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EMMA, TWO YEARS AGO

The pregnancy test clattered into the sink as my knees gave out.

Two lines. Positive.

I sat on the closed toilet lid, staring at those two pink lines that had just rewritten my entire future. The bathroom walls seemed to tilt and close in. My breathing came faster, shallower. The fluorescent light buzzed overhead, too bright, making my head pound.

No. No, no, no.

This was not how my story was supposed to unfold. I was supposed to finish my psychology degree first. 

Scott and I were supposed to be stable first. We were supposed to be happy first.

Instead, I was trapped in a relationship that was slowly destroying me, planning a wedding I wasn't sure I wanted, and now, God, now I was pregnant.

My hand pressed against my still-flat stomach. The clinical part of my brain, the part that had spent three years studying human behavior and psychological patterns, supplied the facts with detached precision: 

Panic attack. Hyperventilation. Elevated heart rate. Feeling of impending doom.

The feeling was justified.

How did I get here?

The question echoed in the small bathroom, and suddenly I was back there. Three months ago. The company party where everything had started to unravel in a way I could no longer pretend to ignore.

***

The black dress still had the tags on when I pulled it from my closet that December evening. I'd bought it three weeks earlier with Becca, back when Scott first mentioned his company's winter party. Back when I'd been excited about it.

"You're going to look amazing," Becca had said in the dressing room, watching me turn in front of the mirror. Then her voice had shifted to that tone she used when she was about to say something I didn't want to hear. 

"Just... be careful, okay? With the drinking."

I'd known what she meant. Scott's drinking had gotten worse over the past few months. Not every night, but enough that I'd started counting his beers, started watching for the signs. The way his jaw would set after the third one. The edge that crept into his voice after the fourth.

"It'll be fine," I'd told her. "It's a work party. He'll keep it together."

She'd given me that look. The one that said she didn't believe me but loved me enough not to push. "If you need me, I'm one phone call away. Any time, Em. I mean it."

I should have listened to her.

Standing in front of the bathroom mirror that night, I studied my reflection. The dress fit perfectly. Knee-length, open back, simple black beads at the neckline. 

I'd styled my hair in a chignon because Scott had mentioned once, early on, that he liked it that way. 

When he'd still noticed things like that. When he'd still looked at me like I was someone special instead of someone who couldn't do anything right.

Stop. Tonight will be different. It has to be.

Six months ago, Scott had been different too. 

Attentive. Supportive. He'd listened when I talked about my psychology classes, about my dreams of graduate school. He'd made me feel seen in a way I'd never experienced before.

"You're going to change lives," he'd said once, his eyes warm with certainty. "You're going to be amazing at this."

I'd believed him. I'd believed in us.

When had that shifted? When had his interest turned into interrogation, his protection into control?

The bathroom door opened and Scott emerged in his charcoal suit, looking sharp and handsome. For a moment, I saw the man I'd fallen for.

"You look beautiful," he said, and something in my chest loosened.

Maybe tonight would remind us both of who we used to be.

***

The hotel ballroom glittered with crystal chandeliers and candlelight. Scott's coworkers welcomed me warmly, asking about my studies at Providence 

College, making me feel included. The meal was excellent. Prime rib and roasted vegetables, chocolate mousse for dessert. When Scott led me to the dance floor, I let myself relax into his arms.

This was good. This was what we needed.

But I'd been counting. Three beers before dinner. Two during. Another after dessert.

My stomach tightened each time I saw him reach for a new bottle, each time I caught the looseness creeping into his movements. The flutter of nervousness was familiar now, a constant companion. I'd learned to read the signs: the way his laugh got louder, the way his grip on my waist would tighten just slightly.

Around nine o'clock, an older man approached our table.

"Scott! There you are." Distinguished, silver-haired, expensive suit. "And this must be the lovely Emma you've been telling us about."

Scott stood quickly. "Emma, this is Jim Patterson, my boss."

"It's wonderful to meet you," I said, shaking his hand.

