
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Life, Love, Death, Time and Second Chances

        

        
        
          Life, Love,Death, Time and Second Chances, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Theodore Chuchu Siescott

        

        
          Published by Theodore Chuchu Siescott, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      LIFE, LOVE, DEATH, TIME AND SECOND CHANCES

    

    
      First edition. November 15, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Theodore Chuchu Siescott.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231715725

    

    
    
      Written by Theodore Chuchu Siescott.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter one
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The Anchor Rest wasn’t the kind of bar that drew crowds from glossy travel guides. It was tucked behind the university campus in old Portsmouth, its wooden beams darkened by years of salt air and spilled ale. On Thursday nights, the place filled with laughter, clinking glasses, and the dull thud of darts hitting cork.

Jade Woods stood near the dartboard, one arm bent, eyes fixed, lips pressed in quiet concentration. She looked smaller than she felt, a loose grey jumper hanging over her shoulders, jeans faded at the knees, hair tied back in a messy ponytail that let a few dark strands escape around her face. The light from the bar lamps caught the faint freckle on her cheek each time she turned.

The dart left her hand in a smooth motion, slicing through the smoky air before embedding itself dead center in the red. The men nearby groaned in mock defeat. Jade smiled to herself, just barely.

From the far end of the bar, a man had been watching her.

He sat with a half empty glass of lager before him, one hand idly tracing the condensation. His jacket was black leather, worn at the elbows, and his hair  the same dark shade  fell over eyes that seemed to absorb more than they revealed.

Alexander Morgan wasn’t the type who usually approached strangers. He came to the Compass to think, not to flirt. But something about the woman at the dartboard held him  something in the way she stood, as though she carried an invisible weight and refused to let it bend her.

After a few minutes, he stood, left his drink, and walked toward her.

“Nice shot,” he said, his voice calm but warm.

Jade turned, eyes sharp and unreadable. “Thanks, stranger I don’t know.” Her tone was light, edged with sarcasm and a shield wrapped in humor.

He chuckled. “You can know me, if you want. We’re young. We’ve got plenty of time.”

“That’s the problem with most young people,” she said, tilting her head. “They think they’ve got plenty of time.”

He smiled at that, amused. “We do, don’t we?”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” she replied, picking up another dart, “but we kinda don’t.”

He laughed under his breath. “Wow, you’re so optimistic.”

“I’m honest,” she said simply, releasing the dart. It missed the center this time. “There’s a difference.”

He stepped closer, holding out a hand. “Alexander Morgan.”

“Jade Woods.” She took his hand briefly, her touch cool, firm.

“Nice to meet you, Jade Woods.”

“Same here.”

He leaned lightly against the table. “So, is this your thing? Coming here, showing everyone up at darts?”

Her lips curved slightly. “You mean like you?”

“Ouché,” he said, grinning.

She picked up her next dart and aimed again. “You come in, you watch, and then you pick your target, the easiest girl to talk to. Is that your hobby?”

“Way to flirt,” he replied, laughing. “But no. I rarely talk to people.”

She looked at him sideways. “I guess I’m just special, then?”

“Yes,” he said softly, the humor in his voice fading into something more sincere. “When I walked in, I felt something different. Like my heart skipped a beat when I met your eyes.”

She blinked, momentarily stunned, then shook her head with a laugh. “Oh, get out of here. Don’t tell me you’re some modern Shakespeare.”

Alexander smiled and reached for one of her darts. With an easy flick, he sent it flying straight into the red center.

Jade raised an eyebrow. “Show off. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re Robin Hood.”

He bent closer, his tone mock serious. “Maybe I am. But you’ll have to keep that secret.”

She laughed, and the sound surprised even her bright, unguarded, real. It had been weeks since laughter had come without effort.

“Well, Mr. Morgan,” she said, grabbing her jacket and slinging it over her shoulder, “it’s been nice meeting you. But I’ve got to go.”

“Go where?” he asked, taking a half step forward.

“I hate to break it to you,” she said with a sly smile, “but I don’t actually know you, so I can’t tell you where I’m going.”

“Why not?”

“You could be a serial killer.”

He chuckled. “You don’t seem scared.”

“Maybe I’m just a really good actress.”

With that, she turned and headed for the door.

Alexander stood there for a moment, watching her leave  the way she didn’t look back, the way she walked with purpose, as though running from something no one else could see. Then she was gone, swallowed by the night and the sound of the sea.

––––––––
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OUTSIDE, THE WIND TUGGED at Jade’s hair as she crossed the cobbled street. The chill off the Solent carried the briny scent of the ocean, mixed with the faint hum of the city beyond. She pulled her jacket tighter and walked faster.

One hand rested briefly against her abdomen, small, flat still, but no longer entirely her own.

“One week,” she whispered to herself, a breath swallowed by the wind. “Just one.”

She didn’t know why she said it out loud. Maybe to make it real. Maybe because keeping it a secret felt heavier than carrying it.

The man she’d loved  or thought she had  was long gone. Disappeared the moment she told him the truth. She didn’t even blame him, not really. People ran from things they couldn’t understand.

But still, it hurt.

And tonight, for the first time, she’d laughed again.

***
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THE SALTY BREEZE DRIFTED through the open window of The Anchor’s Rest, one of Portsmouth’s oldest pubs. Wooden beams crossed the low ceiling, worn smooth from a century of laughter, spilled ale, and whispered secrets. The chatter of sailors, students, and locals filled the room, blending with the muted hum of the sea outside.

Alexander sat alone in a corner booth, tracing circles on the rim of his coffee cup. He’d been there long enough for the waitress to ask if he wanted another drink twice. He said no both times. Time mattered to him. It always had. He liked things neat, structured, and predictable. Waiting wasn’t his strong suit.

But today, he didn’t mind.

He didn’t know why exactly. Something inside him felt lighter like a weight had shifted, a clock had slowed.

Just as the thought crossed his mind, the door opened, and Chris stumbled in hair messy, grin wide, his usual chaotic energy trailing behind him.

“Sorry I’m late, bro,” Chris said, sliding into the booth beside him.

Alexander looked up, smiling faintly. “It’s okay.”

Chris blinked. “Wait a minute. You met a girl.”

Alexander raised a brow. “Can’t I smile for no reason?”

“Yes, you can,” Chris said, leaning back. “But come on. You’re also a time nerd.”

“I’m not.”

“You totally are,” Chris laughed. “You hate it when someone’s late. Usually, you’d be angry and give me a lecture about how time is precious.”

Alexander smirked. “Time is precious, bro.”

Chris crossed his arms. “So? Who is she?”

Alexander’s smile softened. “I have no idea.”

Chris leaned forward. “Really?”

“Yeah,” Alexander said quietly. “We talked, but I didn’t get her number. Her name’s Jade Woods.”

Chris grinned. “Once you get her name, we’ll find her.”

“Seriously? You’ll help me out?”

“Of course,” Chris said. “You’re my boy. I want you to be happy.”

“Thanks, man.” Alexander exhaled, the tension in his shoulders loosening. “Let’s order now.”

***
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JADE ARRIVED BACK AT her dorm, the hallway lights flickering faintly as rain began to patter against the windows. The old building smelled faintly of coffee and sea salt Portsmouth through and through. She turned her key in the door, pushing it open to find Ruth sitting cross legged in the chair like a mother waiting for a daughter who’d missed curfew.

Ruth’s blonde hair was tied up messily, her face half hidden behind a paperback novel. But when she heard the door creak, she looked up, arms crossed, eyes sharp.

“Where are you coming from at this hour?”

Jade rolled her eyes as she set her bag down by the bed. “What are you, my mother?”

“Don’t talk to me like that again.” Ruth’s tone was stern, but her lips quivered slightly, betraying concern more than anger.

Jade sighed, throwing up her hands. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry. I went to the bar.”

Ruth’s eyes widened. “At the bar!”

Jade groaned. “Here comes the lecture.”

“Please tell me you didn’t drink alcohol?”

“I didn’t,” Jade said quickly, kicking off her shoes. “Lately I’ve just been... stressed. Really stressed.”

Ruth’s expression softened. “I know. But you’re pregnant, Jade. You’ve got to be strong for your baby. You can’t be going to no damn bar.”

“I went there to shoot darts,” Jade said defensively.

Ruth blinked. “To shoot darts?”

“Yes,” Jade said, sitting on the bed. “I needed to clear my head.”

