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      “Oh thank God.” Jules hurriedly pushed open the glass door of the restaurant and stepped inside. She peeled the coat from her body while resisting the urge to shake her head like a dog to get rid of the water dripping from her hair. The perfectly formed blond ringlets were completely gone, and her hair clumped to the sides of her head like a wet newspaper. If only she’d paid better attention to the icons the small Asian woman on the television had been pointing to during the weather news back at the apartment, she wouldn’t have left without an umbrella. However, she was happy to be inside, where it was warm and dry while the rain continued to beat menacingly against the pavement, the roofs, and the awnings of the buildings.

      After hanging her coat by the rack at the door, she kicked off her Chucks and placed them on the shoe rack. Spotting her friends at the far corner of the restaurant, she made a beeline for them.

      “There she is. The woman of the hour,” her best friend Katie greeted with a wide grin. All eyes were turned to her.

      Jules gave her friends an apologetic smile as she sat on the floor and folded her legs. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

      “We were beginning to think you’d never show,” Kylie, who was more Katie’s friend than Jules’s, said with what Jules could only describe as feigned concern.

      “I got caught in the rain,” she explained, averting her gaze to look at the various dishes lining the circumference of the table. It all looked very appetizing and smelled even better from the aromas hitting her nose. Her belly grumbled with need. But, just as quickly as the desire came to sample the food, it went with the feeling of wanting to vomit.

      “You should try the Galbitang. It’s really good,” Stephen, another one of her friends, suggested, distracting her from her troublesome feelings.

      “Okay, I’ll go with that first, then,” Jules agreed, accepting the bowl of beef soup he offered to her. She quickly took a few sips and mewled in satisfaction at the warmth filling her empty stomach as the rich, hearty soup made its way down her throat.

      “I still can’t believe we’re almost done with our degrees,” Samantha, the final person at their table, beamed.

      “Yeah,” Katie agreed. “Just think about it. Next February, we will be holders of bachelor’s in international relations going on to do great things at the UN as ambassadors and making this world a better place,” she finished in a diplomatic tone.

      The group of friends looked at each other knowingly before bursting into laughter. 

      “We’d be lucky to fill the volunteer positions, let alone become ambassadors,” Samantha chimed in with a shake of her head. The others nodded in agreement.

      “Oh come on, guys. I know that we’re more than capable of doing exactly what we set out to do. There’s no way we’re going to allow anything to get in our way of achieving our goal,” Jules countered. “Look at where we are now,” she continued, arms wide open.

      “A restaurant?” Katie asked, her brows scrunched up in confusion.

      “No, silly. I was talking about the fact that we are here in Seoul because we believed we could study anywhere to be great. Even when they said there would be too much of a language barrier, we didn’t listen. We came, and we conquered, and we loved it. For that reason, the future is definitely looking bright.”

      “Here, here—”

      “Here.”

      Jules’s group of friends all agreed in unison as they raised the small glasses of yakju to their lips and finished it off in one go.

      “Cheers to an August of fun,” Katie added while the others grinned and nodded in agreement.

      Jules’s smile turned into a grimace as the uneasy feeling resurfaced with a vengeance. She put her hand over her mouth as she hurriedly rose from the table and headed for the bathroom. The moment she entered the stall, she fell to the floor as the contents of the meal forcibly exited her mouth into the toilet bowl. She spent the next two minutes retching, waiting for the urge to vomit and the feeling of dizziness to subside. When she was sure that it was over, she slowly got to her feet and made her way to the sink to rinse her mouth. She took in her appearance in the mirror and cringed. 

      Her face looked pallid and clammy all at once, and her bedraggled hair made it even worse. Sighing tiredly, she turned on the tap and ran water into her cupped palms before splashing the cool liquid over her feverish skin. After a few more splashes, she patted her face dry with the hand towel from the dispenser. She proceeded to make her way back to the table.

      “How are you feeling?” Katie asked the minute she sat down. 

      “I’m feeling much better. Thanks.” Jules’s lips turned up in a reassuring smile. Katie’s green gaze burrowed into her before they furrowed in skepticism, but she didn’t say anything further.

      “I don’t know, Jules. You obviously have something. This is the fourth time I’ve seen you with an upset stomach in the past week,” Samantha noted before adding in a worried tone, “are you sure you didn’t pick up a stomach bug?”