"The pleasure is entirely mine," Jim said. "I hope 

Scott's been treating you well. He's one of our best. We'd hate to lose him."

"He speaks very highly of the company," I replied carefully.

"Well, I won't monopolize your evening, but I wonder if I might steal you for one dance?" Jim extended his hand. "I promise to return her in one piece, Scott."

I glanced at Scott. His smile didn't quite reach his eyes, but he nodded. "Go ahead. I'll grab another beer."

Another beer. Seven. Or was it eight?

Jim was a proper dancer, old-school, keeping appropriate distance. He asked about my psychology studies, told me about his daughter in social work, was generally charming in a grandfatherly way. I got enthusiastic explaining my research interests, the way I always did when someone actually seemed interested. 

Cognitive behavioral therapy. Trauma recovery. The way the brain could rewire itself, create new patterns.

I didn't notice Scott watching us. Didn't see the way his expression had hardened.

As the song ended, Jim bowed slightly and kissed my hand. It was a gesture that felt like something from another era. "Thank you for the dance, my dear. Scott is a lucky man."

I felt myself blush, flustered by the unexpected chivalry. "Thank you."

When I returned to our table, Scott was sitting with another beer, his expression unreadable.

"That was nice of him," I said brightly. "He seems like a good boss."

"Yeah." He took a long drink, not looking at me.

The temperature in the room seemed to drop. I knew that tone. That flatness that meant I'd done something wrong, though I couldn't figure out what.

"Are you okay?" I asked quietly when we danced later, his grip on my waist too tight.

"Fine."

But he wasn't fine. I could feel the anger radiating off him in waves.

***

The elevator ride to our hotel room was silent. My heart hammered against my ribs. What had I done? I replayed the evening, the dance, the conversation with Jim. Had I smiled too much? Said something wrong?

I took my time in the bathroom, removing my makeup slowly, changing into the black silk nightgown I'd bought for tonight. When I'd imagined this moment earlier, I'd pictured romance. Scott's face lighting up, us falling into bed together and forgetting everything except each other.

But when I emerged, the scene was all wrong.

Scott sat on the edge of the bed, tie removed but still dressed, jaw set. The air felt heavy, dangerous.

"The bathroom's free," I said quietly.

"You look nice." His tone was ice-cold.

"Thank you. I hoped you would like it." My voice came out smaller than I intended.

"Really? Were you thinking of me when you bought that?"

The question hit like a slap. "What? What do you mean?"

"I couldn't help but notice how you and Jim looked at each other while dancing." He was still sitting, but everything about his posture screamed danger. "Are you sure you didn't buy that with hopes that he would see you in it?"

"Scott, what are you talking about? I didn't even know Jim until tonight!"

"I don't appreciate you making me look like a fool while you flirt with my boss." His voice rose, cutting. 

"How do you think that looked? In front of all my colleagues?"

"It was one dance! I was being polite. He's your boss..."

"Exactly. That's my point exactly." He stood, and I took an instinctive step back toward the bathroom. "So next time, if you're going to start flirting with some guy right next to me, I would appreciate it if you didn't choose my boss!"

"He asked me to dance. What was I supposed to do, refuse?" My voice shook.

"Just don't ever embarrass me like that again."

His fists were clenched at his sides. For a moment, I thought he might...

But he didn't. He stormed past me into the bathroom, slamming the door hard enough to make me flinch.

I stood frozen, trembling. The nightgown I'd been excited about felt wrong now, exposing. I climbed under the covers and pulled them to my chin, turning off the light.

In the darkness, tears slid down my temples into my hair. I kept silent, not wanting him to hear, not wanting to make it worse.

How had this happened?

I replayed the dance. Had I smiled too warmly? Jim had asked about my research and I'd gotten enthusiastic explaining it. Had that looked like flirting? 

The hand kiss. That's when I'd blushed. Scott must have seen that.

Maybe I had been too animated. Too friendly.

Scott's ex had cheated on him. He'd told me that much, though he never gave details. Of course, he was sensitive to anything that might look like I was seeking attention from other men. Of course he'd be hypervigilant.

