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Chapter One

“THANK YOU,” DAVID said. “Yes. I’ll check my diary and make an appointment. Yes. Thank you. Goodbye.”

He hung up and—very calmly—dropped the phone out of the car window. Wound the window back up. Reversed a little to give himself room to wriggle out from behind the BMW in front.

And—just as calmly—made sure to run over the phone with the rear tyre as he drove off.

His palms were sweaty on the steering wheel. His heart was thundering low in his stomach. David hadn’t had a panic attack in nearly ten years, but the feeling was as familiar as ever—the creeping darkness at the edges of his vision, the hyperawareness of his own skin, the tightness across his ribs like he was having an asthma attack. He tightened his grip. He needed to get control of himself. He was thirty-two years old. He could—would—handle this like the responsible adult that he was.

He refused to break down screaming at the wheel of a car, for God’s sake.

Thankfully, the phone call had happened just around the corner from his usual parking spot. He slid the car into a free space and bent forward to rest his forehead on the wheel. He raked a deep breath in, held it for a count of ten, and let it out slowly.

All right.

So the test result was more or less his worst nightmare. And he’d probably be having nightmares too.

But it could have been worse. Practically speaking. It was a fixable nightmare. He could fix it. It didn’t matter right now. He didn’t have to deal with it this minute. He could talk to Ryan tonight, make an appointment in the morning—just not the one he’d promised the nurse on the results line—and fix everything.

Slowly, his heart rate started to come down out of the rafters. The tight band around his chest didn’t ease, but it got a little easier to breathe.

“Fix it tomorrow,” he mumbled.

He straightened, squared his shoulders, and opened the door.

David never bothered trying to park right near the school. It was always a melee of mums and Mitsubishis, and he was terrified of someone’s kid running into the road right under his bumper. It was cool outside, threatening rain. The short walk helped clear the rest of the panic out of his head, and refocus. Ava didn’t need to know about it. Everything was fine, all happy and normal, no problems whatsoever, nothing.

The school gates were crowded as always, but David had an advantage. In a sea of white mums, he stood out a mile. He leaned against the metal fence, peering through the railings, until he caught sight of two frizzy baubles of hair stuck out either side of a pair of wide, searching eyes.

He waved, and the eyes lit up.

“David!”

“Sorry, excuse me, sorry, thanks, sorry—”

He wrestled his way to the front just in time to stoop and catch Ava as she hurled herself at his thighs. He hoisted her up and turned to carry her through the crowd. She babbled in his ear about finger painting, pizza, and a new gold star on her behaviour chart, and then clung obstinately when he dropped her to the pavement again.

“Only babies need carrying during the daytime,” David said. “You’re not a baby anymore, are you?”

It had been an infallible obedience tool ever since she started school. She let go with a sulky expression and jammed her sticky hand into his.

“Can we have pizza?” she repeated.

“We’ll ask Daddy.”

“Daddy never says yes to pizza,” Ava said mournfully, in the same tone of voice one might use to say someone had died.

“Daddy doesn’t eat pizza,” David corrected. “That doesn’t mean we can’t have pizza sometimes. You had pizza on your birthday, remember?”

She brightened up. “It was Jamie’s birthday today!”

“That’s nice.”

“So we can have pizza for Jamie!”

“I don’t think it works like that.”

Her buoyant mood was calming, even if Ava was more of a hurricane than anything else. She was five and three-quarters (never just five) and brimming over with energy. She didn’t even have the decency to get tired by seven o’clock like normal five-year-olds. She went to bed at the same time as her parents—and usually rocketed back out of it again by six o’clock the next morning.

Still, her effusive enthusiasm helped. There was nothing to panic about. He could fix things, and everything would be back to normal next month anyway.

“Tell me about your new gold star,” he said as she scrambled up into the back seat. “Do you need help with your seatbelt?”

“No,” she said, giving him a look definitely inherited from her mum. “I’m five. And three-quarters. I can do my own seatbelt.”

“Show me,” David said.

To be fair, she could. Albeit with a lot of faffing about. Once he heard the click, he promised a new star for her chart at home and closed the door. In the short time it took him to walk around the car and get into the driver’s seat, she’d started a whole new deluge of noise masquerading as conversation, all about how rainbows were made.