      “That would explain it. I mean, Sam’s right. You haven’t been able to keep anything down for a while now.” Katie gave her a pointed look.  “It has to be that you’ve caught a stomach virus—”

      “Or it could be that she’s pregnant.”

      Every eye at the table turned to look at Kylie in shock.

      “Kylie,” Katie spoke forcefully.

      “What?” she asked defensively. “You’re all acting like Little Miss Perfect is too much of a Goody Two-shoes for that to happen to her. I don’t think she has a bug, so the only other logical explanation is that she’s pregnant,” she argued.

      The entire table was silent, including Jules, whose heart beat wildly against her chest as the feeling of bile and panic clambered its way up her throat. 

      “Jules is not pregnant. End of story,” Katie broke the silence to affirm.

      Stephen and Samantha bobbed their heads in agreement with Katie’s statement, even though their own eyes shone with uncertainty.

      “Now, can we please get back to finishing this very expensive meal and finish planning our vacation?”

      The conversation picked up from where it had left off before Jules had dashed off to the bathroom but try as she might, Jules could not keep up. Her mind was in turmoil, and it felt as if a fist had found its way around her heart, squeezing it so tight that the pain was unbearable. She didn’t touch any of the food for the rest of the evening but drank the rose tea they’d ordered to help calm her stomach. Katie kept throwing worried glances in her direction while Kylie glowered at her whenever their eyes met.

      Jules was glad when it was time to leave the restaurant and even happier when they stepped outside, and the evening sky that had transitioned into a deep purplish blue did not have a hint of moisture in it.

      “Who’s game for some late-night drinking and fun at Sub Zero? I heard they’re having a live performance from one of the popular K-pop boy bands,” Kylie suggested, looking hopefully around the group.

      “I am definitely for it. I’m not ready for this night to end,” Stephen readily agreed.

      “Okay,” Samantha also agreed.

      “What do you say, Jules. Do you wanna go?” Katie turned to ask her best friend.

      From the corner of her eye, she could see Kylie with her hands folded across her chest and her brows furrowed in a deep frown as she looked in their direction.

      “No. That’s fine. I think I’m just gonna go back to the apartment and get some rest.”

      “Want me to come with you to make sure you’re all right? I can make my grandma’s chicken soup.”

      “No. Go have fun. You deserve to instead of always taking care of me,” Jules pushed. She could see Kylie shake her head in displeasure, and she didn’t want there to be any more tension than there had already been between her and the girl. It was evident that Kylie, who Katie had met a few months ago in one of her elective classes, was trying to monopolize her time and freeze Jules out. Naturally, Jules would have fought to remind her who was Katie’s best friend, but not tonight.

      “You deserve this,” she spoke earnestly.

      Katie looked unsure and opened her mouth to say something, but Kylie beat her to it.

      “Can we go now? Julia will manage without you for this one night, Kat. Let’s go.”

      Katie’s head turned to her group of friends waiting expectantly behind her before her green gaze fell on Jules once more with an apology.

      “Go,” Jules implored. “I’ll see you when you get back.”

      With that, the four left in the opposite direction, and Jules watched them with a small upturn of her lips as they talked and laughed down the street. Turning around, she made her way down the sidewalk toward the bus stop. 

      Kylie’s words from earlier popped into her head. Instinctively, her hand reached up to touch her tummy. She remembered that she’d been late for more than a month now. Initially, she’d thought it had been because she was so stressed about her finals, but now she wasn’t so sure. Spotting the Korean sign for pharmacy on the corner of a building across the street from her, she quickly made her way over to it and stepped inside.

      Jules walked up to the shelves that ran from one end of the room to the next, perusing the various items there. She could make out the names of some, mostly those in English, but the Korean ones proved formidable for her. Finally, she was able to identify what she’d come in to get. After grabbing a few boxes, she headed to the cashier with her head low. She kept her head down as she placed the items on the counter and waited for the old man to check them. She quickly dropped them into her handbag and rushed out of the store to her bus stop. She was just in time to see the bus pulling up, and she hurriedly got on, making her way to the back. For the whole ride, she could focus on nothing else other than the items that seemed to be burning a hole in her bag and what she had to do when she got home.

