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      I stare at the pink plus sign, unable to believe my eyes. After blinking my eyelids several times to clear the symbol away, the blasted thing is still there, as if it’s mocking me. This can’t possibly be right. Pregnant? Me?? I’m barely able to take care of myself––let alone anyone else.

      I’m still sitting on the toilet, staring at the offending pee stick and trying not to have a complete panic attack when Phoebe raps on the stall’s door. “Holly? Are you okay in there? I’m getting ready to make the big announcement of this month’s matched couple, but wanted to wait for you.”

      After clearing my throat, I try to find my voice. Despite how much I hope to sound normal, my tone emerges in a breathy squeak. “Umm, yes, I’m fine. Go ahead without me. I’ll be out later to see who was paired with December’s man of the month.”

      Phoebe doesn’t fall for my weak attempt at sounding calm. Her voice is tinged with genuine concern when she says, “You don’t sound okay. What’s wrong?”

      I take a deep breath in an attempt to force my heartrate back down into a somewhat normal range. “My stomach is just a little upset. It’s no big deal. Don’t make everyone else wait for me.”

      Technically, the upset tummy excuse is the truth. I’ve been queasy for weeks, and now I know why.

      “If you’re really okay?” The woman sounds uncertain about leaving me, but I’m sure she secretly wants to get back out to the group waiting for her in the bar. She’s the matchmaking application’s creator and the ringleader of this popular meeting. The way her face lights up with joy when she announces the new matched couple each month makes it obvious that this is her true calling.

      “I’m positive,” I assure her, before adding, “Get back out there and do your thing.”

      Phoebe remains outside the stall for a long moment as she thinks it over. Eventually, she says, “Okay, but if you’re not out there in ten minutes, I’m coming back to check on you.”

      “Deal,” I quickly agree, hoping I can manage to pull myself together before she returns.

      After she leaves the restroom, I wrap the pregnancy test in some toilet paper and dispose of it in the stall’s trash receptacle. As soon as I dump it, I wonder if that is the kind of thing a good mom would hold onto as a cherished memory.

      Shaking my head, I realize that I certainly wouldn’t want to see anything my mom had peed on, so I sincerely doubt if my child will want to see the first evidence of his or her existence. Confident that I made the right call, I emerge from the stall to wash my hands.

      A woman, who has obviously already had a few drinks, stumbles into the restroom. She has smudged black mascara under both eyes. After looking me up and down, she says, “You look awful.”

      The rude stranger makes her way into the stall I just left, so I turn to stare at my reflection in the mirror. She’s right. My skin’s pallor has a greenish hue that makes me look a bit alien-esque. The paleness of my tone accentuates the dark half-moons under my eyes. My normally lush mane of hair is stringy and hanging limply over my shoulders.

      I look even worse than I feel, and I have absolutely no business being at a matchmaking meeting in a bar. The last thing any eligible bachelor would want is to be paired with a pregnant hot mess of a woman like me.

      After I finish splashing cool water on my face and drying with a brown paper towel, the drunk woman flushes the toilet and emerges from the stall. She barely spares a scowling glance at me before turning to leave the restroom. I cringe at the realization that she isn’t going to wash her hands, but decide it isn’t my place to comment on it.

      When I see that she has a long trail of toilet paper stuck to her shoe, I step forward to put my foot on it. As I hold onto it, she walks out of the ladies’ room without ever knowing the tissue tail was there. She may have been a bit harsh with me, but I prefer to rise above. Besides, it’s not like her assessment that I looked awful was inaccurate.

      Perhaps my good deed will bring me some positive karma. I could definitely use some of that right now.

      As I walk out of the restroom, I wonder if I should buy a journal to jot down all of the useful life lessons I want my child to learn––like being kind to others who may be fighting battles we know nothing about.

      Suddenly, it hits me that in a matter of minutes I’ve gone from being completely self-centered and pouting about my long-lasting ‘flu’ bug, to thinking of important principles I want to teach my child. My queasiness isn’t an inconvenient illness, it’s a baby. There’s an actual living being inside me!

      The realization is both terrifying and exhilarating. I grab the back of the chair of one of the excited ladies at the group’s table, who is bouncing in obvious hopes that her name will be called as the best match for December’s bachelor.

      Phoebe is in the middle of introducing the tall, handsome man hovering awkwardly just behind her. I half-listen as my mind spirals. Suddenly, it dawns on me who the father of my baby is. I’ve only been intimate with one man in the past few––okay, twenty––months.

      Dizziness overpowers me as I feel what little color I had drain from my face.

      Beaming a wide smile directly at me, Phoebe says, “Great timing because you’re the best match…”

      I shake my head as the raging dumpster fire that is my life comes into full view. The bar swims in my vision as I attempt to make sense of this new reality.