David’s chest slowly unlocked as he drove home to the background noise of a five-year-old on rainbows and a fifty-year-old on the radio. He could hand her off to Ryan once they were back, lock himself in the bathroom, and have a cry in the shower under the pretence of a long, hard day at work. Maybe even have a soak in the bath. He felt bad palming Ava off on her dad, especially on a Thursday, but—

Christ.

He just didn’t have the energy. Not after that phone call.

Home was a roomy bungalow with a long, narrow back garden, a decent view over some fields, and the ugliest bay windows in the front David had ever seen. According to the locals, it was in a village near Wakefield. According to everyone else—including David, who wasn’t even from Yorkshire and was therefore regarded as an immigrant—it was in Wakefield. The rest of the street was occupied by elderly white people called Gerald and Betty whose lives revolved around gardening, Antiques Roadshow, and Women’s Institute bake sales.

Ryan and Ava had been acceptable when they first moved in. Cute toddlers were tickets to acceptance in these sorts of villages, David suspected. And he’d found out the other week that half of them thought Ryan was ex-army, which meant all the old blokes liked him by default. But when David moved in, that popularity had taken a definite dive.

David didn’t really care. He was from Salford. He could think of a lot worse than some tuts and disapproving scowls from ninety-six-year-old Pamela next door. She was there, peering out from behind her lace curtains, as he pulled into the drive. He waved, and the curtain dropped.

“We’re going to be nice and quiet,” he told Ava as he opened the door to let her out of the car. “Daddy went to see Nathan this morning, so he might still be tired.”

Ava nodded, dragging her bag out after her.

“If Daddy’s asleep, can we have pizza before he wakes up?” she chirped as David unlocked the front door.

“Nope, Daddy will want dinner too.”

“But—”

“Aha!”

Ryan’s booming voice bounced down the hall towards them as David opened the door. Ava squealed and shot into the kitchen, jumping up at her dad like she hadn’t seen him in a thousand years rather than eight hours.

“Hello, my little star!” He planted a loud kiss on her cheek and grinned up at David. “What’s this? Two stars! Well, well, well. What have I done to deserve this, eh?”

Then he smiled, a brilliant flash of white streaking across his face like torchlight. And David—relaxed.

That was all it took sometimes. Just for Ryan to flash him that megawatt grin, and all the fight seemed to drain out of David’s body. Even the internal fight. Ryan had that—that air about him. When he smiled, when he laughed, when he was happy, it was like the whole world had to be happy as well. It was like everything faded away and was replaced with a warm contentment, a feeling of security, the sense that no matter what happened, he had Ryan with him.

He hadn’t fallen in love with Ryan at first. He’d fallen in love with that smile.

In a lot of ways, Ryan was a ball-ache of a boyfriend. Complete slob. Rap fan. Thought curries every night were compatible with a sex life. David had become a de facto stepdad not three months into their relationship from the sheer number of times Ryan simply forgot which weekend he was supposed to have Ava, and had had to ring David on his way home to swing by the school and pick her up.

But Ryan made him feel—

Warm.

And David could use warm. Unceremoniously, he hoisted Ava up by the armpits, plonked her on the kitchen tiles, and sat in Ryan’s lap looping both arms around his shoulders and burrowing his face shamelessly into that thick neck.

“Oh, hello,” Ryan said with a chuckle, sliding a hand around David’s back. The other landed on his knee and squeezed. “Does this mean Ava’s in the naughty corner, or—”

“I’m not!” she objected loudly.

“No,” David said, unpeeling himself with a sigh. He pressed his nose briefly to Ryan’s cheek. He still smelled faintly of hospital, and it made David’s stomach churn uncomfortably. “Just a shi—bad day. Are you feeling all right?”

They didn’t usually have Ava during the week, but Marianne had been away at a conference. And Thursdays were Ryan’s bad days. Physiotherapy. Usually, a Thursday with Ava meant David had a Thursday with Ava, and Ryan beat himself up about it.