And the nightgown. God, from his perspective it must have looked like I'd dressed up for Jim.

I should have been more careful. More aware.

When Scott emerged from the bathroom, he got into bed without a word, turning his back to me. I stayed perfectly still, barely breathing.

This wasn't abuse. Abuse was violence, broken bones, bruises you had to explain away. This was just jealousy, insecurity. His past trauma making him reactive. Lots of men got jealous when they'd been hurt before.

Even as I thought it, I knew I was lying to myself. I'd studied this. I could draw the cycle of abuse from memory, label each phase, cite the research on escalation patterns. Tension building. Incident. Reconciliation. Calm.

We were in the tension-building phase. And I was already making excuses for him, already blaming myself.

Eventually I fell into fitful sleep, Scott's breathing heavy and even beside me.

***

The morning light felt too bright, too cheerful. Scott was already up, dressed, packing his overnight bag. His movements were sharp, his jaw set.

"Morning," I ventured.

"Morning." Cold. Distant.

I wanted to apologize, to explain, but the danger signals were too strong. I packed in silence, and we drove home without speaking.

The quiet in the car was suffocating. I stared out the window, too anxious to even suggest music.

Finally, halfway home, Scott spoke.

"I'm sorry about last night."

Relief flooded through me. "I'm sorry too. I should have been more careful."

"It just... seeing you with him like that. The way he was looking at you." His voice was softer now, almost vulnerable. "It brought back a lot of stuff with my ex."

His ex. The woman who'd cheated, who'd made him unable to trust. Of course that's what this was about.

"I know," I said gently. "But Scott, I would never do that to you. You have to know that."

"I do know that." He reached over and took my hand. 

"It's just hard sometimes. When I see other guys looking at you the way he was."

"He wasn't looking at me like anything. He was just being polite."

"You didn't see it from where I was sitting." His grip tightened slightly. "But I trust you, Em. I just need you to understand how things look sometimes."

"I do understand. And I'll be more careful. I promise."

His hand stayed in mine the rest of the drive, and by the time we got home, the tension had dissolved. Scott kissed me before heading to the living room. I went to unpack.

As I hung up the black dress, I felt that complicated mix of emotions I was getting used to. Relief that we'd worked through it. Guilt that I'd triggered his insecurity. Determination to be more careful next time.

Scott had been badly hurt. It made sense he'd be sensitive. I just needed to be more aware of how my actions might look to someone carrying that kind of pain.

That wasn't unreasonable. That was just being considerate.

We'd worked through it. We'd communicated.

Everything was fine now.

We were fine.

***

Except we weren't fine.

Two weeks later, Scott proposed. I said yes because I loved him, because I believed the good parts of him were real, because I thought marriage would give us a fresh start. Because I was twenty-two years old and didn't know any better.

His family embraced me completely. His mother especially, warm, welcoming, everything I'd hoped for. One afternoon over tea in her living room, she'd said something that lodged itself in my mind like a splinter.

"I hope he can be the husband you deserve."

The words had made me look up sharply, teacup frozen halfway to my lips. But she'd just smiled and poured more tea, and I'd let the moment pass without asking what she meant.

Did she know something? Had she seen the warning signs I'd been so carefully ignoring?

I didn't want to find out.

The months that followed were a careful balance. Scott's drinking persisted, but his outbursts had diminished. He hadn't broken anything in weeks. He hadn't called me names. We'd achieved a kind of peace maintained by my vigilance and his relative calm.

The honeymoon phase of the cycle. I knew that. The calm after the storm, the reconciliation period before tension started building again.

But knowing the theory and accepting it applied to my life remained two separate things.

I threw myself into wedding planning, into making my own dress to save money. I threw myself into my coursework, pushing harder and harder because if I stopped, if I slowed down, I'd have to think.

I'd have to feel.

And then April arrived, and the exhaustion hit. Bone-deep. Unshakeable. The nausea came next, relentless vomiting that left me bedridden.

