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Nina

———
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The cabin lights had flickered on long before the plane landed, but she barely noticed. She spent most of the flight staring out the window, watching the world shrink beneath her. Her mind was a mess, the weight of her decision pressing down on her chest as she left behind the only life she had ever known. There would be no-one running after her, no last-minute plea, no promise to make her stay. He wasn’t going to be coming after her. 

The realization settled heavily inside her, as well as the fact that she had no safety net, no backup plan if everything fell apart. Every thought tangled together in a knot too tight to unravel.

As she stepped off the plane and into the bustling Seattle airport, reality hit her with full force. She had thought she’d feel relief the moment her feet touched the ground, but instead, all she felt was the hollow realization that she was truly alone.

The terminal was bright and sterile, filled with the constant murmur of voices and the rhythmic clatter of rolling suitcases.

Overhead, a digital display listed arrivals and departures in glowing white letters. None of them mattered to her. She had no return ticket, just a duffel bag slung over her shoulder and a life she was trying to leave behind... the guy she was trying to leave behind.

She inhaled sharply, the sharp scent of jet fuel and industrial cleaning supplies filling her lungs. Her fingers curled around the strap of her bag.

This is it. The hard part is over. 

So why did she feel like she was about to collapse?

She swallowed hard and kept walking, her steps quick. The weight of exhaustion pressed into her limbs, but she forced herself forward, passing the clusters of passengers greeting family members and business travellers checking their phones as they weaved through the crowd.

No one here was waiting for her. She had left Quinn—the only person she truly cared for behind, believing distance would be enough to escape him. But even thousands of miles away, it wasn’t. His voice still echoed in her chest, relentless and familiar. I can’t do this, he’d said and she knew it was over.

Yet, a part of her still expected to hear her name being called out, to turn and find someone familiar in the sea of strangers. But that wasn’t going to happen.

A cold shiver ran through her, and she hugged her arms around herself.

She forced her mind away from the past and focused on her surroundings. The airport was massive, with towering windows that let in streams of early evening light. Beyond the glass, the Seattle skyline stretched in the distance, partially swallowed by thick, rolling clouds. 

The sky was overcast, the heavy gray clouds threatening rain. It was so different from home, where the sky always seemed wide and open, drenched in golden sunlight. Here, everything felt closer, heavier, as if the sky itself pressed down on the city.

The knot tightened in her stomach.

A flight attendant brushed past her, guiding a couple toward their gate. A child’s laughter echoed from somewhere nearby. The world kept moving, indifferent to her presence.

For a moment, she let herself just stand there, absorbing it all. The sheer vastness of it—the space, the movement, the unfamiliarity—was overwhelming, compared to her hometown where everyone knew everyone, where you couldn’t so much as sneeze without someone saying ‘God bless you’.

She pulled out her phone, her fingers hovering over the screen. There were no new messages, no missed calls.

She didn’t know why she kept checking her phone. He didn’t care, he had made that painfully clear. She turned it off before the disappointment could settle in.

As she walked through the terminal, she caught sight of her reflection in a passing glass wall. Her dark curls were a little frizzier than usual from the dry cabin air, and the shadows beneath her eyes made it clear she hadn’t slept much. She had always prided herself on looking put together, but at this moment, she looked exactly how she felt, worn out and uncertain.

By the time she reached baggage claim, the fatigue was hitting her full force. It wasn’t just the long flight. It was everything—the months of stress, the anxiety gnawing at her insides, the knowledge that there was no going back.

She swallowed hard. This is real now.

She barely noticed the older woman sitting on the bench.

“Nervous?”

Startled, she turned to find warm, kind eyes studying her. The woman was in her late sixties, maybe early seventies, with silver-streaked hair pulled back into a loose braid. She wore a thick cardigan, even though the airport was warm, and held a paperback book in her lap.

“A little,” she admitted.

The woman smiled knowingly. “New beginnings always are. But they’re also necessary.” 

She exhaled, allowing the words to sink in. This was a new beginning. A chance to rebuild.

The older woman gave her a small nod, as if she could see the storm raging inside her head. Then, without another word, she turned back to her book.