Which meant today’s phone call had been doubly…inconvenient.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Ryan said, and for once, he looked it. “Wasn’t a bad session. Already had a kip. Go and have a bath or something if you’re knackered.”

David kissed his jaw, and had the back of his neck caught for a proper one—Ryan seemed to think kisses anywhere on his face except his mouth were grossly offensive—before he was let go. He climbed off, hefted Ava back into his spot, and made his way to the bathroom.

He was tempted to—

No. David shook the thought off immediately. It would be possible to fix everything so Ryan would never know, but it would be unfair. Bitterly unfair. It involved him too, much as ultimately it came down to David. He would have to tell Ryan.

But—

He couldn’t say anything in front of Ava. She wouldn’t understand, and she’d only get upset if they tried to explain it to her. She’d be underfoot all evening, and by the time they got to go to bed and talk in peace, Ryan would be shattered. This sort of thing wasn’t for Thursdays—and especially not Thursdays with an added Ava.

David swallowed as he stripped and switched on the water. He looked down and saw nothing. Nothing at all. There was nothing there.

There would be nothing there.

He’d call the clinic tomorrow and book an appointment.

And then he’d tell Ryan.

At…some point.




Chapter Two

DAVID TURNED THE engine off, rolled his head back against the rest, and sighed deeply.

Thank fuck it was Friday.

And thank fuck Marianne had gotten back from her conference this morning. So no Ava. He felt bad for thinking it, but he needed the reprieve.

He’d spent his entire lunch break trying to get hold of someone at the clinic, only to get a belligerent receptionist who clearly thought anyone trying to use their services was scum, and had rudely informed him he needed a GP referral. And getting in to see his GP on a Friday afternoon was never going to happen, so he was stuck until next week. Even then, he was stuck until the referral was passed through and the clinic bothered to issue him an appointment, which could be weeks, and—

David swallowed and inhaled deeply. Held it against the tightening band of fear in his chest.

And exhaled.

The matter would hold for a couple of weeks, he supposed. But he wanted it to be over. He wanted to spend his weekend safe in the knowledge that by the next one, when they’d have Ava back, it would be over, and he could enjoy being a stepdad and feigning ignorance of Ryan’s rules.

Appointment, week off to recover, back to life. Like nothing had ever happened. Just like last time.

That had been the plan.

He was disturbed from his study of the backs of his own eyelids by a gentle, familiar creak. When he opened his eyes and lifted his head, Ryan was watching him from the open doorway. Frowning. David mustered up a tired smile and got out of the car.

“C’mere.”

He stooped for the offered kiss. Ryan tugged on his belt, locking him close.

“Pamela next door will see.”

“Bugger Pamela next door.”

“Eurgh, no, thanks.”

Ryan snorted with laughter. “Bloody literal-minded, you are. C’mon. I’ve already called for a curry. Was planning on—well, making some plans with you, but you looked wiped out. Let’s stick a film on and have a good cuddle in front of the telly.”

David’s stomach curled up tight again. The warmth was back. Putting his head in Ryan’s lap and dozing off sounded like heaven. Ryan always put his feet up on the footstool, and David would stretch out along the rest of the sofa. He’d eventually fall asleep, and Ryan would switch over to the sports channels once the film was over, and they’d stay like that until some loud ad for a late-night porn channel woke David up again.

It sounded perfect.

But—

“What plans?”

“Doesn’t matter, we can hold it until tomorrow,” Ryan said. “Get yourself inside.”

David sighed, rolling his neck tiredly as he stepped into the house. It was warm and smelled of antibacterial wipes and air freshener. Which, given David did all the cleaning, was unusual at best.

“Spill something?”

“Discovered what Ava’s been doing with her broccoli.”

“Oh, God.” David wrinkled his nose. “Did it walk out of wherever she hid it?”

“Near enough. I think I slaughtered a micro-civilisation behind the TV stand.”

David mock-gagged, swallowing hard when a real rush of nausea followed it. He sat on the ottoman to remove his shoes—and blinked when Ryan leaned forward in his chair and tapped David’s knee.

“Hey,” he said quietly. “What’s up?”

David bit his lip.

“You seemed a bit upset yesterday. And you’re not yourself tonight. Coming down with something?”