That's when I knew.

***

Now, sitting on the bathroom floor with a positive pregnancy test in the sink, all of it crashed over me at once.

I was pregnant. Engaged to a man who terrified me. Planning a wedding I wasn't sure I wanted. And I couldn't see a way out.

What kind of father would Scott be? The question surfaced unbidden, and with it came all the research I'd studied, all the statistics I'd memorized. Children who witnessed domestic violence showed increased risk of behavioral problems, anxiety, depression, PTSD. The cycle often continued into the next generation. 

Children learned what love looked like from watching their parents.

What would this child learn from watching us?

I thought about Scott's mother's words: I hope he can be the husband you deserve.

Would he smash coffee cups when the baby cried? 

Would he call me names in front of our child? Would the drinking get worse under the stress of parenthood?

The research on abuse during pregnancy was clear. It often escalated. Having a baby didn't fix relationships. It strained them. And I was already walking on eggshells, already counting his drinks, already measuring every word and gesture to avoid triggering his anger.

For the first time, I allowed myself to think the unthinkable: What if I didn't go through with any of this? What if I just... left?

But even as the thought formed, I felt the weight of expectations crushing down on me. His family who loved me. The dress I was sewing, hours of work already invested. The invitations we'd ordered. The vision I'd had since I was a little girl of what my life would be.

And now, a baby. How could I possibly leave now? 

What kind of person would I be? Pregnant women didn't leave. Families stayed together. That's what you did. That's what was right.

Except it wasn't right. Nothing about this was right.

I was trapped.

I thought about calling Becca. But I already knew what she'd say. She'd tell me to leave. She'd tell me none of this was normal. She'd see right through every excuse 

I'd built, every rationalization I'd constructed.

So, I didn't call.

I don't know how long I sat there before I finally pulled myself together. Splashed cold water on my face. Looked at the stranger in the mirror and tried to recognize her.

I hid the pregnancy test in the back of a drawer, wrapped in toilet paper like a terrible secret.

I had to tell Scott. But not yet. Not today. I needed time to figure out what this meant, what I was going to do.

I needed time to figure out how to breathe again.

But somewhere in the back of my mind, I already knew the truth. I knew what the research said about abuse during pregnancy. I knew the statistics on escalation. I knew that having a baby wouldn't fix us, wouldn't make him stop drinking, wouldn't make him stop hurting me.

I knew all of this with perfect clarity.

And I still didn't know how to leave.
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It felt so overwhelming to have to tell Scott about this secret. To be completely honest, I wanted to wish this news away. I lay awake at night imagining different scenarios: that I'd made a mistake, that the test was faulty, that I'd wake up and my period would start and this would all be a bad dream.

But I knew that wasn't possible. The nausea was too real, too persistent. My body was changing whether I wanted it to or not.

I avoided him for two days, carrying this secret like a stone in my chest. Every time I opened my mouth to tell him, fear sealed my throat shut. What would he do? Would he explode again? Would he blame me?

Part of me knew that telling him would make it real, would close off any escape routes I'd been unconsciously mapping.

Several mornings later, I steeled myself and approached him while he was drinking coffee at the kitchen table. The morning light was pale and watery. He was scrolling through his phone, still in his undershirt and boxers, his hair rumpled from sleep.

"Um, Scott, do you have a minute?" My voice came out thin, anxiety threading through every syllable. My hands were clammy. My pulse fluttered in my throat like a trapped bird.

"Yeah, babe, what's up?" He didn't look up from his phone.

I took a breath. "Um, I'm not sure how to tell you this." Just say it. Just get it over with. "I'm pregnant."

I handed him the test stick, the plastic warm from my sweaty palm. My heart pounded so hard I thought he might hear it.

He finally looked up. His eyes moved from my face to the test in his hand. Heavy silence hung in the air as he processed the news. Minutes felt like hours. I watched emotions flicker across his face. Shock, confusion, something that might have been anger or fear or both.