She shifted her gaze, watching as suitcases tumbled onto the conveyor belt. She wrapped her arms around herself, shifting her weight from one foot to the other, trying to shake off the nerves creeping into her chest. 

Her suitcase finally appeared, its worn fabric standing out among the sleeker, newer luggage around it. She grabbed it with both hands and took a steadying breath. Okay. One step at a time.

But that was the thing about starting over, it wasn’t just one step. It was a thousand. And she had no guide, no guarantee that any of this would work out.

She moved toward the exit, the automatic doors sliding open as she stepped out into the crisp Seattle air. It was cool, damp, and carried the unmistakable scent of rain. The sounds of the airport traffic surrounded her, engines rumbling, car doors slamming, voices blending into an endless hum of movement.

She pulled out her phone and opened her notes, where she had jotted down everything she needed to do once she landed.

1. Get to the apartment

2. Buy groceries

3. Figure out next steps

Her stomach clenched as she stared at the list. It was so simple, but it didn’t capture what she was really up against.

1. Get to the apartment and try to feel at home in a place that didn’t feel like home yet.

2. Buy groceries and pretend that meant she had things figured out.

3. Figure out next steps and somehow, against all odds, build a life from scratch and forget him.

She closed her eyes for a brief second. This was what she wanted. A fresh start. A chance to be someone new, to leave behind the pain and the past that clung to her like a shadow.

She opened the Uber app and entered the address of her new apartment. The car arrived within minutes, a sleek black sedan pulling up to the curb.

“You Nina?” the driver called out through the rolled-down window.

“Yeah.” She nodded, forcing a smile as she lifted her suitcase into the trunk. 

The moment she slid into the backseat, she let out a slow breath. The car smelled of leather and faint air freshener. She let herself sink into the seat and for the first time since landing, she let herself relax just a little.

The driver glanced at her through the rearview mirror. “First time in Seattle?”

She hesitated before nodding. “Yeah. Just moved here.”

“Well, welcome,” he said with a grin. “Hope you like rain.”

She let out a small, quiet chuckle. “I guess I’ll have to get used to it.”

The car pulled away from the airport, merging onto the highway as the city sprawled before her. From a distance, it looked beautiful, shrouded in mist, the Space Needle standing tall against the gray sky. The streets below were lined with coffee shops, bookstores, and tiny restaurants tucked between towering buildings. The people walking along the sidewalks looked like they belonged, like they had somewhere to be, something important to do.

She pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the window.

Would she ever feel like that? Like she belonged? 

——-
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By the time her Uber pulled up in front of her new apartment building, the sky had darkened to a deep slate gray, the city lights flickering to life against the backdrop of thick clouds. The car rolled to a stop, and she sat there for a moment, gripping the handle of her suitcase as she stared up at the place she would now call home.

It was a modest, older building, not sleek or ultra-modern like some of the high-rises in downtown Seattle, but it had charm. Brickwork covered the lower floors, ivy climbing up one side, and a warm glow spilling from the lobby windows. A small black iron fence surrounded the entrance, and planters filled with seasonal flowers lined the walkway. The whole place exuded a quiet, comforting energy, a stark contrast to the chaos she had left behind.

It wasn’t much. 

The driver glanced at her through the rearview mirror. “This the place?”

She nodded, suddenly feeling hesitant. “Yeah, this is it.”

The driver popped the trunk, and she climbed out, bracing herself against the damp evening air. The scent of rain lingered, mixing with the crisp freshness of autumn. She pulled her coat tighter around herself as she retrieved her suitcase, the wheels bumping against the curb as she set it down.

“Good luck with the move,” the driver offered before pulling away, the red taillights disappearing into the night.

And just like that, she was alone.

She exhaled slowly, staring at the entrance of the apartment building. 

Would this place ever feel like home?

She shook off the creeping doubt and forced her feet forward. The entrance door was heavier than expected, and she had to push hard to get it open, her suitcase awkwardly rolling behind her. The lobby smelled faintly of coffee and something floral—maybe the cleaning solution they used on the floors. A small desk sat in the corner, where an older woman with short, graying hair and glasses perched low on her nose was flipping through a worn magazine.