Ruth leaned back in the chair, sighing. “I get it. All I’m saying is, you should watch your health.” She paused, tilting her head. “Anyway, how was it?”

“How was what?”

“Shooting darts.”

Jade smiled faintly. “It was great. I even met a guy.”

Ruth’s eyes widened, a grin spreading across her face. “Oh no. You didn’t tell him, did you?”

“Tell him what?”

“That you’re pregnant!”

Jade laughed, a sound that broke through the heaviness in her chest. “Of course not! He was hitting on me. If I told him, I’d have scared him off in seconds.”

They both burst into laughter, the sound echoing through the small dorm room. For a moment, it felt like old times, like the world wasn’t pressing down on her shoulders.

Ruth wiped a tear from her eye. “You’re a mess, you know that?”

“I know,” Jade said, still smiling.

“Go take a shower, brush your teeth, and get some rest,” Ruth said, her tone softening.

“Okay, Mom.”

Ruth threw a pillow at her, and Jade laughed again, catching it midair before heading toward the bathroom.

––––––––
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THE HOT WATER HIT HER skin, washing away the chill from the night air. As she stood beneath the stream, she couldn’t stop thinking about Alexander.

His calm voice. The way he listened. The way he looked at her, not like she was broken, but like she was... real.

It had been so long since anyone had looked at her that way.

She’d left the bar that night with her heart pounding not from fear, but from something she hadn’t felt in months. Hope.

And yet, as she wrapped herself in a towel and stared at her reflection, her stomach rounding ever so slightly, that hope came tangled with guilt.

He didn’t know.

He didn’t know she was carrying another man’s child.

Would he still have smiled at her that way if he did?

***
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THE DORM WAS QUIET except for the hum of the old radiator and the rhythmic ticking of the hallway clock. Outside, the night wind rustled through the trees, carrying the distant sound of waves breaking against the Portsmouth shore. The moonlight spilled across the floor in long silver beams.

Ruth stirred in her bed, groggy and disoriented. She blinked at the clock on her nightstand at 2:43 a.m. Something felt off. The room was too still.

She turned her head toward the other side of the room. Jade’s bed was empty.

Her blanket was tossed aside, pillow half crumpled. The window was open, letting in the cold sea air.

Ruth sat up quickly. “Jade?” she whispered into the darkness. No answer. She got up, pulled on her hoodie, and slipped on her sneakers.

When she stepped outside, the night hit her  cold, damp, and utterly quiet. The campus was deserted, lamplight casting soft halos across the dewy grass. Somewhere in the distance, a fox darted across the path, its eyes flashing briefly before disappearing into the shadows.

Ruth checked the courtyard, the student lounge, and the garden near the art building. Nothing. A small knot of worry tightened in her chest.

Then she saw a lone figure sitting in the middle of the football field, knees drawn up, hair loose and glinting under the moonlight.

Ruth’s breath came out in a small sigh of relief. She walked across the wet grass, her shoes squishing softly with each step. When she got close, she sat down beside her without a word.

“Hey,” Ruth said softly.

Jade turned, her eyes tired and red. “Hi.”

Ruth glanced around at the empty field. “What are you doing out here in the middle of the night?”

Jade hugged her knees tighter. “I needed to clear my head.”

Ruth tilted her head, studying her friend’s face. “What’s bothering you?”

Jade let out a shaky laugh that turned into a sigh. “My life choices.”

Ruth smiled sadly. “Everything will be okay.”

Jade shook her head, her voice breaking. “I wish things were that simple. I’m carrying a man’s child who wants nothing to do with me or the baby.” Her voice wavered as tears slipped down her cheeks. “He just walked away, Ruth. Like I meant nothing.”

Ruth’s heart clenched. She reached out and pulled Jade gently against her shoulder. “George is an idiot,” she said firmly. “He doesn’t know what he’s missing out on. You’re a good person, Jade. And I know damn well you’ll be a good mother.”

Jade sniffled, her voice small. “You really think so?”

Ruth smiled softly. “I know so. Cheer up a little, yeah?” She reached up and gently brushed the tears from Jade’s cheeks with her thumb.

Jade’s lips trembled into a weak smile. “Thank you for everything. You’re a good friend.”

Ruth shrugged lightly. “I’m just doing my job. And for the record,” she added with mock sternness, “don’t go running out in the middle of the night again. You scared the hell out of me.”

Jade chuckled quietly, her voice still rough from crying. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay,” Ruth said, nudging her gently. “Come on. Let’s go back to bed before we both freeze out here.”

Jade nodded. “Okay.”

They stood, brushing dew off their clothes, and began walking back toward the dorms. The silence between them wasn’t heavy anymore, it was calm, comforting. The kind of silence that said everything words couldn’t.

––––––––
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BACK IN THE ROOM, RUTH made them both a cup of chamomile tea from the stash she kept for nights like these. Jade wrapped her hands around the warm mug, the steam fogging her face as she sat cross legged on her bed.

Ruth climbed into hers and turned off the lamp, leaving the room lit only by the faint glow from outside.

“Ruth?” Jade said quietly.

“Yeah?”

“Do you ever feel like life just... took a wrong turn somewhere?”

Ruth thought for a moment. “All the time. But sometimes, the wrong turns lead us where we were meant to go.”

Jade smiled faintly. “You sound like a fortune cookie.”

Ruth laughed. “Maybe. But I mean it.”

Jade looked down at her belly, placing a hand over it. “It’s hard to believe something good can still come out of all this.”

“Something good already has,” Ruth said. “You’re still here. You didn’t give up.”

Jade looked up, her eyes glistening. “You really think I can do this? Raise a baby on my own?”

“You won’t be on your own,” Ruth said softly. “You’ve got me. And who knows, maybe someone else will surprise you.”

Jade smiled sadly. “I don’t think I can trust anyone right now.”

“That’s okay,” Ruth said. “Start with trusting yourself.”

––––––––

[image: ]


HOURS LATER, WHEN RUTH was fast asleep, Jade lay awake staring at the ceiling. Her thoughts wouldn’t quiet.

George.

The name still stung, like a bruise that wouldn’t fade. She remembered his promises, the way he’d said he loved her, the way he’d looked at her belly the day she told him and the way his face had changed.

Fear. Then anger. Then distance.

“I can’t do this,” he’d said. “I’m not ready to be a father.”

And then he’d left.

She turned on her side, clutching the pillow. Tears welled up again, but she didn’t fight them this time. The crying was quieter now, not desperate, just tired.

Eventually, she fell asleep.
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​Chapter Two
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The morning sun filtered through the thin curtains of the campus diner, painting streaks of gold across the white marble tables. The place smelled faintly of coffee and cinnamon rolls, a scent that hung heavy in the air. Students crowded the booths, chattering about last night’s party or the upcoming midterms.

Alexander sat across from Chris, absently stirring his coffee, though he hadn’t taken a sip in ten minutes. His mind wasn’t on the plate of scrambled eggs or the gossip Chris was spewing about Professor Langley’s rumored affair. His eyes, however, were locked on the glass wall facing the quad.

Outside, life was beginning to pulse through the campus. The lawn glistened with dew, the air crisp with the freshness that only early autumn could bring. Then, just as Chris started talking about football practice, Alexander saw her.

Jade.

She was walking across the courtyard, her hair falling loose over her shoulders, glinting like sunlit copper as she moved. She carried her books close to her chest, her steps brisk, confident. But there was something different about her today, something softer, quieter. Alexander couldn’t name it, but he felt it. It was as if she were walking inside a fragile bubble of her own thoughts, unreachable yet magnetic.

He didn’t even realize he had stood up.

“Hey, where are you going?” Chris asked, raising a brow.

“Uh class,” Alexander said, too quickly.

Chris smirked. “Class doesn’t start for another thirty minutes.”

But Alexander was already gone. He grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair, nearly tripping over someone’s backpack as he pushed through the diner doors. The cold air hit him like a splash of water, but he didn’t care. His pulse was racing, each beat syncing with the echo of her footsteps on the cobblestone path ahead.

“Hey!” he called out, breathless, as he finally caught up to her.

Jade turned around, her expression unreadable, though her lips curved slightly, as if amused. “Hey,” she said, her tone neutral but not unfriendly.

Alexander bent over, catching his breath. “Do you always walk this fast?”

She crossed her arms, the corners of her mouth tugging into a faint smile. “Do you always make an ass out of yourself for every girl you see?”