The refrigerator hummed. A car drove past outside. Time stretched.

Finally, he spoke. "Are you sure? Can we trust these things?" His voice trembled. His hand holding the test shook slightly.

"Well, I suppose I could take another one, but I think they're pretty accurate." I wrapped my arms around myself. I felt exposed, vulnerable, like I'd confessed to something shameful.

"No, you should see a doctor. That's the only way to know for sure." An air of finality in his tone. He set the test down face-down on the table, as if he couldn't bear to look at those two pink lines.

"Okay. I'll make an appointment."

He stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. He ran both hands through his hair. It was a gesture I'd come to recognize as his tell when he was struggling to maintain control. Then he walked toward the bathroom without another word, without touching me, without offering any reassurance.

I noted this distantly. The complete absence of concern for how I was feeling. The way he'd made this entirely about him. Classic narcissistic response pattern: external locus of control, inability to regulate emotion, displacement of responsibility. I could write a textbook example of what was happening here.

But knowing the clinical terms didn't make it hurt less.

A few minutes later, I heard the water running in the shower. Then Scott's emotions erupted behind the closed bathroom door. "Son of a bitch!" His frustration echoed through the house. Something slammed, his fist against the wall, maybe. I flinched at the sound.

I stood frozen in the kitchen, still holding myself, wishing I hadn't had to break this news to him. Wishing I could take it back. Wishing I could rewind time to before any of this happened.

He was just shocked, I told myself. He needed time to process. This was a lot for both of us.

But that small voice in my head, the one that sounded like my abnormal psychology professor, whispered: He didn't ask if you were okay. He didn't ask how you felt. He made your pregnancy about his frustration. Those are red flags.

I called my doctor from the bedroom, keeping my voice low even though the shower was still running. I was fortunate to secure an appointment later that day. The receptionist's cheerful tone made me want to cry.

During the visit, Dr. Wilson probed about my symptoms. Her office smelled like antiseptic and the lavender oil she kept in a diffuser. I'd been coming here since I was a kid. The same ocean-scene print on the wall, the same crinkly paper on the exam table. The familiarity made me feel both comforted and terrified.

"So, have you been tired lately?"

"Exhausted. Like I can barely keep my eyes open past six."

"And you've been vomiting and experiencing nausea?"

"Yes, to both. Mostly mornings, but sometimes all day."

"Any constipation issues?"

"Very much so." My cheeks heated with embarrassment even though she was a doctor, even though this was clinical.

She took my blood for a pregnancy test, the needle pinching as it slid into my arm. I watched my blood fill the vial, dark red and warm. "The urine tests are almost 100% accurate," she assured me, "but I'll do this to put your mind at ease."

But my mind wasn't at ease. My mind was screaming.

As I waited for the results in the small exam room, anxiety gnawed at me. I studied my hands, picked at my cuticles until one started to bleed. The clock on the wall ticked loudly.

What was I going to do? How was I going to finish school? How was I going to afford this?

And underneath all those practical concerns was the deeper, more terrifying question: How am I going to raise a child with Scott?

The research on domestic violence during pregnancy was unequivocal. Abuse often escalated when women became pregnant. The violence became more frequent, more severe. Pregnant women in abusive relationships faced increased risk of miscarriage, preterm labor, low birth weight, even homicide.

Homicide. The leading cause of death for pregnant women wasn't complications from pregnancy. It was homicide. Usually by an intimate partner.

I knew these statistics. I'd studied them. And now I was living them.

The blood test confirmed what I already knew. Dr. Wilson returned with a smile I couldn't return. She asked whether I preferred to work with an OB/GYN or have her handle my prenatal care and delivery.

Because she treated my whole family, I worried about confidentiality. The thought of my mother finding out before I was ready made my stomach clench. "I'd love for you to deliver the baby," I said, my voice steadier than I felt. "But can we keep this between us for now? I'm not ready to share this with my family."

"Of course, Emma. This is your news to share when you're ready. You're the patient, not them." Her hand was warm on my shoulder.