The woman glanced up and gave her a polite but uninterested smile. “You the new tenant?”

“Yes,” she said, adjusting her grip on the handle of her suitcase. “Nina Calloway. Apartment 4B.”

The woman nodded, flipping through a folder before pulling out a key. “Welcome to the building. Elevator’s down the hall. Let me know if you need anything.”

She took the key with a grateful nod and made her way to the elevator. The building was quiet, only the faint hum of distant voices filtering through the walls. The elevator doors creaked open, and she stepped inside, pressing the button for the fourth floor.

The elevator ride was slow, each floor dinging as she ascended. Her heart pounded in her chest. Every choice she had made in the last few months had led her here, to this tiny elevator, in this unfamiliar city, with only a suitcase and a baby on the way.

When she finally reached her floor, she stepped out into a dimly lit hallway lined with identical doors. Apartment 4B was at the end of the hall. Her new home.

She hesitated for only a second before sliding the key into the lock, twisting the handle, and pushing the door open.

The space was small but clean. A narrow living area with hardwood floors, a tiny kitchen tucked into the corner, and a single window overlooking the street below. The walls were bare, the furniture non-existent, aside from the bed she had ordered to be delivered earlier that week. 

She exhaled, stepping fully inside and closing the door behind her.

She dropped her bags on the floor, letting the silence settle around her. The air inside the apartment smelled slightly stale, like it hadn’t been lived in for a while. She moved toward the window, unlatching it and pushing it open slightly. The cool night air rushed in, carrying with it the sounds of the city—the distant hum of traffic, the occasional murmur of voices from the street below, the soft rustling of leaves.

Back home, the nights were quiet, the air filled with the scent of pine and fresh-cut grass. She could hear crickets chirping, the distant hoot of an owl. Here, the city never truly slept. It pulsed with life, even in the late hours.

She pressed her fingers against the cool glass.

This was her new world now.

A soft flutter in her stomach made her still.

She placed a hand over her belly, feeling the tiny, reassuring movement beneath her palm. A silent reminder that she wasn’t completely alone.

The weight of exhaustion settled over her. It had been a long day, a long journey, and her body ached from the travel. She turned away from the window and ran a hand through her hair, glancing around the empty apartment. There was still so much to do. Unpack, buy groceries, figure out what furniture she still needed.

But not tonight.

Tonight, she would rest.

She grabbed one of the folded blankets from her suitcase, draped it over the bed, and laid down. The mattress was stiff, not yet broken in, but she didn’t care. She curled up, pulling the blanket over herself, and let her eyes drift shut.

She had no idea what tomorrow would bring, but for now, she was here. She had made it. And that had to be enough.

As sleep pulled her under, the last thing she felt was the steady rise and fall of her belly beneath her hand, a quiet promise that she wasn’t just building a new life for herself.

She was building it for the both of them.
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Nina

———
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Five Years Later

––––––––
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Mornings were sacred.

They weren’t flashy or extraordinary, but for her, they were a daily ritual of quiet victories. In the pale glow of early light, her small house was a sanctuary—walls lined with thrifted art, shelves overflowing with children’s books, and the warm scent of cinnamon lingering from the overnight oatmeal. The world hadn't stirred yet, and for a little while, everything was still.

She stood barefoot in the kitchen, humming a tune Caleb had made up the night before, a silly melody with no real rhythm, the kind of made-up song only a four-year-old could sing on loop without exhausting himself. She found herself humming it again now as she packed lunch for school: peanut butter and jelly sandwich (no crust), apple slices (cut into dinos, per request), and a juice box.

“Mama, can I wear my purple shorts today?” Caleb asked, bouncing into the kitchen with an orange marker streaked across his cheek like war paint and holding the shorts in one hand.

She turned, fighting a laugh. “You can wear whatever you want, but maybe wipe the marker off your face first?”

He glanced at his reflection in the oven door, let out a giggle, and ran for the bathroom.

She smiled, shaking her head. Her son was chaotic, and she wouldn’t change a single thing about him. Their life wasn’t picture-perfect, but it was theirs—hard-earned, quietly joyful. She didn’t think about him anymore.