He straightened, brushing imaginary dust off his jacket, and flashed his trademark grin, the one that usually worked. “Nope,” he said lightly. “Just you.”

Her eyebrow arched, and for a moment, he thought he caught a glimpse of something warm in her eyes before she shook her head. “I’m flattered,” she said dryly.

They walked in silence for a few seconds, their shoes crunching against the leaves scattered on the path. Alexander shoved his hands into his pockets, trying to act casual even though his heart was thudding hard against his ribs.

“So... where are you heading?” he asked finally.

“Class,” she replied simply, shifting her books in her arms.

He nodded. “Right. Class.” His voice softened, less teasing now. “I’m glad I saw you this morning.”

That made her pause. She turned her head slightly, studying him. “Why?”

He smiled, though it came out more nervous than he’d intended. “You wanna go on a date with me?”

For a moment, she just looked at him. There was no blush, no laughter, none of the shy evasiveness he’d come to expect from that question. Instead, Jade’s face was calm, almost too calm.

“Thanks,” she said finally, her tone polite but firm, “but I think I’ll pass.”

That wasn’t the answer he expected. Alexander blinked, thrown off balance. “Why?” he asked, his curiosity overpowering any hint of pride.

She looked away, her gaze distant now. “It’s not a good idea,” she said quietly.

“Why not?” he pressed.

She hesitated. Her fingers tightened slightly around her books, knuckles turning pale. Then she looked up at him, eyes steady, voice clear.

“I’m pregnant.”

The words hit him like a stone to the chest.

“Pregnant?” he echoed, as if saying it aloud would make it less surreal.

“One week pregnant,” she said softly. “And I have a lot on my plate now, so I don’t have time for a date.” She gave him a small, almost apologetic smile before turning and walking away.

Alexander stood frozen, the sound of her footsteps fading into the crisp morning air.

––––––––
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HE DIDN’T MOVE FOR a long time.

His chest tightened. It wasn’t judgment he felt more like a strange cocktail of shock, admiration, and an aching curiosity. He wanted to know more. Who was the father? Was she alone? Was she scared?

He watched her disappear around the corner, her auburn hair catching one last glint of sunlight before vanishing from view.

***
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ALEXANDER WALKED BACK into the diner, the bell above the door jingling faintly as he stepped in. The air smelled of coffee and maple syrup, the same comforting mix that filled every morning in that little corner of campus. He made his way back to his table, his steps slower now, as if each one gave him time to gather the pieces of what had just happened.

Chris was still there, halfway through a mouthful of pancakes. He looked up as Alexander sat down, his eyes widening when he saw his friend’s expression.

“Did she say yes?” Chris asked, words muffled by food.

Alexander shook his head slowly, his mind still replaying the moment Jade had walked away. “Nope,” he said finally. “She didn’t say yes... and she didn’t say no.”

Chris frowned, confused. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Alexander picked up his fork, poking at his cold eggs but not eating. “She’s pregnant, bro.”

The fork clattered softly against the plate as Chris froze mid bite. “Pregnant?” he repeated, as if the word itself might vanish if he said it out loud.

“Yeah,” Alexander said quietly, his gaze distant. “One week pregnant. She said she has a lot on her plate.”

Chris leaned back in the booth, letting out a long, low whistle. “Damn. That’s... that’s heavy, man.”

Alexander nodded absently. “Yeah.”

For a moment, neither of them spoke. The sounds of the diner dishes clinking, students laughing, the hiss of the coffee machine felt distant, as though they were sitting inside a bubble of silence.

Finally, Chris broke it. “So what now? You just gonna... move on?”

Alexander looked up, his eyes steady now. “No. I think I need to find her again.”

Chris blinked. “Find her? Why? Are you crazy? The lady’s pregnant, man. You shouldn’t have any business crushing on a pregnant woman.”

Alexander chuckled softly, though it lacked humor. “Who?”

“Says, I don’t know, the universe?” Chris said, throwing his hands up. “Come on, bro, that’s a complicated situation. That’s someone else’s story. You don’t wanna get tangled up in that.”

“I don’t care about what people might say,” Alexander replied, his tone firmer now. “All that matters to me is that she didn’t say no.”

Chris stared at him like he was seeing a stranger. “You’re telling me you’d date her even though she’s pregnant?”

Alexander leaned back in his seat, a small smile playing at his lips. “Yeah. If her baby’s father isn’t with her, then why not?”

Chris shook his head, laughing under his breath. “You’re a crazy man.”

“Maybe,” Alexander said, his eyes soft but resolute. “Sometimes we get our blessings when we least expect them. Life has a way of playing tricks on us.”

Chris’s laughter faded into a thoughtful silence. He took a sip of his coffee, watching Alexander’s face closely. “You’re right about that,” he said finally. “But life also has a way of waking us up to reality whether it’s good or bad. Be careful, bro.”

Alexander smiled faintly. “I will.”

They fell into a quiet rhythm after that. Chris went back to eating, and Alexander finally took a few bites of his now cold breakfast, though he barely tasted it. His mind was elsewhere on the look in Jade’s eyes when she’d told him, the way she had said it not with shame, but with calm certainty. It had struck him deeply.

She hadn’t asked for pity, or help, or understanding. She had simply stated it, and somehow that made her even more beautiful.

Later that afternoon, the campus buzzed with talk of the upcoming beach party. It was the last big event before midterms, a night of bonfires, music, and escape from the pressure that came with university life.

Chris was already hyped about it, bouncing around their shared dorm room as he rummaged through his closet.

“You sure you’re coming?” Chris asked, holding up two shirts for inspection. “’Cause if you’re gonna mope all night about Jade, I’m not dragging your sorry self home.”

Alexander smirked. “I’m coming.”

“Good.” Chris grinned, tossing one shirt aside. “Maybe you’ll see her there.”

Alexander looked up from his desk, where he was pretending to study but really just staring at his notes. “You think she’ll come?”

Chris shrugged. “Trust me, bro. Every girl goes to that party. Beach, music, stars who can resist?”

Alexander smiled faintly, though his stomach fluttered with a mix of hope and nerves. “Her name’s Jade Woods,” he said quietly, almost to himself.

Chris pointed a finger at him. “Right, Jade Woods. The girl who turned down my lovesick roommate and made him fall harder. Got it.”

Alexander rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t help laughing. “Shut up, man.”

Chris laughed too, but then his tone softened. “For real though, if she’s there... what are you gonna do?”

“I don’t know,” Alexander admitted. “Talk to her, I guess. Just... talk.”

***
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THE RESTAURANT WAS cozy, tucked away on the corner of a quiet street just off campus. It was one of those hidden gems that few people knew about small round tables, soft jazz humming in the background, and sunlight filtering through gauzy curtains. The smell of baked bread and roasted garlic drifted through the air, mingling with the faint sweetness of caramelized onions.

Jade sat by the window, absentmindedly stirring her lemonade as she watched people pass by on the sidewalk. Her fingers traced the rim of the glass while her thoughts replayed the morning Alexander’s voice calling her name, the look on his face when she’d told him the truth. It had stayed with her all day, no matter how hard she tried to shake it off.

“Sorry I’m late!”

Ruth’s voice jolted her back to the present. Jade looked up to see her best friend weaving through the tables, a bright smile lighting up her face. Ruth’s curly brown hair bounced with each step, her energy infectious even before she sat down.

“You’re always late,” Jade teased.

“I’m fashionably late,” Ruth corrected, sliding into the chair across from her. “Big difference.”

Jade smiled faintly. “Right.”

A waiter came over, and Ruth wasted no time ordering a sandwich turkey with extra cheese and a side of fries. Jade, as usual, settled for a simple salad, though she doubted she’d finish it.

When the food arrived, Ruth immediately took a huge bite of her sandwich, sighing dramatically. “This sandwich is so good.”

Jade laughed softly. “You are such a foodie.”

“I know,” Ruth said, grinning. “And I love it.” She wiped a bit of mayo from the corner of her mouth, still smiling. “So, what’s new with you? You’ve been weirdly quiet today.”

Jade hesitated. Her fingers tightened slightly around her fork. “I met the guy this morning.”

Ruth froze mid bite, lowering her sandwich. “Which guy?”

“The one I told you about at the bar.”

Ruth’s eyes lit up instantly. “The cute and hot guy?”

Jade rolled her eyes. “I did not say he was cute and hot.”