I nodded, grateful, blinking back tears. Her kindness was almost harder to bear than Scott's anger.

I walked outside to find Scott waiting in the car, engine running. He was staring straight ahead, jaw tight, hands gripping the steering wheel.

I slid into the passenger seat, the vinyl cold against my legs. The pine air freshener hanging from the rearview mirror smelled artificial and cloying.

"So," I began tentatively.

"Yeah, I know." A heavy sigh. "I figured you'd have been out here sooner if it was negative."

His voice was flat. Defeated. He still wouldn't look at me.

When he finally glanced my way, I saw distress in his eyes, red-rimmed, like he'd been crying. The anger from this morning had given way to something worse. Resignation. Despair.

"I'm sorry, Scott," I murmured.

The apology was automatic. Even though I knew, logically, that this wasn't just my fault. It took two people. But somehow, I still felt the need to apologize, to shoulder the blame, to make him feel better.

This was another pattern. Another textbook example. The victim apologizing to the abuser. Taking responsibility for situations beyond their control. Trying to manage the abuser's emotions to prevent the next explosion.

"Yeah," he whispered, his voice fraught with emotion. "Me too."

He put the car in drive. We pulled out of the parking lot in silence. I watched the medical building recede in the side mirror, watched the normal world going about its day. People walking dogs, a mother pushing a stroller, someone getting coffee at the Dunkin' Donuts drive-through. All these ordinary moments happening while my life was falling apart.

I pressed my hand against my stomach, still flat, still showing no signs of the life growing inside. A baby. Our baby.

The words didn't feel real.

Scott turned on the radio, loud classic rock that made conversation impossible, and we drove home without speaking.

Back at the apartment, he went straight to the TV room. I heard the clink of a bottle opening before I even made it to the bedroom.

Of course. Of course that's how he'd cope with this.

I sat on the edge of our bed, doctor's pamphlets about prenatal vitamins and first-trimester care clutched in my hands. The walls felt like they were closing in. The wedding dress hung on the back of the closet door, white lace mocking me. The fabric I'd so carefully chosen, the pattern I'd modified, the hours of work I'd poured into it. All of it suddenly seemed like evidence of my own delusion.

I was going to marry him. I was going to have his baby. And I had never felt more alone in my life.

Somewhere in my psychology textbooks was a chapter on learned helplessness. About how repeated exposure to inescapable stress teaches people to stop trying to escape even when escape becomes possible. The famous experiments with dogs receiving electric shocks. After enough trials where they couldn't escape, the dogs stopped trying even when the barrier was removed. They just lay down and took the shocks.

Was that what I was doing? Lying down and taking it?

I thought about the pregnancy statistics again. The escalation patterns. The cycle that would likely intensify now. I thought about my textbooks, my professors, everything I'd learned about abuse and trauma and the psychological factors that kept women trapped.

I had all the information I needed to understand my situation perfectly. I could diagnose it, analyze it, predict where it was heading with reasonable accuracy.

What I didn't have was the strength to do anything about it.

The thought was too big, too frightening. I pushed it away and focused on the practical. I needed to take my prenatal vitamin. I needed to eat something. I needed to keep functioning.

One foot in front of the other. That's all I could do.

Just keep moving forward, even if I wasn't sure where I was going anymore.

Even if some part of me suspected I was walking deeper into a trap.

***

The following days were fraught with an eerie tension that clung to the air like thick fog. We moved around each other carefully, like dancers who'd forgotten the steps. Afraid of touching. Afraid of speaking. We talked about groceries and bills and whether it would rain.

We didn't talk about the baby. We didn't talk about us.

I was preparing dinner one afternoon in April, chopping vegetables with mechanical precision, when Scott entered the kitchen. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows across the floor. I heard him before I saw him. Heavy, deliberate footsteps.

"So, we should probably move up the wedding if we're going to have a baby. You can't walk down the aisle at eight months pregnant."

The knife stilled in my hand. I set it down carefully on the cutting board, my fingers trembling slightly. "Yeah, I guess so."