Well, that was one way of putting it.

“I’m fine,” David lied. “Just been a really long week. And a lot of talking to arseholes.”

“Sure?”

“Yeah. Look, let’s not talk about it. Let’s—let’s talk about whatever plan you wanted to talk about while we wait for that curry, then go for the film?”

Ryan looked sceptical. “I really don’t think you’re up for it.”

David shrugged. “Try me.”

“How about I tell you what I wanted to discuss, and then we shelve it for the morning?”

“Deal. After I change and get this lot in the wash.”

“Only if you keep those arms on show. I’m liking this new super-vet look. Latest summer trend?”

David rolled his eyes as he pushed himself to his feet and headed back through the bungalow to their bedroom. He was a vet, one of four in the surgery. He’d only been back on the surgery rota since last week, after a long period of time off in the wake of the car accident. So he was back in short-sleeved shirts—and Ryan was liking it a bit too much.

Changing was a welcome relief. He took a long shower, the hot water beating on his neck like it could beat away the stress. He even slumped down on Ryan’s shower chair, too tired to stand all of a sudden. It took an age for him to muster up the energy to emerge, and when he did, he shamelessly stole Ryan’s pyjama bottoms and didn’t bother with a shirt. If Ryan wanted arms, he could have them. For good measure, David stole his hideous orange bedsocks as well—a pair of fluffy obscenities from Ryan’s mother that David was sure had been a punishment for having another man move into his house after the divorce.

But they were warm and comfy, and who cared about the colour? David was certainly no fashion aficionado, and if Ryan wanted bare arms to ogle, then he could put up and shut up about the socks.

The curry had arrived by the time he shuffled out into the rest of the house. When he followed the smell into the living room and found a bowl of rice and peas to split, a lump formed in his throat. Ryan didn’t even like rice and peas. He thought coconut milk was the devil’s work and usually refused to have anything to do with it.

“Thanks,” David mumbled, taking the bowl and scraping half of the contents into his foil container of chicken biryani. To hell with what should and shouldn’t be eaten together. He was going to have whatever he wanted this week.

“Feet, please?”

David chuckled at the familiar request, putting the bowl down. He heaved the footstool into the right place and lifted Ryan’s feet onto it before settling back down.

“Thanks. Feeling better after that marathon shower?”

“Yeah. Might just be coming down with a cold.”

“Mm.” Ryan didn’t sound convinced.

“So, what did you want to make plans about?”

Ryan grunted around a mouthful of curry-slathered naan bread and gestured at the table. Leaflets were stacked under the takeaway bag, and David edged them out carefully.

And stopped.

“Oh.”

Oh hell.

Ryan made an unhealthy wrenching noise and said, “I picked them up on Monday from the council offices, but I didn’t want Ava to see them until we’d talked properly. They have an information evening coming up that we should go to.”

Fostering and Adoption: Information for Potential Parents.

They’d talked about it just before David moved in. Ryan didn’t want Ava to be an only child. He’d asked…questions. Questions David hadn’t been happy about him asking, and the original conversation turned into a blistering row, but they’d eventually come back around to it from a better angle. Come to agreements. Come to vague plans…that apparently, Ryan now wanted to put into action.

And suddenly, David’s decision didn’t look so easy.

Because he did want kids, when he stripped back all of the mess. If he pretended the world wasn’t crap, and he wouldn’t be judged for it; if he pretended he hadn’t buried the desire under an avalanche of pressure that he couldn’t want children because of who he was—he did.

Ryan had one. And wanted more. Being Ava’s stepfather, David sort of had one. But she had two parents already. When they’d talked about it, he agreed it would be nice to have one of their own too. And seeing as how having one the way nature intended—as Ryan’s mother would undoubtedly have put it—wasn’t going to work, they’d jumped straight to adoption.

“It would still be ours, if we adopted a little kid or a baby,” Ryan had said. “We’d love them just the same. And it’s not like we’re going to be the types with conditions on their kids. We’re hardly going to go throwing bibles at Ava if she decides she likes girls—”

“Given she said she’s marrying Lizzy from her swimming club last week, I think you’re onto something.”