Ruth leaned forward, smirking. “Yeah, I know you didn’t say it but your face did.”

“What do you mean?” Jade asked, narrowing her eyes playfully.

Ruth laughed. “You were blushing when you mentioned him last night.”

“I was not,” Jade protested, though a faint pink color crept into her cheeks.

“You were,” Ruth insisted. “Anyway, what about him? Don’t keep me in suspense.”

Jade exhaled slowly, her gaze dropping to her untouched salad. “Well... he saw me this morning. He literally chased after me to ask me out on a date.”

Ruth’s mouth dropped open. “Wait chased you? Like, ran after you?”

Jade nodded, laughing despite herself. “Yeah. Across the quad. He almost tripped over his own bag.”

Ruth burst into laughter. “Oh my God, that’s adorable. He must really like you.”

Jade shrugged. “Maybe. But I told him no.”

Ruth blinked. “What? Why?”

“Because,” Jade said softly, “I told him I’m pregnant.”

For a moment, the world around them seemed to quiet. The soft hum of jazz, the chatter of other diners all faded as Ruth stared at her, stunned. “For real, girl?”

Jade nodded. “Yeah. I told him I don’t have the time for dating. I have enough to deal with already.”

Ruth set her sandwich down, her playful smile replaced with concern. “Wow. I mean... that’s honest. Brutally honest.”

“I didn’t want to lie,” Jade said, her voice small. “It wouldn’t be fair.”

“No, it wouldn’t,” Ruth agreed. She reached across the table, gently touching Jade’s hand. “You did the right thing.”

“I guess,” Jade murmured.

Ruth leaned back in her chair. “Well, I’m proud of you for being upfront. And I guess you won’t be seeing him chase you anymore.”

Jade gave a hollow laugh. “Probably not. Guys are afraid of commitment. Especially when there’s a baby involved.”

Ruth sighed. “You might be right.”

Jade poked at her salad again, her thoughts miles away. “Anyway,” she said, forcing a lighter tone, “we’re going to the beach party tonight, right?”

Ruth frowned. “I don’t know... since you’re pregnant, I think we shouldn’t go.”

Jade looked up sharply. “Please. Me being pregnant doesn’t mean I can’t have fun.”

“Yes, it does,” Ruth said, crossing her arms. “You need rest. You can’t be standing around all night with loud music and smoke everywhere. It’s not good for you or the baby.”

Jade groaned, dropping her fork. “Ruth, come on. It’s just a party. I’m not going to drink or do anything crazy. I just want to feel normal for one night.”

Ruth hesitated, her eyes softening.

“Please,” Jade said again, her voice quieter now. “A few months from now, I’ll be fat and tired and dealing with cravings and doctor visits. I won’t be able to have any fun. This might be my last chance to just... breathe.”

Ruth stared at her for a long moment, then sighed in surrender. “Okay. We can go.”

Jade’s face lit up instantly. “Really?”

“Yeah, but we’re leaving early,” Ruth added sternly. “And if I see you trying to dance on the bonfire pit or something, I’m dragging you home.”

Jade laughed, standing to hug her. “Thank you! I love you so much.”

“Love you too,” Ruth said, hugging her back tightly. “But seriously no running, no drinking, no stupid boys.”

Jade pulled back, grinning. “No promises on the last one.”

Ruth groaned. “You’re impossible.”

––––––––
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THE REST OF LUNCH PASSED in easy chatter. Ruth rambled about a professor who looked like a retired rockstar, and Jade tried to push away the lingering thoughts of Alexander. But every now and then, his face would slip into her mind, those kind eyes, that gentle smile when he said you’re brave.

It unsettled her. It shouldn’t have.

She barely knew him, and yet, something about his voice had stuck like a melody she couldn’t forget.

––––––––
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LATER THAT AFTERNOON, Jade stood in front of her mirror, holding two dresses up to her body. One was a simple white sundress, soft and flowy; the other, a navy blue with delicate straps and a gentle flare at the waist.

Ruth leaned against the doorframe, munching on an apple. “The blue one,” she said without hesitation. “You look like a goddess in that color.”

Jade smiled, though she hesitated. “It’s a bit... fitted.”

Ruth rolled her eyes. “You’re barely showing, Jade. You’re glowing, if anything. Wear it.”

Jade laughed softly, slipping into the dress. As she adjusted the straps, her hand lingered for a moment over her stomach. The faintest curve was there now, small and barely noticeable, but real.

She felt both terrified and strangely at peace.

“You okay?” Ruth asked gently, watching her through the mirror.

Jade nodded slowly. “Yeah. I think I am.”

––––––––
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BY THE TIME THE SUN began to set, the two girls were walking toward the beach, the sky a swirl of gold and violet. The air carried the smell of salt and music laughter echoing in the distance, the rhythmic thump of a bass speaker mixing with the sound of waves crashing on the shore.

Ruth looped her arm through Jade’s. “Promise me one thing.”

“What?”

“No crying, no drama. Just fun.”

Jade smiled. “Promise.”

***
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THE BEACH PARTY WAS wild. Music thumped from speakers buried in the sand, laughter and shouts mingled with the crash of waves, and college kids swirled around bonfires with red cups in their hands. Smoke from cigarettes and the occasional spark of a firework added a haze to the night air, and Alexander couldn’t help but feel a little overwhelmed. But there was a thrill to it, too this chaos, this freedom, the kind of night that made everyone forget about exams, deadlines, and responsibilities.

Alexander and his best friend Chris wandered along the shoreline, away from the largest bonfire where a group of students were dancing in a drunken frenzy. The sand was cool beneath their feet, and the moonlight glinted on the water, making it look like liquid silver.

“This is insane,” Chris said, dodging a group of laughing students who stumbled past them. “Someone’s going to end up in the water tonight.”

“Probably,” Alexander replied, adjusting the hood of his sweatshirt. “Still better than midterms, though.”

As they walked, Alexander noticed two figures sitting in the sand near a smaller fire. His heart skipped. Jade.

“Hey,” Alexander said softly.

Jade turned her head, her dark hair falling over one shoulder. She raised an eyebrow.

“Hi. Are you stalking me?” she asked, a playful edge to her voice.

“Maybe I'm not. Maybe I am,” Alexander said with a smile, trying to sound casual.

Ruth, the other girl sitting beside Jade, tilted her head, curious. “Are you going to introduce us?”

“My bad. Ruth, this is Alexander, the guy I told you about, and Alexander, this is Ruth, my best friend,” Jade said, nudging Ruth.

Alexander extended a hand. “Nice to meet you. This is my friend Chris.”

Chris waved. “How y'all ladies doing tonight?”

“We are good,” Ruth replied politely.

“Do you mind if we join you guys?” Alexander asked.

“Feel free,” Jade said, smiling.

“Thanks,” Alexander said, settling into the sand beside them. Chris flopped down next to him.

“How long have you two been friends for?” Chris asked, curious.

“Since high school. How about you two?” Ruth asked.

“The same,” Chris said, and Alexander added nothing, glancing at Jade.

“You didn’t say no,” Alexander said suddenly.

“Excuse me?” Jade asked, confused.

“When I asked you out, you didn’t say no,” Alexander replied with a small smile.

“He’s persistent, isn’t he?” Ruth said, a small laugh escaping her.

“You have no idea,” Chris added, shaking his head.

Jade’s smile faltered slightly. “I’m pregnant.”

Alexander blinked, caught off guard for just a moment. “Yes, you told me that you are pregnant, but you didn’t say no.”

“You’re telling me that you still want to date me even though I’m pregnant?” she asked, incredulous.

“Yes. If you and your baby’s father aren’t together,” Alexander said, meeting her gaze.

“They are not. He doesn't want to have anything to do with her and the child,” Ruth said softly.

“Sorry, Jade,” Chris said.

“It's okay,” Jade replied, her tone calm, as if she had accepted it.

“So, you wanna go out on a date with me?” Alexander asked.

“I can’t, I don’t have the time for dating,” Jade said, shaking her head.

“Well then I will just keep asking till you do,” Alexander said firmly.

“Really?” she asked, a small laugh escaping her.

“Yeah,” he said, smiling.

“Trust me when I say he’s not joking,” Chris added with a grin.

“Okay, let him keep asking,” Jade said, smiling back.

For a while, the four of them sat in companionable silence, watching the waves crash and listening to the party continue in the distance. Sparks from the fire drifted into the night sky, and the salt air smelled of bonfire and seaweed.