Not should we still get married? Not how are we going to make this work? Just you can't be visibly pregnant in the wedding photos.

"Do you want to call your parents?" I kept my voice neutral, my eyes on the half-chopped carrots.

"Yes, I suppose so. I thought we'd do it in a couple months. Like June?"

He leaned against the counter, arms crossed.

"Yeah, that sounds good."

The words felt empty, devoid of the excitement that should accompany wedding planning. June. Two months away. I'd have to finish the dress faster. We'd have to tell everyone we'd moved it up. What would we say? That we couldn't wait?

It was as if we were navigating through motions we were expected to perform, rather than choices made from love and desire. Check the boxes: engagement, wedding, baby. The order was wrong, but we could fix that with a revised timeline.

Scott left the kitchen without another word. I heard the refrigerator in the TV room open, heard the now-familiar sound of a bottle cap twisting off.

I resumed chopping, the rhythmic sound of the knife against the board the only noise in the apartment.

***

The idea that a tiny life was growing inside me felt surreal, like it was happening to someone else. Some other Emma in some parallel universe. My body was changing in ways I couldn't see yet. Cells dividing, a heart forming, beginning to beat.

And I felt... nothing. Or maybe I felt too much and had gone numb from the overload.

Dissociation. A defense mechanism where the mind disconnects from reality to cope with overwhelming stress. I was watching my own life like a movie, observing from a safe distance because being fully present was unbearable.

I tried my best to embrace the idea of motherhood, to feel what I was supposed to feel. I signed up for countless email newsletters from parenting websites, their cheerful subject lines mocking me: "Your baby this week!" and "Get ready for parenthood!" I scrolled through baby products online and smiled when people asked how I was feeling. I offered the expected responses about being tired but excited.

I played the part. Yet the empty feeling persisted, gnawing at me from within like a dull, constant ache.

Finally, we decided to share the news with our families. Scott's parents were thrilled. His mother held my hands and told me I'd be a wonderful mother, and I had to look away so she wouldn't see the doubt in my eyes.

My own family's reaction was more subdued but no less congratulatory. My mother's smile didn't quite reach her eyes. She knew me too well, could read the tension in my shoulders, the strain in my voice. But she said all the right things and didn't voice whatever concerns lurked beneath her careful pleasantry.

Behind all the smiles and well-wishes, my heart ached. I felt like a fraud, accepting congratulations for something that felt more like a trap than a blessing.
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Chapter 3
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One evening in late April, I returned home after a late class to find Scott sitting in the TV room, a nearly empty vodka bottle by his side. The sight made my stomach drop. Not because he was drinking, that was routine now. But because of how much he'd consumed. The bottle had been full this morning.

His mood was noticeably off, and his eyes bore an unsettling look. Glassy, unfocused, but also somehow hyper-focused on me as I walked in. Predatory.

The room was dark except for the television's flickering blue light. I could smell the alcohol from the doorway.

"Hey, I'm home." Cautious. My eyes darted to the bottle, calculating how drunk he was, assessing the danger level. My backpack still hung from my shoulder; my keys clutched in my hand like a potential weapon.

"Hey." His voice laced with tension and something darker. Not quite slurring, but slower than normal. More deliberate.

"Is everything okay?"

My heart pounded. Every instinct told me to turn around, to leave, to get out. But where would I go? This was my home. My stuff was here. And I was so tired of running, of being afraid in my own apartment.

"No. No, everything's not okay. We are not okay. This is not okay."

Each word enunciated with chilling precision, like he'd been rehearsing this, building up to it all day. He set the bottle down on the side table with exaggerated care.

A shiver ran down my spine. "So, do you want to talk about it?"

My voice came out smaller than I intended.

He stood up, and I took an involuntary step backward. "You can't have this baby."

His voice a cold blade slicing through the air.

The words didn't make sense at first. "What do you mean?"

My breath caught in my throat. My hand moved unconsciously to my stomach, protective.