      Phoebe pauses her speech, seeming uncertain how to continue. She gives me a concerned, questioning gaze. Finally, she says, “I mean, err, I am the best match for December’s man of the month.”

      I barely have a moment to enjoy the relief that she has not announced me as the man’s match before the entire world spins and goes dark as my body crumples toward the ground.
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      The world is still a bit hazy as my eyelashes flutter open. Rather than being on the hard, sticky floor of the bar, I am ensconced in a warm, strong embrace. My head lolls to the side as I take in my carrier’s handsome profile. His hair is dark and due for a trim. He has kind eyes and a scruffy beard that my fingers itch to touch. He’s not nearly as slick or polished looking as December’s man of the month had been.

      He gently sets me down on a red leather booth seat. It’s tempting to rest back on it, but I force myself to remain upright as the bar’s owner, Evie, delivers a fresh cola to me. Her eyes are filled with concern as she says in her naturally sexy drawl, “Here. Drink this, hon.”

      Mr. Catch-me-as-I-fall takes the glass from Evie and gingerly holds the straw up to my lips. My depth perception is evidently off because I pucker my lips out for a sip and miss the straw entirely.

      The man gives me an adoring look as if I’m the cutest thing he’s ever seen, then he tenderly guides the straw to my mouth.

      I’m suddenly parched, so I take a long pull from the straw before spluttering and practically gagging. Numerous sets of concerned eyes stare down at me, so I say, “It’s regular Coke.”

      Evie gives me a knowing smile before offering, “I’ll go grab you a Diet.”

      I can’t blame the bar owner for not knowing my soda pop preference, since I normally drink margaritas on the rocks at these monthly meetings. It hits me, then, that margaritas are off the menu for me for the foreseeable future.

      That depressing knowledge must show on my face because Phoebe says, “She looks like she’s going to pass out again.”

      “No, I’m okay,” I try to assure her, but my voice sounds scratchy and weak.

      “I’ll go get a wet towel to help cool you off,” the hunk who caught me offers.

      When Evie returns with my Diet Coke, she asks in a soft, concerned tone. “Have you had anything to eat today?”

      I try to remember. I don’t normally miss meals, but my churning stomach has been making me have less desire to eat. Suddenly, I’m famished.

      Smiling at the thoughtful woman, I say, “I wouldn’t turn down one of those giant dill pickles you keep in the big glass jar on the bar.”

      “Coming right up,” she says before briskly turning around to make it happen.

      It may be a cliché for the pregnant woman to want pickles, but I’ve had my eye on those crunchy, salty treats since I started coming to this bar for monthly meetings earlier this year. Besides, a crisp and cool pickle really does sound delicious.

      I lick my lips in anticipation, realizing that I’m having my first official craving.

      When Evie returns with a huge pickle on a small white plate, I make excited grabby hands at it. Amused chuckles over my enthusiasm emerge from several of the concerned people hovering around my booth.

      After she sets the plate in front of me, I realize I’m not at all sure how to eat this behemoth. The table I’m at doesn’t have any silverware, but a knife and fork seem a bit pretentious for this type of bar food, anyway. Deciding not to be shy, I pick up the pickle and go for it.

      “Oh, wow!” The man’s voice sounds startled and a little awed.

      I look up to see the hero who kept me from falling gazing down at me with amusement dancing in his eyes over my mouth being wrapped around what must look like a giant, green dick.
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      My mesmerized gaze is glued to the intriguing woman before me. I thought she was attractive before, but seeing her with a big pickle in her mouth makes my jeans grow so tight in the crotch, I have to use the cover of the booth to nonchalantly shift things around.

      How could I not think about those luscious, wet lips being wrapped around me, like that? It would be impossible not to picture it. In fact, I’m sure every male in this place is thinking the exact same thing.

      Her wide eyes lock with mine and suddenly I realize I must have said something out loud, but I have no idea what.

      When her cheeks flush a lovely shade of pink, it’s obvious that she has figured out exactly what this looks like, but she doesn’t remove the huge pickle from her mouth. Instead, she bites down on it.

      I cringe and tuck inward as if she has clamped her teeth onto me when the echo of the massive crunch sounds around the bustling bar.

      The bar owner turns to the group and weighs in with her opinion. “Her color already looks better.”

      Several people nod their heads and murmur agreements as the audience begins to lose interest and disperse. Soon, I am left alone with the beautiful pickle eater, so I sit down across from her at the booth and hand her the damp paper towel.

      “Thanks for catching me, sir,” she says, before pressing the cool towel to her flushed cheeks and then chomping another bite of the crisp pickle.
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