      In less than twenty minutes, Jules was in her apartment. Removing her coat, she removed the boxes from her bag and made her way to the bathroom. After following the instructions, she sat on the toilet seat as she waited for the time to pass. As the seconds ticked by, the silence of the room became deafening. She tapped her leg in rapid succession, feeling as if she was going crazy. She jumped, frightened by the timer on her phone going off.  She walked gingerly toward the sink and grabbed the first stick, bringing it to her face. 

      All the blood drained from her face when she saw the two pink lines in the result window. She quickly scooped up the others, desperate for them to contradict the first result, but they all displayed two pink lines. The sticks fell from her hand and landed in the sink with a clatter. Her legs felt like lead, so Jules returned to sitting on the toilet seat. She rested her head against her palms as her elbows rested on her legs for support. Her head felt as if it was about to explode.

      How could this have happened?

      A tear slipped down her cheek at the shame she felt. Slowly, she slid to the floor and brought her legs up to her chest as she buried her head between them, allowing the flood of tears to fall unhindered. She wasn’t sure when the tears had subsided or when she had fallen asleep. She felt herself being shaken and her name being called.

      “Jules. Wake up. What’s wrong?”

      Her eyes slowly opened to see her friend’s face hovering over her in concern. 

      “What’s wrong? Why are you sleeping in the bathroom?”

      Jules gradually raised herself up to a sitting position and rested her back against the tub.

      “Jules, you’re scaring me. Your eyes are puffy, and you look very sick. Maybe we need to go to the emergency room. I’m gonna call Mike to come to pick us up.”

      “No. Don’t do that. I’m not…sick,” Jules managed to get through her lips.

      Katie looked up from her phone to stare at her friend, with her brows turned up in concern. “Then what’s wrong? I hate seeing you like this,” she revealed.

      Jules turned her head, not sure how to tell her friend. 

      “Jules, it’s me. You know you can talk to me,” Katie coaxed, coming to sit beside her, and taking her hand in hers.

      Jules turned to her with tears in her eyes. “I’m…I’m pregnant.”

      Katie's green eyes widened in shock. “Are you sure,” she asked after some seconds of silence.

      “Check the bathroom sink,” Jules advised her.

      Katie got up and went to the sink, her hand covering her mouth at the evidence staring back at her.

      “Oh no, Jules. I’m so sorry.” Katie sighed, walking over to Jules and gathering her in her arms as she sobbed uncontrollably.

      “Have you told Noah?” Katie asked Jules when her sobs slowed to soft whimpers.

      “He’s deployed, remember. I can’t reach him because I have no idea where he is,” Jules answered.

      “What about the number for his parents?”

      “What about it?” Jules asked, lifting her head from her friend’s chest.

      “He told you to call them in case of an emergency. I’m pretty sure this qualifies as an emergency,” Katie reasoned.

      At the look of hesitation on Jules’s face, Katie pressed, “Call them.” She rose and held her hand out to Jules, helping her to stand up. The two women exited the bathroom, and Jules went over to the couch to retrieve her cell phone before heading into her room to get the number.

      Katie watched as she dialed the number and put the phone against her ear. The call was answered after the third ring.

      “Hello?” A female who sounded too young to be Noah’s mother answered the phone. 

      “H-hello is this the residence of the McKinleys?” she nervously asked.

      “Yes, it is. How can I help you?” the woman asked.

      “Um…well…I’m a friend of Noah’s. I was hoping to talk with his mother or father,” Jules replied.

      There was a small pause on the line before the woman responded, “You can talk to me. I’m his fiancée, Dina.”

      Jules drew in a sharp breath, feeling as if the rug had just been pulled from beneath her.

      “H-His…his fian- fiancée?” she stuttered.

      Katie’s eyes widened in surprise.

      “That’s right,” the woman replied. “What is the message you wanted to leave?”

      “Uh, um, never mind. I’ll call back another time.” Jules quickly ended the call and sagged against the couch, her world shattering into a million pieces.

      Katie sat beside her and held her hand wordlessly in support. An hour later, Katie managed to get her to call her mom, and like before, she watched Jules dial the number and put the phone to her head.

      After the third ring, her mother picked up.

      “Hello?”

      “Mom.”

      “Hi, sweetie. I’m so happy you called,” Cora chirped. 

      Dread settled in her chest like a cannonball. “Mom…I need to tell you something.”

      “What is it, sweetie?” Cora asked, getting into protective mother mode.

      “Mom. I’m pregnant.”

