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I stand in my kitchen with my hips settled against the edge of the counter, the laminate a familiar pressure beneath my lower back as I lean slightly, letting my weight rest there. The morning light pours through the window in a soft wash, the kind that makes the dust look like it is drifting through water. I stare outside as if the yard can offer me clarity, as if the shape of the lawn or the shimmer of dew on the patio tiles can tell me what I already know deep down but still do not want to admit.

My palm slides over my belly in a slow circle. The skin is warm, stretched, full, humming with a life that is both mine and not mine. I draw in a deep breath. The air smells faintly of coffee even though I have not poured myself a cup yet. Behind me, in the living room, I hear Marc rustling something, maybe looking for the remote again or sorting through yesterday’s mail. He clears his throat, a habitual sound, comfortable and familiar. I close my eyes for a moment and let that familiarity wash over me, because I know that in another heartbeat my mind will wander back to places it should not go.

It only takes the softest brush of my fingers over the curve of my belly to send me spiraling back into memory.

There have been too many men. Too many nights where I convinced myself it was just stress or impulse or loneliness or the thrill of being wanted. Too many excuses that sound thin even inside my own head. I swallow slowly, letting my tongue wet my lips as I stare out the window again.

Who is the father?

That question has become a constant hum under everything I do. Sometimes it is louder, sometimes softer, but it is always there.

I think of Steven first. I always do. Steven with the tailored suits and the measured voice and the smile that never quite hides how sharp his mind is. Steven who had no business laying a hand on me, and yet the moment he did I did not want him to stop. Steven who is my boss. Steven who should be the one I am most afraid of being entangled with, and yet he is the one my body remembers most vividly.

My fingers tighten over my belly as a slow warmth coils low between my thighs.

It is probably him. The timing lines up too perfectly. The business trip, the contract negotiation, the hotel bar where everything started slipping into something dangerous.

I remember the way that night felt even before anything happened. We had finished the second day of meetings. My brain was tired, my heels hurt, my blouse felt like it had fused to my skin. I wanted nothing more than to collapse into my room and sleep, but when he caught up to me in the hallway and said my name in that quiet, sure way, I had turned before I even thought about it.
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