my Alice has the most beautiful soul one could ever possess. And, as I stare into our daughter’s eyes, I have no doubt in my mind that Judith’s is just as beautiful.
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      Ethan – Before dinner with the Armstrongs

      Although Alice and that shithead husband of hers are coming over tonight, I can’t help but follow her as she goes about her afternoon. She’s heading to a dentist appointment now. I know that because I often check the calendar they have hanging up on the kitchen wall. I remember it being at two thirty, silently laughing at the irony of that time. I made sure to clear all my appointments so I could follow her around. Watching Alice has become a favourite pastime of mine now. I often see her look over her shoulder like she can sense someone’s watching, but she never spots me.

      I made sure to join the same gym she goes to. We often bump into each other and chat for a bit. I love those precious few minutes because it allows me to gaze into those sparkly brown eyes of hers without my treacherous wife or her lowlife husband watching me. She always wears these yoga pants that show off what a fantastic arse she has. When she walks away, I often find myself staring at her as she does. I can’t count the number of times I’d rush home hoping Sarah wasn’t in so I could fantasize about Alice as I got myself off.

      I know... I have it bad. A psychiatrist would have a field day with me. I know I’m cheating on my wife in my head, but it’s nowhere near as bad as actually living out the fantasises like Sarah does on a regular basis. She thinks I have no idea. She thinks she can sit at home, acting like she’s lonely, while she spends my money and shags anyone who gives her the time of day. Supposedly, we’re trying for a baby, so at least she has the forethought to wear condoms with these mugs. I can’t have her getting pregnant and trying to make out that it’s mine. It would totally blow my plans of having Alice offer herself as a surrogate.

      The more I think about it, the more my dick gets stiff. If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s acting. I’m more than able to act like my interest in Alice is purely platonic, secretly plotting to get her pregnant with my baby, eventually stealing her from her shitbag husband. Alice has no idea how infatuated I am by her. Lately, she is all I ever dream and think about. The more time I spend with her, noticing how much of a pure heart she has, the more I despise my wife.

      Taking a seat at a coffeehouse across the street from her dentist, I order a coffee and wait at the window for her to reappear. While I’m waiting, I can’t help but think how much of a lucky bastard that dentist is to get close to her as she opens her mouth. It makes me wonder what she would smell like. What she would taste like. For a brief moment, I wonder if it would be a good idea to buy her a latte and bring it to her, then I remember she’s not mine yet.

      Patience, Ethan.

      Patience has its rewards, and that reward is Alice becoming mine and mine only. Mine, like she was supposed to be eight years ago. I often think about suing that taxi company for screwing up. I’m sure I would have been as smitten with Alice then as I am now. Unfortunately, I got the scheming, lying cow. I must admit, she did work me. She worked me really well back then.

      Not anymore.

      After another half-hour, my heart rate picks up when I see Alice emerge from the building. Throwing my cup in the bin, I quickly grab my paper and walk out, making sure to keep on the opposite side of the street and a few steps behind so she doesn’t notice me. Her favourite wine shop is right up the street. I wonder if she’ll go in there like she usually does and buy her normal bottle of Freixenet for tonight’s dinner party. I smile as she approaches and watch as she steps in. Knowing I need to do something, I look behind me and dash into a shoe shop. Immediately, I’m set upon by a saleslady.

      “Looking for something for a girlfriend...or wife perhaps?” she says with a leer.

      She’s fishing for information, but all I want to do is pretend I’m interested in these shoes so I can watch Alice.

      “Or maybe,” she says, making me want to roll my eyes, “you want to buy some for yourself?”

      Looking around, I notice they’re all women’s shoes. “No, not me. My wife loves shoes, so I thought I would pop in and see if I can find anything nice for her,” I say, trying to keep one eye on the store across the street.

      “Oh, that’s nice. All women love shoes, so you’ve come to the right place. Do you know her size?”

      I’m getting frustrated. I just want her to go away so I can wait for Alice. Is that too much to fucking ask?!

      “No, I don’t,” I reply, hoping to get rid of her. “I just thought I would look first and see if I find something she may like. If I do, I can call her and ask.”

      She rolls her eyes and smiles. “Maybe I can show you a few I think she may like.”

      This girl doesn’t know anything about my wife. “No, that’s fine. I just want to browse for now.”

      “Or...” she starts. All I want to do is get the fuck out of here. “You can guess the size and always bring them back if they don’t fit.”

      This woman’s getting on my last nerve. Just as I’m about to open my mouth, I spot Alice coming out of the store. “I have to go,” I say, running through the door like a bat out of hell. I will have to make a mental note never to go in there again.

      I fix my eyes on Alice’s back. She’s wearing a long, fancy cream coat that hugs her voluptuous body. When she walks, her hips sway and her luscious brown curls bounce up and down. She’s wearing black heels with see-through tights that help accentuate those tight muscles in her calves. As I think about licking that calf from bottom to top, my dick springs to life.