“—then I think this is the right thing to do. But not Lizzy. I met her dad at that birthday party last month; you’ve never met a bigger bore in your life…”

Christ, how could David have forgotten that conversation?

He felt sick. Slowly, he leaned over and put his tray of biryani back on the table.

“David?”

He’d—forgotten. Insane as it sounded, his panic had made him forget. Ryan wouldn’t feel what David felt. Ryan’s reaction would be one hundred percent different. They’d have to talk about it. At length. They’d argue. Probably have a proper row and have to come back to it later. And then they’d have to make a decision together.

Because if David just made the choice for them—if David just told Ryan what was going to happen, then Ryan would never forgive him.

“Hey.”

A large hand smoothed up David’s back. David hunched forward, burying his head in his hands.

“David? What’s wrong?”

“Fuck,” he croaked.

“I thought you wanted this,” Ryan said, very slowly and very carefully. “We agreed—”

“I do.”

The hand paused.

“Then what’s—”

“I got the test results.”

He just blurted it out. Ryan’s stroking stopped. The hand dropped. The arm snaked around his waist and pulled, and David was hauled against a strong shoulder.

“Tell me.”

Ryan’s voice was brittle. And David knew the sound from his own.

Scared.

Like him.

Only Ryan didn’t have anything to be afraid of. Ryan would be happy. Only David had to be scared here, only David had to be unhappy, only David had to tear himself apart. Because—

“I’m pregnant.”




Chapter Three

SILENCE.

David ground the heels of his hands into his eyes and tried not to cry. He could hear the cogs turning in Ryan’s head. He could feel the pause in the room like a physical thing.

Then Ryan sat forward.

For a brief moment, the arm around David’s waist slipped away—then he heard the clink of Ryan setting down his plate, and the arm dragged higher and pulled.

“Come here.”

David collapsed against Ryan’s side, feeling exhausted. He wasn’t much of a cuddler. He wasn’t really all that comfortable with being touched at all. They had to compromise pretty heavily—but at that moment, David ached for it. He looped both arms around Ryan’s neck and shamelessly clung, pressing his face against the cotton of Ryan’s T-shirt and dragging in his scent through a long, choking breath.

“There you go,” Ryan murmured, rubbing a hand up and down David’s back in heavy swipes. “It’s all right. It’s—bloody mind-blowing, I mean—Christ. But—yeah. Let’s—let’s not have any attacks, yeah?”

David coughed a bitter laugh. “Bit late for that.”

Ryan squeezed, then twisted his head to kiss David’s scalp.

“When did you find out?” he asked softly.

“Yesterday.”

“And you’re sure?”

“Yes. Blood—blood work confirmed it.”

“Right.”

David disengaged, scrubbing at his face. “I’m sorry. I should have told you Thursday but—”

“It’s all right,” Ryan repeated. “I don’t think one day is much of a problem. It’s—Christ. Pregnant. You’re—Jesus.”

David snorted wetly.

“Pregnant,” Ryan repeated dumbly. His face didn’t seem to know what to do with itself. His hand ghosted up to start rubbing David’s back again. “A baby. Bloody hell. I thought—I thought you couldn’t?”

“Yeah, well, that’s obviously how we got here,” David said waspishly. “Clearly I can.”

“But how? I mean, don’t take my head off, but you’ve not been exactly, uh…”

David shot him a venomous look. “Finish that sentence at your own risk.”

“Um. Paying tampon tax?”

David narrowed his eyes. Ryan pointed to the bowl of rice and peas.

“I should get some immunity for that,” he said.

“Fine.”

“So, how’s it happened?”

“Doctor reckons I must have started ovulating again—”

“In English.”

David sighed, dropped his head back against the sofa. The three mouthfuls of curry he’d managed were sitting heavy and uncomfortable in his stomach, like they already knew they were sharing space.

“Since they lowered my T dose after the crash, the doctor reckons it must have stopped completely shutting down my—” He paused on the word. “—ovaries.”

“But…well, yeah. No tampons.”

David shrugged. “Clearly not. But either way, they’ve obviously spat out an egg. Add you, and…here I am.”