Ruth finally spoke, her voice soft. “It’s not that simple. People talk.”

Alexander shrugged. “People always talk. Let them.”

Jade looked down at her hands, tracing patterns in the sand. “Why?” she asked quietly.

“Why what?” Alexander asked.

“Why do you care? You barely know me. I’m a mess. I have a baby on the way, no father, no plan... Why are you even trying?”

Alexander paused, thinking carefully before answering. “Because I don’t think you’re a mess. I think you’re strong. And I like you. That’s it.”

She laughed softly, not fully convinced, but didn’t push him away either.

Hours passed. The party began to fade as the night grew later. People lay in the sand, laughing and dozing, the music mellowed to a distant hum, and the fire crackled weakly. Jade leaned back on her hands, staring at the water. Alexander sat beside her, quietly watching.

“You don’t have to pretend,” she said finally. “You don’t have to be nice just because you feel sorry for me.”

“I’m not pretending,” Alexander said. “And I don’t feel sorry for you.”

“Then why?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper. “Stop giving me half answers.”

Alexander searched for words. “Because you deserve someone who doesn’t run away when things get hard.”

Jade was quiet again, staring at the moon’s reflection on the waves. “I don’t know if I’m ready,” she whispered.

“That’s okay,” Alexander said gently. “I can wait.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter Three
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Ruth and Chris had left to go get drinks, leaving Alexander and Jade alone in the quiet corner of the beach. Jade shivered slightly, and Alexander immediately noticed.

He shrugged off his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders. The warmth seeped into her, chasing away the chill that had settled over her.

“Thanks,” Jade murmured, her fingers brushing against his as she adjusted the jacket.

“You’re welcome,” Alexander replied softly, his voice carrying a gentle concern. “How are you feeling?”

“Meaning?” Jade asked, a faint smile tugging at her lips despite the shadow in her eyes.

“With everything that you went through,” he said carefully, “how are you feeling?”

Jade hesitated, staring down at her hands as if the answer might escape her if she didn’t focus. “To be honest... not so good,” she admitted. “But I’m lucky to have Ruth. She’s been an amazing friend, keeping me grounded when I didn’t think I could stand at all.”

Alexander nodded, his jaw tightening slightly. “For what it’s worth,” he said after a pause, “your ex is insane. He had someone as amazing as you and... he decided to throw everything away.” His voice held no judgment, just the quiet incredulity of someone trying to understand the senselessness of it all.

Jade’s eyes met his, a mix of sadness and curiosity swirling in her gaze. “Why do you still want to go out with me?”

Alexander’s lips quivered into a small, almost shy smile. “Honestly?” he said, leaning back slightly, “I meant what I said when I first met you. I rarely talk to strangers, but when I saw you, my heart... it skipped a beat. Maybe it was because I was high, I don’t know. But I know meeting you that night wasn’t a coincidence.”

Jade’s lips curved into a small, thoughtful smile. “God has a way of making things happen to us at the right moment they should,” she said quietly.

“Exactly,” Alexander agreed, his gaze lingering on her face. There was a softness there, an openness that made his chest tighten in a way he didn’t entirely understand.

Jade laughed lightly, a sound that seemed to float in the air between them. “Okay, Alexander Morgan,” she said, her tone teasing but firm. “I will go out with you but it will be tonight.”

“Tonight?” he repeated, disbelief lacing his voice, a playful edge creeping in.

“Take it or leave it,” she said, smiling with that quiet confidence that always seemed to get under his skin.

“I’ll take it,” he said, laughing. His laugh was easy, natural, the kind that made everything else on the beach fade into the background.

Before Jade could respond, Chris’s voice cut across. “What’s so funny?”

Ruth emerged from his side with two glasses in her hands, her presence bright and reassuring. “Cup of punch for Mr. Morgan and orange juice for you, darling,” she said, setting the drinks down gently in front of them.

“Thanks,” Jade murmured, taking a careful sip.

Alexander’s attention, however, had already shifted. “Why did you bring a guitar?” he asked, nodding toward the instrument in Chris' hands. 

Chris grinned, crossing his arms. “So you could play something for us?”

Ruth laughed softly, a musical sound that made everyone feel warmer. “Chris told me that you have the voice of an angel, so I borrowed a guitar to hear it.”

Alexander shook his head, an amused smirk on his face. “He was joking,” he said.

Chris’s grin widened. “I wasn’t. Play something for us, bro. Don’t be shy.”

Jade’s eyes sparkled with curiosity, a small laugh escaping her. “Can you really sing?”

“I can try,” Alexander said, taking the guitar from Chris. His fingers rested lightly on the strings, a moment of quiet intimacy before the music began. “This is one of my songs,” he said, his voice low, almost shy, “I wrote it.”

Jade’s smile widened, her eyes locking onto his. “Can’t wait to hear it,” she said, the nervous excitement clear in her tone.

Alexander strummed the first few chords, his hands moving with practiced ease. The music filled the beach softly at first, tentative, as if he was testing the waters. Then his voice came, smooth and resonant, carrying the melody effortlessly.

Jade felt something stir inside her, a sense of awe mixed with the warmth that had begun to grow between them. She watched his hands move, the subtle shift of his fingers on the fretboard, the way he closed his eyes briefly as he lost himself in the song. Around them, the world seemed to pause.

People began to gather, drawn by the unexpected music. Curious friends drifted closer, and even Chris and Ruth stopped mid conversation, mesmerized by the performance.

When Alexander finished, the beach erupted in applause. It was immediate, heartfelt, and genuine. He looked up, a little embarrassed, but there was pride in his eyes.

“That... was incredible,” Jade breathed, still catching her breath from the impact of the music.

Alexander shrugged modestly, the corners of his mouth lifting. “Thanks. I don’t usually play in front of people I just met,” he admitted.

“You should,” she said, her tone firm but warm. “It’s beautiful, Alexander. Really.”

Chris clapped him on the back. “See? I told you, man! You got skills. Seriously, I’m impressed.”

Ruth leaned closer to Jade, whispering so only she could hear, “He’s not just charming, he’s talented too. Dangerous combination, that one.”

Jade laughed softly, though there was a nervous edge. “Yeah,” she whispered back, “I can see that.”

Alexander, sensing the shift in the atmosphere, put the guitar down carefully. “So,” he said, his eyes meeting Jade’s again, “what now?”

“Now?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.

“Now,” he said, tilting his head, “we enjoy the rest of the night... maybe get to know each other a little better.”

Jade’s heart skipped a beat, the words simple but heavy with meaning. She smiled, a real, honest smile, and nodded. “I think I’d like that.”

The night stretched on, filled with laughter, soft music, and the slow, tentative beginnings of something new. Alexander found himself watching Jade more than anyone else, noticing the way she tucked her hair behind her ear when she was nervous, or the way her eyes sparkled when she laughed. Every small gesture felt significant, like a language he was only just beginning to understand.

Jade, meanwhile, felt herself relaxing in his presence, the cold tension she had carried for weeks melting away slowly. He wasn’t just another guy; there was something about him, something that made her feel seen, even in the smallest ways. She caught herself smiling at his jokes, lingering just a little longer on his glances, and for the first time in a long time, she allowed herself to imagine what it might be like if this night wasn’t just a fleeting moment, but the start of something deeper.

Hours passed without either of them noticing. The guitar was passed around, stories were shared, and the punch flowed freely, sweet and potent. Chris and Ruth eventually drifted home leaving Alexander and Jade alone again, the soft hum of the ocean outside a constant companion.

“You’re quiet now,” Jade observed, her tone teasing but gentle.

“I’m just... thinking,” Alexander said, setting his glass down. “About tonight. About... you.”

Jade’s cheeks warmed slightly, and she looked down, fidgeting with the hem of her sleeve. “And what are you thinking?” she asked softly.

“That maybe,” he said, leaning closer, “this isn’t a coincidence either. That maybe... meeting you, playing for you... it’s all supposed to happen.”

Jade’s breath caught. She wanted to say something clever, something witty, but words failed her. Instead, she simply nodded, letting the silence stretch comfortably between them, filled with unspoken understanding.

“Good,” she finally whispered, meeting his gaze. “Because I think I might feel the same way.”

Alexander’s smile was slow, deliberate, and it lit up his entire face. “Then tonight,” he said, his voice low and promising, “is just the beginning.”