"You know what I mean, Emma. You can't have this baby. We can't have this baby."

He took a step toward me.

Dread washed over me, cold and nauseating. "Scott, I know the timing isn't great, but I just can't have an abortion. It's not something I could ever do."

My voice shaking now. My legs unsteady.

"No, Emma. You need to do it. We can't have this baby. I'm not ready to be a dad. This is not what I wanted."

Another step toward me.

The clinical part of my brain noted this for what it was: coercive control. Reproductive coercion. The deliberate interference with pregnancy decisions. The use of threats or intimidation to force reproductive choices. It was a form of intimate partner violence, a predictor of escalation to physical abuse.

I was living the textbook definition. Again.

"I'm sorry, Scott." Feeling the tension and fear rise within me like bile. My back was against the wall now. Literally. When had I backed up that far? "It's not what I wanted for us either, but I'm not going to end my baby's life."

"Emma, you don't have a choice." Chilling finality. He was close enough now that I could see the veins in his eyes, red from alcohol and rage.

"What are you saying, Scott?"

My voice quaking.

"I'm saying you will put an end to this. Immediately."

His words dripping with venom. He wasn't yelling. Somehow that was worse, that eerie control, that cold deliberation.

A surge of fear coursed through me, primal and consuming. Fight or flight response. Amygdala hijack. My hands were shaking. My vision narrowed. My body knew the danger even as my mind scrambled to process it.

He's threatening your baby. He's threatening you. Get out. Get out now.

But my mouth said, "Okay."

The word came out automatically, a survival response. Appeasement. Fawn response, the lesser-known fourth option when fight, flight, and freeze aren't available.

"Okay, I will." My voice barely above a whisper.

I hated myself the moment I said it. Hated how small I'd become, how easily I capitulated, how I'd learned that agreement, even false agreement, was the fastest way to safety.

"Good."

Something in his expression shifted. Satisfaction replacing rage. He'd gotten what he wanted. He'd won.

I retreated from the room, desperate to escape his presence, my legs shaky as I climbed the stairs. I went straight to the bathroom and locked the door. The only room in the apartment with a lock. I took a long, solitary shower, turning the water as hot as I could stand it, letting it mask the tears streaming down my face, letting the sound drown out my sobs.

I scrubbed at my skin until it was red, trying to wash off the feeling of his words, his proximity, his threat.

The steam filled the small bathroom, making it hard to breathe. Or maybe that was just the panic. I slid down the shower wall and sat on the floor of the tub, water pounding on my head, and let myself fall apart where no one could see.

I didn't know how long I stayed there. Long enough that the water started to run cool. Long enough that my fingers pruned. Long enough to cry out the worst of it.

Afterward, I changed into warm pajamas. Soft flannel that felt like armor, like comfort, like safety even though I knew it was just fabric. I checked that he was occupied in front of the TV before climbing into bed. Then I cried myself to sleep, quieter this time, my face pressed into the pillow so he wouldn't hear if he came upstairs.

The weight of my choices bore heavily upon my heart.

The nightmare was here, and I was living in it, and I'd just promised to do something I couldn't do, wouldn't do, to appease a man who'd threatened me and my unborn child.

I knew what this was. I could name every element: the escalation pattern, the reproductive coercion, the threat of violence, the survival response of compliance. I could cite studies on pregnant women in abusive relationships, statistics on violence escalation, research on the effectiveness of safety planning.

I had all the knowledge. All the clinical terminology. All the theoretical understanding.

What I didn't have was a way out.

In the darkness, my hand found my stomach again, still flat, still showing nothing. "I'm sorry," I whispered to the tiny life inside me. "I'm so sorry."

I didn't know what I was apologizing for. For bringing them into this, for not being stronger, for not leaving sooner, for making promises I couldn't keep. Maybe all of it.

Maybe I was apologizing for not being the mother they deserved, the way Scott's mother had hoped he'd be the husband I deserved. We were all hoping for people we'd never be, trapped in roles we didn't know how to play.
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