The one place he’d never wanted to be again. The one place he’d had nightmares about for years. The one reason he’d kept fighting with the GP for so long to get it all removed.

And he’d kept losing. So, here he was.

“Hey.” Ryan’s other hand gripped his thigh and squeezed. “Talk to me.”

“What’s there to say?” David asked. “I’m pregnant.”

“I’m a little lost.” Ryan’s voice was oddly soft. “When Marianne said she was pregnant, it was all joy and phone calls to our parents, and I knew what to say. Right now? I don’t. Talk to me. Tell me what’s going through your head.”

David clenched his jaw.

“When they called with the results,” he said, “the first thing I did was throw my phone out of the window and run it over.”

Ryan winced.

“And then I got my old handset out of the kitchen drawer and fired it up and started looking at where the nearest abortion clinic was.”

Ryan’s face seemed to shiver. It half crumbled and then seemed to freeze, like he was trying not to cry.

“Right,” he croaked.

“I called them today, and they’re insisting on a GP referral,” David ground out. “So I was going to book an appointment to see the doctor next week. And then you—you made me rice and peas, and got in a curry, and you’ve been looking at adoption leaflets, and now I don’t know what to do anymore. I don’t want to have a baby. But—” He gestured helplessly at the leaflets. “—I want to have a baby.”

He wasn’t allowed to want children. How many times had he heard that? And not just from other people, from people who called him confused or fucked up or a pervert or a freak, but from professionals. How many well-meaning counsellors had declared that he must be a girl after all, because girls wanted babies and boys didn’t? How many times had his own desire to have kids been the thing used to stop him being David?

How long since he’d started lying and saying he’d never wanted them at all?

He did want a kid. He’d always wanted a kid, ever since he was small. He remembered being five and furious with his mum for not having another baby. Ryan having a kid had been a bonus rather than off-putting—and David liked being a stepdad, but there was always that slight distance between him and Ava. He wasn’t Daddy; he was David. He was more of an uncle than her father. Maybe that would change as she got older and their relationship evolved, but for the moment? She was a short person who stayed in the same house every other weekend.

He wanted to be someone’s dad.

But not like this.

“I want to have a kid, and I want it to be my kid, but I—I don’t want to be pregnant. I don’t want to be a mum. I don’t think I can be pregnant.”

Ryan let out a long breath. It shook in the middle, but his face gave nothing away anymore.

“Okay,” he said softly. “What do you need from me?”

David blinked. “What?”

“What do you need to hear? Do you need to hear that it’ll all be fine and we can sort this out, do you need my opinion, do you want it to rest all in your hands, what?”

David drew his feet up onto the cushions. Ryan tutted, but simply rested a hand on his bent knees and tugged them over into his lap. The twist made David slump more heavily against him. It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but he couldn’t bring himself to pull away.

“I want to know what you want,” David said.

“Sure?”

“Yeah. If—if it were all up to you.”

“It’s not though.”

“But if it were.”

Ryan dropped his head, resting his cheek against David’s scalp.

“Honestly?” he said. “I don’t know. You know I want a kid with you. And the opportunity for the baby to be a part of you and me, just like Ava’s part of Marianne and me, that’s—yeah. I want that baby. There’s a really big part of me wants to order in the champagne.”

David closed his eyes

“But at the same time, I love you. I love you more than I love that opportunity. If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have stayed with you. I never thought this was actually possible. I thought your shots had broken your, um, ability to do this. I wanted you—I still want you—more than I want the possibility of having a baby that belongs to the both of us like that. And if this is going to really fuck you up, then I don’t want it. If this is going to destroy you, then I’d swap out the opportunity in a heartbeat. I’d take you to the clinic myself and then drag you to the adoption evening all the same. Still get a kid that way. Still get a kid with you that way.”

David took a long, deep breath.

“So I don’t know,” Ryan whispered, stroking his knee. “If you can do it, I want it. But if it’ll break you to try, then I don’t.”

David grimaced.

“I don’t even know what I want,” he admitted. “I want it, but the idea of having it makes me want to claw my own skin off.”

Ryan huffed. “I’d chop your fingernails off.”

David laughed wetly, then the crack in his chest expanded. “Oh, fuck,” he ground out as his vision blurred.