***
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AFTER ALEXANDER’S IMPROMPTU performance on the small stretch of beach, the waves lapping gently at the shore, Jade felt a lightness in her chest she hadn’t experienced in weeks. The music seemed to have pulled something out of her, leaving her both exhilarated and calm. She looked over at Alexander, who was carefully strumming the guitar one last time, watching the sun begin its slow dip toward the horizon.

“You know,” she said, brushing sand from her knees as she stood, “I think we should take a walk along the beach.”

Alexander’s gaze lifted, meeting hers with that easy smile she had begun to find irresistible. “I think that’s the best idea I’ve heard all day.”

They walked side by side, bare feet sinking into the damp sand, the salty breeze tangling their hair. The ocean stretched out endlessly, a glittering ribbon of gold and silver under the setting sun.

“I think this is the best date I’ve ever been on,” Alexander said suddenly, his voice quiet but earnest.

Jade laughed softly, glancing at him. “You really know how to live in the moment.”

“I have no choice,” he said, his tone sharpening with a shadow of seriousness, “because someone told me that we don’t have much time.”

Jade raised her eyebrows. “That someone must be a very wise person.”

“She is,” he replied, his gaze returning to the horizon. After a pause, curiosity softened his tone. “What was your first date like with your ex?”

Jade hesitated, memories flitting across her mind. “It was... good,” she said finally, a wistful smile brushing her lips. “We went to the park. Kind of a picnic. And then the rain came down heavily, but George insisted we stayed. He said we should finish our date anyway.”

Alexander whistled softly. “Wow...”

“Yeah,” she continued, laughing lightly despite herself. “He said we shouldn’t allow weather or anything really to influence our life choices.”

Alexander’s expression softened, but there was a hard edge in his voice when he asked, “I know it was kinda hard for you... when he rejected you and the baby?”

Jade’s chest tightened, a shadow passing over her features. “Yeah, it was... but according to George, we just didn’t fit in his plan.” Her voice was quiet, almost detached, but there was an undercurrent of hurt she couldn’t completely hide.

Alexander shook his head slowly, his jaw tightening. “George is a jerk.”

Jade looked at him, the corners of her mouth twitching in a small, tired smile. “What did you do when he walked out on you?” he asked gently.

“Nothing,” she admitted, staring at the sand, tracing patterns with her toes.

“Well... you’re in luck,” Alexander said suddenly, a playful, almost mischievous glint lighting his eyes.

Jade tilted her head, amused but cautious. “Why am I lucky?” she asked, laughing.

“You didn’t have the chance to yell and scream at George or anyone else back then,” he said, voice low but commanding. “But today... today, you get the chance. Right now.”

Jade’s laugh was incredulous. “Seriously?”

“Yeah,” he said, stepping closer, the sand shifting beneath his feet. “Think about all the shit he said to you, all the pain you felt... and let it out. Let it out at sea.”

She shook her head, stubbornness flashing in her eyes. “No way in hell I’m doing it.”

Alexander sighed, crouching slightly so he was level with her. “Life is a bitter reality,” he said softly but with a weight that made her pause. “It doesn’t give us what we want... but it gives us what we deserve. I need you to scream at life. Scream at her. Scream at her, for letting you go out with a piece of shit disguised as a cake.”

Jade opened her mouth to argue, to refuse, but before she could say another word, Alexander threw back his head and screamed a raw, guttural sound that cut through the ocean breeze, reverberating off the waves.

“Go on,” he urged, his eyes locking onto hers. “Try it. Don’t be shy.”

And then, tentatively at first, Jade let out a small, choked scream. It was hesitant, almost apologetic, but the sound startled even her. She inhaled sharply, and then another scream followed, louder this time, as the weight of months of fear, anger, and grief poured out of her.

“It feels... good,” she said between sobs, her voice cracking, her knees slightly shaking as the rawness of her emotions spilled over.

“Keep going,” Alexander encouraged, his tone steady, unwavering. “Don’t stop.”

And so she did. Screaming into the vast night, the dark waves absorbing her pain. And then, as her voice grew hoarse, the tears came freely, without restraint. She sank to the sand, shivering, exhausted, and Alexander immediately knelt beside her.

He draped his jacket over her shoulders again, though it was already damp from the ocean breeze. “Hey... it’s okay,” he murmured, his hand resting gently on her back. “Let it out. Let yourself feel it.”

Jade leaned into him, the storm of emotions inside her slowly settling, like the waves retreating from the shore. “I... I didn’t know it would feel like this,” she whispered, her breath hitching.

Alexander’s voice was soft, soothing, a quiet anchor in the turbulent night. “Sometimes you have to let the pain out to make room for something better. You’ve been holding it in too long.”

She closed her eyes, letting the rhythmic sound of the waves mix with the steady, grounding presence of Alexander beside her. For the first time in months, the fear and hurt felt manageable, almost distant, swallowed by the vastness of the sea.

After a long silence, she lifted her head slightly, her tear streaked face illuminated by the moonlight reflecting on the water. “Thank you,” she whispered.

“For what?” he asked, brushing a damp strand of hair from her face.

“For being... here. For letting me... for letting me scream.” Her voice was still shaky, but there was a glimmer of relief, of release.

Alexander smiled softly, brushing his thumb over her cheek. “That’s what people are for, Jade. That’s what friends and maybe... something more are for.”

She smiled faintly, though her heart still pounded in her chest, the remnants of the emotional storm still fluttering inside her like trapped birds. “I don’t know how to thank you,” she admitted.

“Just... keep being you,” he said simply, his voice low and sincere. “That’s more than enough.”

They sat  for a while, listening to the waves, letting the night stretch endlessly before them. The stars reflected on the surface of the water, shimmering like fragments of light scattered across the dark expanse. It was peaceful, quiet, a kind of sacred stillness that only the ocean could provide.

After a while, Alexander spoke again, his tone hesitant but warm. “You know... you’re really something, Jade. Stronger than you give yourself credit for.”

She shook her head, smiling wryly. “I don’t feel strong. I feel... broken.”

“No,” he said firmly, taking her hand in his. “You’re not broken. You’re... healing. And the fact that you can feel all this and still be kind and present... that’s strength. Real strength.”

Jade looked down at their hands, the warmth of his palm steadying her in a way she hadn’t realized she needed. “I never thought someone could... see me like this and not walk away.”

Alexander’s gaze softened, earnest and unflinching. “I don’t walk away from people worth knowing. And you... Jade, you’re worth knowing.”

The moon climbed higher, casting silver light across the sand, illuminating the quiet, shared intimacy of the moment. It wasn’t flashy or dramatic; it was simple, real, honest. For the first time in what felt like forever, Jade allowed herself to believe that maybe just maybe this night, this connection, could be the beginning of something that mattered.

“Alexander...” she said softly, almost shyly.

“Yeah?” he asked, his voice barely above the whisper of the waves.

“Thank you... for tonight. For letting me... scream and cry and be me.”

“Anytime,” he said, smiling, a warmth in his voice that made her chest flutter. “And Jade... tonight’s not just about letting go. It’s about letting in too. And I hope... I hope you’ll let me in.”

Jade’s eyes met his, and for a long moment, she simply breathed in the sincerity, the patience, the quiet promise in his gaze. Slowly, she nodded, a small, tentative smile curling her lips. “I think... I’d like that.”

Alexander’s smile deepened, a quiet joy that seemed to echo across the waves. “Good,” he said softly. “Because I think tonight... is just the beginning.”

They walked hand in hand along the shore as the night deepened, the ocean whispering around them. The stars above were silent witnesses, and the waves carried away the remnants of past pain, leaving space for something new, something fragile, yet filled with promise.

And in that quiet, endless stretch of sand, Jade realized she hadn’t felt this alive, this relaxed, in a very long time. The past could wait. Tonight... tonight was theirs.

***
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THE RHYTHMIC THUD OF Alexander’s fists against the punching bag echoed through the nearly empty university gym. Sweat gleamed on his forehead as he moved with precision and control, each punch a release of energy and focus. Chris stood on the other side, holding the bag steady, his arms straining slightly with the weight. The smell of rubber mats and exertion hung in the air, mingling with the faint tang of sweat and ozone from the ceiling fans.

Chris finally stepped back, wiping his hands on a towel, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I know you and Jade had a... nice night last night?”

Alexander paused mid punch, feigning ignorance, one brow raised. “Who’s Jade?” he asked, deadpan.

Chris burst out laughing, dropping the bag with a thump. “Nice one, man. You’re smooth. Real smooth.”