      Fuck me, I really have it bad.

      When she turns a corner, I know she’s heading for the car park. My car is in there, too, but I don’t want her to see me. I will get to see her tonight and hopefully tomorrow morning when she goes to yoga.

      A smile creeps up on my face as I keep walking. Tonight is the night I plan on bringing up the subject of surrogacy. When I mentioned it to Sarah a month or so ago, she was hesitant. She knew it could take time, and if we were to explore that avenue under normal circumstances, I’m sure she would be right. But I have a plan, and that plan comes in the form of Sarah’s best friend. A friend who’s been haunting me for the past year. A friend I hope to make my wife within the next two years—that’s if I get my way, of course.

      Getting Alice pregnant within the next year is my number one aim right now. The thought of her being filled with my sperm and her belly becoming round with our baby makes my dick strain against my trousers.

      As I walk past the car park, still on the opposite side of the street, I take one last peek to see if I see her.

      If I do manage to see her one last time, it’s fate, I tell myself.

      Turning my head in her direction, another smile appears, but it’s filled with a strong sense of hope this time.

      Yeah, she’s mine, I tell myself. She’s mine, and no one and nothing is going to get in my way...

      Not even Alice herself.
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        TAILSPIN

      

      

      Devon Jackson is a smug, arrogant prick. He’s also CEO at Worldwide Airways, and I’m the lucky one who lands a job as his PA—a job I soon learn to regret taking.

      I do absolutely everything for him, from organising his appointments to picking up condoms for him every Friday afternoon.

      Why do I put up with it?

      Because, despite it all, I am obsessed with him and have been since I was fifteen. He treats me like dirt, yet I still come back for more.

      To him, I’m untouchable. And not only to him, but every other man on the planet. The fact he’s my brother’s best friend has seen to that. They’re both possessive jerks.

      And I put up with it…for a while.

      Once I put my foot down, the dynamic changes. And it is at that moment I find out how he really feels.

      In fact, I find out so much more than I bargain for. Not only is Devon host to some serious demons, but he also holds a very big, dark secret. A secret that could destroy our relationship before it gets a chance to begin.
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      Prologue - Siren

      I stand over my father’s grave, wiping the tears that threaten to fall onto the soil beneath my feet. I’m wearing a black dress, which is cut just above the knee, and on my feet is a pair of brand new, black and red Louboutin high heels. I scream class, but I am also the perfect image of a daughter in deep distress over her father’s untimely death.

      And what an untimely death it was.

      I clutch my chest, heaving sobs of grief as I bend down to lay new flowers at his grave. I have been coming here every single day, bringing new flowers to replace the old ones. I pick up yesterday’s flowers and toss them aside as I trace the line of my father’s name on his headstone.

      Here lies Richard Valentine, loving father to two daughters. Born 26th January 1970, Died 15th July 2016.

      That was three weeks ago. His body was found buried in Virginia Water in Surrey—only nineteen miles or so from where I live. He was buried deep, but a storm sixteen days ago unearthed his decaying body. He had a stab wound in his back which was determined to be the cause of his death. It was murder, of course, and it is only now that the police are investigating.

      At first, they thought he had run away—possibly met a girl, got swept off his feet, and was living by the beach, sipping cocktails with a buxom blonde. My sister kept on the case, though. She tried to tell them that it wasn’t like him to just disappear without at least keeping in touch. I vouched for her to the police, but I also reminded her of that time when he disappeared for a year without a trace and came back just as suddenly as he had left. I knew the real reason why, but I didn’t divulge it to my sister or to the police. That little secret was between Daddy and me alone. The two police officers gave each other that look… The one that says, “Yeah, there’s no foul play here.” They just thought he had found the girl of his dreams and was busy acting the part of the doting boyfriend to his new plaything.

      As I think on this, I stroke his grave tenderly and sweep away the leaves that have fallen from the nearby trees. I need to make sure that it is clean and tidy before kneeling down at his grave and throwing my arms over the gravestone. With my arms shielding me from anyone who may be watching, I take in a long, deep breath. A smirk rises on my face as I utter the words, “You always loved it when I threw my arms around you, didn’t you?” I sigh, scooting up to get closer to his headstone before spitting on his grave.

      “I hope you’re enjoying your time in Hell, Daddy.”
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      Prologue

      No amount of physical or emotional scars left behind could ever actually reveal true heartache. The evil from which they were formed cuts so deeply into your bones that it seeps into your bloodstream and pumps through your veins until it’s ringing in your ears. The scars never truly show themselves… Never reveal the brunt of their true force. While they are a symbol of survival, they are also reminders of things we would much rather forget—of pain that cannot be shed.