“Oh, hey, come on, don’t…”

The hug was firm and soothing. Ryan rocked a little, and David was torn between annoyance at himself for getting so irrationally upset, and settling into it and just having a good cry. He was violently opposed to crying if it wasn’t in absolute privacy with Ryan. Or perhaps his mum, because he’d been crying on his mum for his whole life anyway, so she’d undoubtedly seen worse.

“Hey,” Ryan murmured. “How far along?”

“I don’t know,” David croaked. “Can’t be—can’t be more than ten weeks or so.” Ten weeks ago had been the first time since the crash. And if it had been before then, it would be months too late to change anything.

“All right,” Ryan said. “So the cut-off point is around twenty-four, right?”

“Yeah?”

“You have a bit of time to think about it, then,” Ryan pointed out. “We can talk it over a bit more when the shock’s worn off, and make a proper decision.”

“I want it,” David mumbled, “but I don’t think I can do it.”

“For what it’s worth, I think you can.”

David slid an arm around Ryan’s chest and squeezed.

“You’re an explosive.” The voice in his ear was warm and solid, firm like a hug in itself. “You’ve never taken any shit from anyone, and I don’t think you’re about to start now. You got that nurse sacked last year for being a cow, you didn’t let my mum wreck things, and you took Jay all the way to court for his shit. I think you can do this. But if you decide you can’t, then our plans don’t really change. We go to that information evening anyway, and we just have a kid a different way. Okay?”

David pulled back, nudging his nose against Ryan’s briefly for a second. Then he sighed and rolled his shoulders, sitting back and sliding his feet to the floor.

“Okay,” he said. “Let’s just—have our curry and watch that film. I don’t really want to think about it right now.”

“Deal,” Ryan said, squeezing his arm before leaning forward to pick up their trays again. “We can talk it over a bit more when you’re ready.”

“Just us,” David said. “I don’t want anyone else to know.”

“I won’t tell, but I’m not taking responsibility if your mum finds out.”

David cracked a wan smile and said he’d handle Mum.




Chapter Four

THEY DIDN’T TALK about it for the rest of the weekend.

Ryan was actually good at not talking about things without making it weird. David had always avoided cis partners before—the elephants that cis people could pack into a room when it came to gender could bring every related species off the endangered list—but Ryan had proved him wrong. Or at least a little over-sceptical.

He neither talked about it nor reacted to it either. There was no treating David like glass or trying to bring anything up. There were no dropped hints, no indication he’d found anything out at all. They spent the weekend as they usually did when Ava wasn’t around—catching up with cleaning and DIY, enjoying being able to sit next to each other without abnormally sharp elbows and knees wedging their owner down between them, and—on Sunday—having a good, long lie in. Ryan snuggled. David put up with being snuggled. It was good.

The weekend bled away like nothing had happened, and so David got up for work on Monday morning in the exact same position he’d been in on Friday morning. No closer to solving the problem and feeling intensely sick.

At least there was no reason to try to hide the nausea. He just shot Ryan a dark look and disappeared into the bathroom to throw up.

“I’ll get breakfast on, then, shall I?” Ryan called.

David stayed in the bathroom until the last possible moment. He wasn’t sure how much of it was morning sickness and how much was anxiety. He’d had a heavy ball in his gut since getting the phone call, like he’d swallowed lead. And the vomiting didn’t really help much.

Still, at least Ryan had dealt with pregnancy before. When David finally emerged, breakfast was just toast and juice. Getting dressed hadn’t felt so much like hiding in years, but brushing his teeth took the edge off. By the time he popped back into the kitchen to collect a flask of coffee for the drive over to the surgery, he almost felt like himself again.

“You going to work?” Ryan asked.

“Yeah. Keep my mind off things.”

Ryan hummed. “You sure you’re all right?”

“Yeah. Won’t do me any good to sit around here and worry about things.”

“Okay. Drive safe.”

He stooped for the customary kiss goodbye and headed out of the door. It was cold out, but the car didn’t need de-icing. He set off feeling oddly calm and oddly jittery at the same time.

He’d wanted to have made up his mind by now.