Shaking her head she finished packing the lunch, she moved through the morning motions—tea, dishes, tying laces, fixing inside out t-shirts—each task grounding her. It was a rhythm she'd built from the ground up, one small piece at a time after her world imploded.

By 7:30 a.m., they were in the car, Caleb's legs swinging from the booster seat as he chatted about his class pet, a gerbil named Cinnamon Toast.

“I think Cinnamon likes me best,” Caleb said matter-of-factly. “She didn’t even poop on me this time.”

She snorted. “That’s definitely a sign of love.”

The drive to school wound through narrow streets lined with maple trees just starting to bud. Spring was late this year. She rolled the window down a crack, letting in the scent of dew and distant rain. 

When they reached the school, she parked and walked Caleb up the path. Other kids were arriving, some dragging backpacks twice their size, others clinging to coffee-toting parents. She crouched to zip up Caleb's jacket.

“You’ve got a library book in there, right?” she asked.

He nodded, already distracted by the sight of his best friend waving from across the playground. “Yes, and my dinosaur pens!”

“Good. Now, go have the best day, okay?”

Caleb leaned in and wrapped his arms around her neck. “Love you, Mama.”

“Love you more, bug.”

She stood there for a moment after Caleb ran off, just watching. There was just something about the way children played, fearless and open-hearted. She used to think she’d never get to a place like this. Never feel safe again. But life had surprised her. 

On the drive home, her fingers tapped against the steering wheel to the beat of the song on the radio, until a nostalgic early-2000s song she hadn’t heard in years played. Her chest tightened. Of all the songs. Of all the moments. 

Her jaw locked. She turned the radio off, gripping the wheel a little harder than necessary.

She hadn’t let herself think about him in years. Not because she didn’t want to, but because part of her still did, and that was the dangerous part. The part that ached, that remembered too much, that wondered what might have been if he’d chosen differently.

It wasn’t avoidance. It was survival.

Pulling into her driveway, the tires crunching over gravel. Her house sat at the edge of a sleepy cul-de-sac in the suburb, hugged by overgrown rosebushes. The porch needed a fresh coat of paint. The screen door squeaked when it opened. But it was home and way better than the apartment she had when she first came to Seattle.

Walking up the steps, her keys clenched in her hand. Just as she reached the door, footsteps sounded behind her. She didn’t hesitate, her pepper spray ready in her palm as she turned.

She turned. Her breath caught and the past rushed in like a tidal wave.

Adrian.

He looked different. Lines etched into his face where smooth skin had once been, each one hinting at struggles. His eyes, once bright and mischievous, now held a fatigue that made them seem distant, wary. The easy confidence in his posture was gone, replaced by a subtle slump, as if he carried a weight too heavy to speak of. Even the way he moved, spoke of battles fought in silence, of a man shaped by experiences she hadn’t been a part of.

He looked older. Leaner. Exhausted. 

She’d spent years trying to forget this face. Years wondering what she would say if she ever saw him again.

Now she didn’t have to wonder. Rage boiled up inside her, making her hands tremble.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she asked, her voice a whip-crack in the quiet.

He flinched. Just slightly.

“I needed to see you,” Adrian said. “I didn’t know how else to—”

“No,” she cut in, stepping off the last stair. “You don’t get to ask for anything from me. Not anymore.”

“I deserve that,” he said quickly. “I know I do. I know what I said—what I didn’t do. I’ve gone over it a million times in my head, Nina—”

“I bet it sounded real noble in your head,” she snapped. “Does it sound just as good when you remember accusing me of lying? Of cheating? When you questioned if my baby was yours, after I looked you in the eye and told you I loved you?”

His jaw clenched. “I didn’t want to believe it. I was scared, Nina. Everything happened so fast, and I—I was an idiot.”

“Scared?” she echoed, laughing bitterly. “You think I wasn’t scared? I was twenty-four, pregnant and alone. And when I needed you most, you left me standing in a doctor’s office alone, crying over a heartbeat you didn’t even want to hear.”

He looked gutted.