      I have become an orphan … left to pick up the pieces of a broken heart which can never be fixed. I am incurably and irreparably hopeless.

      Time stood still the day my family was ripped away from me. I lost myself—my very identity. I was chosen to live. I was chosen to carry with me the burden of being the one who survived. I was left with the question which haunts me endlessly:

      Why me?

      Why me?

      Why me?

      And now, I lie in a small room. Four walls are what welcome me day after day. No sharp objects, no ropes… Not a thing I could use if I wanted to end it all. He took me. That’s why I’m here. He will never let me decide my own fate. He will never let me choose my own destiny.

      He will never let me go.

      It was he who chose me. It was he who had been stalking me for the last nine months. And it was he who pulled me from the car on that fateful day—two, maybe three weeks ago. He won’t leave me in peace… He will never leave me in peace.

      He is forever waiting in the wings, watching me. I am his, he tells me. As long as I have breath in my lungs, I will always be his. He rules my head, my body, and my heart. But the most frightening thought of all is that … pretty soon … he will rule my soul as well.

      With that last thought, I clutch the duvet to my chest.

      I would have expected to be alone with my family gone, but he’s certainly made sure that my situation could have been worse.

      Far worse.

      I get fed three times a day, provided with refreshments on a regular basis, and a little later, I get treated to hearing his voice over a speaker in the corner of my room. He talks to me. He wants me to tell him about my life, my fears, my longings, and my dreams.

      He has not once entered my room, but now, I long for it. I long for the contact so much that my insides burn. I am relieved to hear his voice, but now his voice alone is not enough.

      I want more.

      I need to see him. Need to be with him… I need to touch him. I crave the contact. To feel skin on skin.

      He has started to invade my dreams so much that I cry out during the night. He knows they’re about him; he tells me so. I talk in my sleep, apparently, and he likes that. He also tells me that he likes the sound of my voice. For some reason, that makes me smile. I have no idea why.

      He abducted me and is holding me prisoner against my will. I didn’t ask for this. He forced me. So, why do I long for him the way that I do? Why do I seek out his company? It wouldn’t make any sense to a normal person… I guess that means I’m not normal.

      Despite it all, I still feel that frisson of excitement every time I hear his voice. I still smile the minute I hear the thumping of the speaker. And my heart still beats a million miles an hour every time I hear the sound of his velvety voice.

      Six days ago, I began asking him to come visit me, and I’ve repeated my request every day thereafter. All I hear from him is the same response: “It isn’t time yet.” 

      “Why isn’t it time yet?” I would ask.

      “For now, I can’t say. I just need you to trust me… To realize that this is for your own good.”

      His response both frustrates and angers me. It’s been that way for days, but today things suddenly changed. I have become desperate for his contact, so I altered my request.

      “I want you to come to my room… I need you to come to my room… I’m desperate for you to touch me… To hold me like you did that night in the little house… Please make it happen, J. Please?” All has been silent from that moment on. I have been sitting here, feeling my heart beating erratically for the last hour—ever since I pleaded with him.

      My heart aches.

      My body quivers.

      My mind races.

      My pulse speeds up more when I hear a noise coming from my door. Maybe he is just coming to feed me, but I know from the patterns to which I’ve grown accustomed that it’s too early for that. He has taken my watch from me, so I have no concept of actual time, but I have gotten used to relying upon my internal clock. And my clock is telling me that it is too early to be fed, so what could it be?

      I gasp when I hear the tapping. That sound—the sound of footsteps—taunts me.

      I clutch the sheets even more tightly to me once I realize the noise is getting louder. There is nothing I can do but sit and wait to see what will happen next.

      Silence falls, and I watch the door like a hawk. I stare at the handle, which, for now, remains still. I swear that it, too, is taunting me. I swear it knows of my trepidation and is deliberately staying still just to tease me.

      I hold my breath—biding my time—as I sit here, rigidly clutching the bedclothes. It feels like hours, but it’s only been mere seconds since the total silence began.

      And then, it’s happening. I gasp again, clutching the sheets more tightly still as the handle on the door moves down, and the door pushes forward. For a fraction of a second, nothing happens. Total silence fills the room again as the creaking door comes to a stop. My heart starts hammering in my chest, and my body trembles as anxiety ripples through my insides and prickles my skin.

      Nothing is there apart from the door—which is now ajar—and the slight shadow of his body as the light shines on the bedroom wall.

      I remain seated, waiting in earnest to see what will happen next. Involuntarily, a sharp intake of breath floods my lungs and pains my chest when I see the shadow of one foot moving forward … then two. My eyes widen as I tighten my grip with both hands this time. My breath escapes in little wisps as the shadow increases its density. I gasp as I see a foot … followed by a hand.

      And then…

      He emerges.
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