Alexander chuckled, shaking his head, and resumed punching. “You’re terrible at this.”

Chris waved him off, still laughing, then wiped sweat from his brow. His expression turned more serious, the playful tone fading. “But seriously... Are you sure about what you’re getting into?”

Alexander stepped back, catching his breath, letting his fists rest on his hips. “Yes, I am.”

Chris frowned, folding his arms. “Dude... the girl’s pregnant with another guy’s child. That’s not something most men can look past. You know that, right?”

Alexander nodded, his expression calm, measured. “I understand what you’re saying. I know it’s complicated. But I like Jade. I’m not going to promise her marriage or that I’ll always be there for her and the kid in the long term. All I’m doing is being present... right now, with her, on her time, at her pace.”

Chris let out a low whistle. “Wow. You really do like her, don’t you?”

Alexander’s jaw tightened slightly, but his eyes held steady determination. “I do. And I’m not going to be like other guys who see a pregnancy as a red flag and run. Children are blessings, Chris. They’re gifts, no matter how they came into the world. That’s something I don’t take lightly.”

Chris leaned back against the wall, shaking his head, half impressed, half concerned. “I’m just looking out for you, bro. That’s all.”

“I know,” Alexander said, a faint smile tugging at his lips. “I appreciate it, seriously. But I get this. Jade is an incredible woman, and I believe we met for a reason. Everything about her... it just feels right.”

Chris gave him a long, appraising look, like he was trying to read every thought behind Alexander’s calm demeanor. “You always wanted to start a family at a young age,” he said slowly. “Maybe... maybe God is giving you the opportunity.”

Alexander paused, letting that sink in. He felt a strange warmth spread across his chest at the thought, a feeling both thrilling and grounding. “Exactly,” he said, finally breaking into a small smile. “Exactly.”

Chris shook his head, grinning despite himself. “Man, you’re reckless.”

“I’m not reckless,” Alexander replied, resuming his punches with renewed focus. “I’m intentional. I know what I want, and I know who I want to be with.”

Chris sighed, the corners of his mouth twitching into a reluctant smile. “You really believe this is it, huh? Jade’s the one?”

Alexander paused mid strike, his fists hovering inches from the bag. He let out a slow breath, his gaze distant for a moment. “I don’t know what the future holds, Chris. But right now... yes. She’s the one I want to be with. And I’m willing to show her that, not with grand promises, but with presence. That’s all that matters.”

Chris leaned back against the wall, crossing his arms. “You’re seriously going to take it slow? Let her set the pace?”

“Absolutely,” Alexander said firmly, a trace of warmth in his voice. “She’s been through so much. She deserves space, time, and respect. And if I can give her that... then I’ll do it. No rush, no pressure. Just me being there for her.”

Chris let out a low whistle. “Man... you’re really different. Most guys would’ve run a long time ago.”

Alexander smiled faintly, his fists resting on the bag again. “That’s the difference, Chris. I don’t run from challenges. I face them. And I believe that people worth keeping... are worth the fight.”

Chris gave a thoughtful nod, finally letting a grin slip through. “Well, I can’t argue with that. Just... make sure she knows how much you mean it. Don’t play games.”

“I don’t play games,” Alexander said simply, a calm conviction in his voice. “Not with her. Not with anyone.”

Chris shrugged, tossing the towel over his shoulder. “Alright, man. Just... don’t get hurt. And don’t hurt her either. That’s all I’m saying.”

Alexander smiled softly, watching Chris leave for the locker room. Once the gym was quiet again, he returned to the punching bag, his movements measured and deliberate. Each punch was a release of energy, a meditation of sorts, a way to channel focus and clarity.

He thought about Jade. About the way her eyes had lit up last night when he sang. About her laughter, soft but genuine, and how it had made something inside him shift. About the way she had screamed into the ocean, releasing pain she hadn’t been able to speak aloud for months.

He had felt a protective instinct, yes, but more than that... he felt connection. Real connection. It wasn’t just attraction or infatuation. It was deeper, grounded in understanding, in shared vulnerability, in the recognition of pain and the courage to face it.

As he finished his last set, sweat dripping down his forehead, Alexander stepped back and took a deep breath. He ran a hand through his damp hair, feeling the tension in his muscles ebb away, replaced by a calm, purposeful clarity.

He knew the path wouldn’t be simple. There would be challenges in Jade's past, the pregnancy, the judgment of others. But for the first time in a long while, he wasn’t afraid. He was ready to walk that path, step by step, on her terms, and to show her that someone could be steady, reliable, and true in a world full of uncertainty.

Alexander grabbed a water bottle, taking a long drink as he sat on the edge of the mat, staring at the punching bag. “I’ve got this,” he murmured to himself. “Whatever comes... we’ve got this.”

Outside, the sun filtered through the high windows of the gym, catching the dust motes in the warm morning light. Inside, Alexander felt a quiet satisfaction not from the physical workout, but from the knowledge that he was making a choice he believed in. A choice to be present. To care. To fight for something meaningful.

And somewhere in the back of his mind, a small, persistent thought lingered: Jade. That night by the ocean, her voice mingling with the waves, screaming and crying, yet still smiling at him afterward... she had changed something in him. Something fundamental.

He wasn’t sure what the future held. He didn’t know how things would unfold, or how deep the challenges might be. But he knew one thing with absolute certainty: he wouldn’t let her or the chance at something real slip away.

For Alexander, it wasn’t just about being strong, or fearless, or successful. It was about being present, showing up, and allowing himself to care deeply even when it was messy, complicated, or scary. And as he wiped the last beads of sweat from his forehead and stood to leave the gym, he carried that thought with him.

He was ready.

And Jade... she had no idea just how serious he was.

***
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JADE PACED BACK AND forth across their dorm room, the carpet creaking faintly beneath her feet. Her palms were clammy, her heart pounding in a rapid, almost frantic rhythm. Every step she took seemed to echo in the quiet room, each one a drumbeat of her anxiety. She had replayed the scenario in her head a thousand times: her parents’ faces, their words, the questions they would ask and none of it made the looming conversation any easier.

The door creaked open, and Ruth walked in, dropping her bag by the door. She immediately noticed Jade’s frantic pacing and sat down cross legged on the bed, her expression calm but alert. She let Jade’s energy fill the room for a moment before breaking the silence.

“What's wrong?” Ruth asked softly, her eyes studying her friend.

Jade stopped mid step, hands clutching her hair. “My parents are coming over tomorrow,” she said, her voice tight, nearly trembling. “And I have to muster up the strength to tell them... I’m pregnant.” Her words tumbled out in a rush, desperation and fear woven through each syllable.

Ruth sighed and leaned back on her hands, watching her friend carefully. “Take a deep breath,” she said gently, her voice steady. “Breathe... breathe, Jade. Calm down, girl. Everything will be okay.”

Jade let out a shaky laugh, half sarcastic, half panicked. “That’s easy for you to say,” she shot back. “You’re the daughter my parents never had.”

Ruth raised an eyebrow, a small smirk playing at her lips. “That’s funny,” she said, tilting her head.

Jade shook her head, frustration and panic mingling in her eyes. “I’m not joking, Ruth.”

“I get it,” Ruth said softly, leaning forward now, her voice gentle but firm. “Your parents are old school Coventry folks, but they’re not going to kill you for getting pregnant. They might be upset, they might be shocked, but they’re not going to... you know. End the world.”

Jade bit her lip, her chest tightening. “I hope so,” she murmured, her voice barely audible.

Ruth reached out and placed a reassuring hand on Jade’s shoulder. “If you want, I can accompany you tomorrow to meet them.”

Jade’s eyes widened slightly, relief washing over her features. “Yes, please,” she said, a hint of a smile breaking through the tension.

“Okay, fine,” Ruth said, giving a small, supportive grin. “I will be there with you tomorrow. We’ll face it together. How was your night with Alexander, by the way?”

Jade’s gaze softened, and a shy smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “It was... nice,” she admitted. “He’s a good guy.”

Ruth leaned back, smirking knowingly. “Really?”

Jade nodded, her eyes distant for a moment as she replayed last night. “Yeah... he helped me get over my pains last night. By screaming at the sea.”

Ruth blinked, then laughed outright. “Screaming at the sea?” she said, her laughter light and incredulous.

Jade laughed too, a soft, almost musical sound. “Yeah... it was great. I mean, I didn’t think I’d feel that... free, that released, in a long time.”