“I hate myself for not believing you,” he said quietly. “But it wasn’t because I didn’t love you.”

“You didn’t love me enough,” she replied, her voice breaking a little bit. “You didn’t love me when it mattered.”

Silence stretched between them.

The spring wind kicked up, brushing her hair into her face.

Her throat tightened. “Why are you here? To say sorry? To soothe your guilt?”

“I came here because I want to know him,” he said, stepping forward. “I know I don’t deserve it. I know. But he’s my son too, Nina. I already lost five years. I don’t want to lose any more.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head, stepping back. “You lost those years by choice. You lost them the second you let doubt speak louder than love. Don’t you dare put that on me.”

Adrian didn’t respond right away. He just stared at her, jaw tight, breathing uneven.

“I'm not blaming you. I—I’ve changed,” he said finally, voice raw. “I’m not the man I was and I don’t expect you to forgive me. I just—I want a chance to make this right. Please.”

Her chest heaved, hands shaking from anger.

“You’re about five years too late. You don’t get to come back and act like you’re the hero in this story. You’re not.”

“I’m not trying to be a hero, Nina,” he said softly. “I just want to be a dad.”

That shattered something in her.

She closed her eyes, fighting the sting behind them. For a moment, neither of them moved.

Then, without a word, she turned, opened the front door, and stepped inside.

She paused with her hand on the knob, glancing back only long enough to say, “You don’t get to decide when you can walk in and out of his life, Adrian.”

And then she closed the door firmly, leaving him on the porch, alone with the weight of everything he threw away.

The click of the lock echoed louder than it should have, but the silence that followed was anything but peaceful.

She pressed her forehead to the wood, eyes closed, breath shallow. On the other side, she could hear his footsteps shifting—like he was waiting for her to open the door again and take it all back.

But she wouldn’t.

Not this time.

“Nina,” Adrian called, voice louder now, but still trembling. “Please. Don’t do this. I know I don’t deserve your forgiveness—I know—but just... don’t shut me out.”

She squeezed her eyes tighter, jaw clenched. Her heart thudded violently in her chest, every muscle in her body wound tight like a wire about to snap.

“I made mistakes. The worst kind. And I’ve hated myself every day since,” he continued, closer now. “But I’m here. I’m trying. Doesn’t that count for something?”

She bit her bottom lip to keep it from trembling. A part of her wanted to scream. Another part wanted to rip the door back open and yell at him until her throat gave out. But she stayed still, silent, wrapped in five years of wounds that never fully healed.

His voice cracked. “Please, Nina. Just let me see him. Let me see my son.”

Her hand twitched at her side.

Outside, there was the sound of a fist lightly hitting the doorframe—frustration, helplessness.

“Don’t let him grow up thinking I didn’t care,” Adrian said, quieter now, like the weight of his own guilt was dragging the words down. “Don’t let him think I didn’t want him.”

She swallowed the lump in her throat.

There was a long pause. For a moment, she thought maybe he’d left. Maybe he’d gotten the message. But then came one final plea, low and full of something raw.

“I just want a chance to get to know him,” Adrian said. “Even if you never forgive me.”

“I didn’t come here to fight with you,” he continued, his voice cracking at the edges. “I came here because I’ve been living with this guilt every damn day. I didn’t believe you when I should have. I failed you. I failed him.”

Her throat tightened.

She wanted to scream at him to leave. To curse him for thinking he could just show up after all these years, after the worst betrayal of her life, and ask for space in their world. But her body wouldn’t move. Something in her had locked up, and now she stood frozen, listening to the sound of her past pleading on her front porch.

“I was scared,” he said, softer now. “And I know that’s not good enough. I know that. But I never stop thinking about you. About him.”

He paused.

“I didn’t even know his name.”

She drew in a sharp breath, the burn in her chest sharper now. Caleb’s name lived in everything—on his drawings taped to the fridge, in whispered bedtime stories, in the rhythm of her day-to-day life. It felt impossible that he didn’t know it. That this man who had helped make him didn’t even know the name of the little boy he’d abandoned. His son.