He wanted not to want children. That would be the easiest fix. That would make everything simple. The first—and only—time this had happened, he’d only been sixteen years old, and it had been an easy decision. He’d been little more than a kid, nothing like a thirty-two-year-old man with a reliable partner, a good job, and a slice of the mortgage payments. The logic had been clear, and he’d followed it. He hadn’t let himself feel anything else.

So this time felt…harder.

This time, the cold logic was as simple as it had been back then—only working in the opposite direction. This time, he was with someone who wanted a child too. They could afford a baby. And now, he had one, albeit a microscopic and barely formed one. No government hoops for fostering, no endless applications for adoption, no struggling with the social care system, none of it.

Logically, the answer was easy.

But since when did this have anything to do with logic?

He’d have to come out at work. Take time off. Go to hospital appointments and sit in waiting rooms entirely filled with women. Be called a mother, a woman, a wife, over and over and over. Hear the endless echo of misgendering bouncing off the walls like he hadn’t for years. Get fat in all the wrong places. Grow. Take on a completely alien shape. Feel all the wrong hormones in his blood. Feel wrong. And that was all before actually giving birth to it.

He’d only felt right, really right, for the last five years or so. Less than a sixth of his life. And he didn’t want to go back.

He’d be a mother.

He wanted to be a father, but if he let this run its course, he’d be a mother.

And could he recover from that? David wasn’t sure. Ryan might call him explosive, but he didn’t see inside David’s head. He didn’t know about all the times David had struggled just to get out of bed in the morning. He didn’t know about the first time this had happened. He knew the statistics for men like David, but he didn’t know that David was a part of those statistics.

David didn’t like to remember. The last five years had been actual living. And he desperately didn’t want to go back into that frame of mind, to revert to being that kind of person.

He arrived at the surgery early and sat drumming his fingers on the steering wheel in the staff parking area for a few minutes, frowning into the middle distance. He was torn. Get rid of something he’d wanted ever since he was a little kid, or keep it and destroy himself in the process?

Slowly, he slid his phone out of its cradle on the front of the stereo, and thumbed through the options for the doctors’ surgery.

He took a deep breath.

Then dialled.

 

DAVID COULD BE a bastard when he wanted something. He knew the law. He knew the right words to say. He’d rubbed shoulders enough times with privileged, pedantic, middle-class students during his degree to know exactly the right mix of snotty attitude, humanity, and threatening undertones to squeeze a letter out of even the most transphobic of doctors.

So he walked out of the doctor’s surgery that evening with a referral letter to the clinic in his hand—and walked straight into a familiar face pushing an unfamiliar buggy.

“David!”

“Hi, Vicky,” he said, hastily stuffing the letter in his jacket pocket. “How, uh, how are you doing? How’s Fred?”

Although David and Vicky Huang went back to university—they’d met at the judo club—he mostly saw her at the surgery these days. Vicky was the hapless owner of an enormous Persian cat called Fred. Confusingly, Fred was a girl. And a master escape artist. No matter what Vicky did to stop Fred from getting outside, it inevitably failed. So, Vicky would bring Fred in to be fixed, and David would immediately send them back home until the next litter of kittens were born. The cycle had been going for three years now, and David was convinced he would never actually be able to fix the damn thing.

“Oh, she’s fine,” Vicky gushed. “Four kittens! They were born last week.”

“Oh, that’s lovely.”

“It was next door’s ginger cat again.”

“What a surprise.”

“I don’t suppose you’d like a kitten for your stepdaughter?”

“I think her mum would kill me,” he said diplomatically.

“You should come round and see them sometime,” she said.

“You can always call and arrange a home vis—”

“No, you. Not the vet!” She laughed at him like he’d said something hilarious. “I haven’t seen you in ages. You’ve not been to judo in weeks! Honestly, pop round whenever you want.”

“I’ll think about it,” he hedged.

“Do, don’t think!” She punched him in the arm and then jiggled the buggy. “Sorry, got to run. Billy here needs his jabs. See you soon!”

He lifted a hand to wave as she rushed off into the surgery with her nephew, then slowly removed the letter from his pocket and smoothed it out again.
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