Ruth’s expression softened, her eyes sparkling. “He has a beautiful voice, too.”

“I know,” Jade said, almost dreamy. “It was like... it was an angel singing last night. I couldn’t stop listening.”

Ruth grinned, nudging her playfully. “And he’s pretty and hot.”

Jade’s cheeks warmed slightly, but she shrugged, a teasing smile on her lips. “I know, darling.”

Ruth leaned back on the bed, crossing her arms with a mock serious expression. “Be careful though. Most guys nowadays seem nice, but they aren’t.”

Jade nodded, a small smirk tugging at her lips. “I’m living proof of that.”

Ruth’s stomach rumbled loudly, cutting through the conversation and drawing a laugh from Jade. “You’re hungry,” Ruth observed, a twinkle in her eye.

“Very,” Jade admitted, rolling her eyes at the timing of it all.

“Let’s go eat,” Ruth said decisively, hopping off the bed.

Jade paused, a small smile tugging at her lips despite the tension. “You know... I’m actually glad George walked out on me.”

Ruth blinked, curious. “Why?”

Jade’s face lit up, the warmth in her smile spreading as she walked over to Ruth and pulled her into a hug. “Because I got an amazing man,” she said, her voice bright, “named Alexander.”

Ruth laughed, wrapping her arms around her friend. “Very funny. Love you so much, weirdo.”

“Love you too, crazy bitch,” Jade said, laughing as they pulled back. The tension in the room seemed to melt away as they grabbed their jackets and headed out the door.

The walk to the campus cafeteria was quiet at first, Jade’s hands buried in the pockets of her hoodie. The evening air was cool, carrying the faint scent of the nearby ocean and the warmth of the dying sun. Ruth matched her pace, occasionally glancing over to Jade, who was unusually silent, her thoughts clearly elsewhere.

Finally, Ruth broke the silence. “You know... you can tell your parents tomorrow that I’m coming too. We’ll face them together, and if it gets rough, I promise I’ll step in.”

Jade nodded, a shiver of reassurance running through her. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, Ruth. Seriously.”

“You’d survive,” Ruth said, smirking. “But I’ll make it easier, trust me.”

As they entered the bustling cafeteria, the smell of grilled food and fresh bread hit them immediately. Jade’s stomach growled, and she couldn’t help but laugh. Ruth nudged her playfully. “See? You’re alive. That’s a good start.”

They grabbed trays and loaded up with food, the casual chatter around them fading into a background hum. Jade felt her shoulders relax slightly with each bite, the comfort of Ruth’s presence grounding her. For a moment, she allowed herself to just be a young woman navigating a complicated life, yet surrounded by people who cared.

“So,” Ruth said, leaning back slightly and taking a sip of her juice, “tell me more about Alexander. He sounds... different.”

Jade’s lips curved into a small, dreamy smile. “He is. Last night... It was like he could see right through everything. All the pain I’d been holding onto, he just... helped me let it out. And the way he listens... it’s like he actually cares. Not just words, but... presence.”

Ruth’s eyes softened. “That sounds... really rare. You’re lucky, Jade. Don’t let him slip away.”

Jade nodded slowly, a sense of calm settling over her. “I know. And I don’t think I will. I just... I want to take it slow, you know? On my time. But... I like him. A lot.”

Ruth smiled, her eyes twinkling. “Good. You deserve that. You’ve been through too much to settle for anything less.”

They ate in companionable silence for a while, the hum of conversation and clatter of trays around them fading into the background. Jade felt a sense of relief she hadn’t known she needed. She was scared for tomorrow, yes, but she wasn’t alone. And for the first time in a long time, she felt... ready.

As they left the cafeteria, laughing over something trivial Ruth had said, Jade glanced out at the campus grounds. The sun had fully set, leaving a wash of gold and purple across the sky. For the first time in weeks, she felt a flicker of hope. Maybe tomorrow wouldn’t be as terrifying as she imagined. Maybe, just maybe, everything would turn out alright.

Ruth bumped her shoulder playfully. “Come on, weirdo. Let’s go back. We’ve got plans to face parents and survive the night.”

Jade laughed, the sound light and freeing. “Yeah. Let’s do this. Together.”

And as they walked back to their dorm, side by side, Jade felt a quiet strength settling in her chest. She didn’t know exactly what tomorrow would bring, but with Ruth at her side and the memory of Alexander’s calm presence still fresh in her mind she felt like she could face anything.
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​Chapter Four


[image: ]




The restaurant glowed with warm amber lights, casting a soft shimmer over polished silverware and crystal glasses. Soft piano music floated from the corner, unintrusive yet soothing, as conversations murmured from other tables like a gentle tide. Ruth tugged lightly on the sleeve of her cardigan, her fingers fidgeting against the seam. Across from her, Jade sat upright, her dark hair cascading softly over her shoulders, eyes darting often toward the entrance of the restaurant.

“Do you think they’ll be happy?” Jade asked quietly, barely above a whisper. She didn’t look at Ruth but instead stared at the candle flickering in the middle of the table. Its light danced in her eyes.

Ruth offered a reassuring smile. “They love you, Jade. Whatever happens, they’ll stand by you.” She reached across the table and gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

Jade exhaled slowly, as though releasing weeks of bottled up worries. The restaurant door swung open then, letting in a swirl of cold evening air and the familiar faces Jade had been waiting for.

“There they are,” Ruth said, nudging her gently.

Joel and Rose Woods stepped inside, brushing off the chill from their coats. Joel, tall, solidly built, with streaks of gray in his beard looked around until his eyes landed on Jade. Rose stood beside him, her auburn hair neatly tucked behind her ears, her expression warm and filled with anticipation.

“Mom! Dad!” Jade stood quickly and hurried toward them. Ruth rose too, smiling pleasantly as she greeted the couple.

“How have you guys been doing, Mr. and Mrs. Woods?” Ruth asked politely, stepping aside to let Jade hug her parents.

Joel beamed. “We’ve been good, Ruth. Actually, we’ve felt even better since Jade asked us to come visit her.” He patted Jade’s shoulder lovingly.

Rose’s eyes sparkled as she looked at her daughter. “We figured if our baby invited us here for dinner, it must mean she has some great news to share.” She brushed Jade’s cheek fondly. “You look radiant, sweetheart.”

Jade swallowed, forcing a smile. “Let’s sit first,” she said softly, guiding them to the table.

Once they were seated, menus lying untouched in front of them, Joel leaned forward, eyes curious. “So, what’s the news, dear?”

Jade looked briefly at Ruth before answering, “Maybe we should order first.” Her voice wavered slightly.

Joel frowned but nodded. A waitress, smiling professionally, stepped forward. She took their orders: steak for Joel, grilled salmon for Rose, pasta primavera for Jade, and a Caesar salad for Ruth. Once their menus were collected and the waitress departed, Rose turned her attention to Ruth.

“How’s school, Ruth?” she asked kindly.

Ruth smiled politely. “School is good, a little bit stressful, but it’s going well.”

Joel chuckled. “I told you, Rose, our daughter is lucky to have a friend like Ruth.”

“I know, Dad,” Jade murmured, though her gaze was fixed on the tablecloth, tracing patterns with her fingertip.

Joel sat back in his chair and folded his arms. “Alright, baby. Enough suspense. What’s this news you wanted to share with us?”

The restaurant seemed to fall silent around them. Jade lifted her head and met her father’s gaze, her eyes glistening with nervousness. She took a slow breath.

“Mom... Dad... I’m pregnant.”

The words landed like stones hitting still water. Rose’s fork, which she had been adjusting absentmindedly, clattered softly against her plate.

“You what?” Rose said, blinking as if she hadn’t heard correctly.

Jade clasped her hands tightly together. “Pregnant,” she repeated, her voice barely audible.

Joel stared at her, unmoving. His lips parted slightly. “This must be some kind of prank,” he said, searching her expression for a sign of jest.

“It’s not, Dad,” Jade said quickly, eyes watering. “I’m actually pregnant.”

Rose turned to Ruth, as though hoping for clarification. “Is she telling the truth?”

Ruth nodded solemnly. “Yes. She’s been pregnant for about three weeks now.”

Just then, as though oblivious to the storm brewing at their table, the waiter arrived with their appetizers and set the steaming dishes before them one by one. The aroma of rosemary and garlic filled the air. No one reached for their utensils.
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