“Caleb,” Adrian said, voice raw, almost broken. “I finally worked up the nerve and looked you up last year. I saw the photos on your art page. There was one of him. He was painting, I think. Covered in blue. He looked so happy.”

He exhaled hard, and she imagined him pacing just outside the door, running a hand through his hair like he used to when he didn’t know how to fix something.

“I missed everything,” he choked out. “His first steps. His first words. I missed his birthdays. His scraped knees. I missed him saying Dad for the first time. I missed it all, and it’s killing me.”

She pressed her lips together, tears burning at the corners of her eyes.

“Just give me a chance, Nina,” he said, voice low and hoarse. “I don’t want to hurt you. I just want to know my son.”

The silence that followed was deafening.

She didn’t move. Didn’t speak. Didn’t open the door.

Eventually, she heard his footsteps—slow, reluctant—descend the porch stairs. Gravel shifted beneath his feet as he crossed the yard.

She waited. One minute. Two.

Then she moved to the front window and carefully, quietly pulled back the curtain just enough to see.

Adrian stood beside a dark sedan parked across the street, one hand resting on the roof of the car, the other covering his face like the world had finally caught up to him.

He looked smaller. Defeated.

He looked nothing like the man she remembered—the one who used to make her laugh until her stomach hurt, the one who kissed her like the world stopped turning. That Adrian was long gone. This one was cracked open, raw, bearing the consequences of his own cowardice.

Eventually, he slid into the driver’s seat, closed the door.

Engine off. No movement.

She watched him through the sliver in the curtain. Her fingers gripped the fabric tightly as the minutes stretched on.

He didn’t leave.

He just sat there, eyes fixed on the house.

———
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The curtain slipped from her fingers and fell back into place with a soft whoosh.

She stared at the fabric for a moment, the faint outline of Adrian’s car barely visible through the weave. She stayed still, every muscle wired, every breath just a little too shallow. Her heartbeat hadn’t slowed since she shut the door.

But she didn’t go back to the window.

She wouldn’t give him the power of being seen again.

Turning away, she moved through the house like someone trying to remember how to be human. One foot, then the other. Flicking the kettle on, she tried to focus on the small routines, tea, toast, something normal. Her hands were steady, but her chest felt tight. 

She ran her fingers along the edge of the table, where Caleb had left a trail of crayon hearts in red and purple earlier that morning. They were slightly crooked, some overlapping. A few smudged with juice-sticky fingerprints. Her chest ached at the sight of them. Sweet. Carefree. Unburdened.

Exactly how his life should be.

She moved on, into the room she worked in—her sanctuary, her world, her spine on the days she forgot how to stand. The space was small and cozy. Sunlit and scattered with colored pencils, gouache paints, and sketchbooks in varying degrees of organized chaos.

In the center sat her drawing desk, a familiar anchor.

Sitting down the chair creaked like it always did. That tiny, familiar groan grounded her more than the tea would. She exhaled slowly and settled in, brushing crumbs of eraser dust off the page she'd been working on yesterday. A half-finished spread stared back at her, a little fox in a bright yellow raincoat, splashing in puddles with his duckling friend. 

It was meant to be joyful, whimsical, but the lines weren’t right. Too sharp. Too tight. She erased, tried again. And again. The fox’s eyes were sad when they were meant to sparkle, haunted when they were meant to glow.

Right now, it felt a million miles away.

Still, she picked up her pencil.

Because this was her rhythm—create, breathe, repeat. This was the life she had built from the rubble. A quiet one, full of books and stories and color and Caleb’s laughter in the next room. And it had been enough.

Her hand moved slowly. She sketched the shape of the fox’s snout, the gentle curve of a smile, the twinkle in his eye. She imagined Caleb laughing beside her, asking if the duck had a name. He always gave the animals names. He had that kind of heart—open and curious and far too forgiving for the world.

Her thoughts drifted back to the man outside her house and Caleb.

Caleb didn’t know about Adrian. Didn’t even ask about him anymore. There’d been a time, years ago, when he’d asked if all his friends had two parents and why he only had one. She remembered the ache in her chest, the way she’d stumbled through answers about different kinds of families.
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