      There was a long pause after her revelation as she waited for her mother to say something.

      “Mom…are you there?”

      “I am, sweetie. This is what I need you to do…”

      Jules listened attentively to what her mother instructed before disconnecting the call with a heavy sigh.

      “What did she say?” Katie asked.

      Jules looked up at her friend with sadness. 

      “I’m booking a flight back to the States. I’m heading to Oak Harbor.”
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      Jules reclined on the Adirondack with a thick blanket settled over her as she looked out at the snow-covered landscape from the side porch of her grandparents’ home. The bare limbs of the trees bowed under the pressure of snowflakes that fell on them, hardening to glassy icicles as they clung to the branches and trunks of the trees. The shrubs along the sides of the house that retained their leaves were not exempted from the icy flakes that lay heavily on them, pushing their limbs toward the earth. The brilliance of the evening sun penetrated the thick gray clouds that blanketed the sky, casting its orange glow across the horizon as it fell on the dark-green waters of the harbor, creating a magnificent reflection of its splendor.

      Jules absently rubbed her slightly swollen belly under the blanket; the friction of skin against the material generated heat that seeped through her sweater, warming her flesh. The fire crackled in the gas pit, sending out its heat for her to remain comfortable in the position she was in. 

      She continued to enjoy the scenery in front of her before her thoughts deviated, and she was forced to think about what led her to being in Oak Harbor. Five months ago, she’d been overcome with happiness that life was going better than she could have ever expected. She was in her final year of college; she had a boyfriend whom she was looking forward to building a deeper connection with when he got back from his tour, and she’d also had a job lined up once her degree was completed. All of that came to a screeching halt the moment she found out she was pregnant. She had been facing a plethora of challenges ever since. She’d decided to sit out her final semester. She erased all ties with the father of her child because he turned out to be a lying cheat, and ultimately, she’d had nothing but her thoughts to contend with over the past couple of months while everyone else continued to move forward and make progress. It was as if life had carried on without her while she stood still, watching and praying for it all to just be a bad dream. 

      What made it worse was that she didn’t have anyone to talk to. She was surrounded by more family than she’d ever had around when growing up, and yet she felt completely alone. Her mother had tried to talk to her, tried to understand her, but each attempt had only resulted in her making matters worse, and it didn’t help that every time she looked at Jules, all Jules could see was the disappointment swimming in her eyes. The one person she thought she could always count on being there for her became the most distant throughout her predicament. She thought she and Erin would have had time to talk about what had happened and that she could have helped her make the right decision, but Erin left immediately after her cousin Rory’s wedding. She was disappointed that her own sister could treat her this way. They had always been each other’s confidantes, and now it felt as if Jules knew nothing about what was going on in her sister’s life, and Erin didn’t seem at all bothered that she didn’t know what was going on in Jules’s life.

      The ringing of her phone brought her out of her musings. She pulled the device from under the covers and opened it to see an incoming call from her best friend. Her heart leaped. She hadn’t spoken to Katie in over three months. Drawing in a deep breath and releasing slowly, she pressed the answer button.

      “Hello?” she answered tentatively.

      “Hi, Jules,” her friend answered in an equally cautious tone.

      “Hi, Katie.”

      There was a brief pause as they both struggled with what to say.

      “How are you?” Katie finally asked, breaking the crackling silence.

      “I’m…okay,” Jules breathed out, sitting up straighter on the chair. “And you?”

      “I’m good.”

      There was another pause as the two women danced around the topic that had led to them not communicating.

      Katie inhaled deeply before exhaling gradually. “Look, Jules. I’m sorry about what I said to you about throwing away your life and all that. It wasn’t my place to say those things, and I know now that I need to respect your wishes and support you the best way I can as your friend,” she rushed out in one breath. “I just want you to know that I’m really, really sorry, and I miss you.”

      Jules’s beamed as her chest warmed over with emotion. 

      “I miss you too,” she confessed. “And I’m sorry for shouting at you. You had every right to say what you did. I shouldn’t have gotten so angry because I knew you were only looking out for my best interest.”

      “Classes haven’t been the same without you.”

      A tear slipped down Jules’s cheek. “I wish I was there,” she revealed sadly.

      “Hey, don’t cry. I’m sorry I brought it up. Let’s talk about something more…something more cheerful. Did I ever tell you what happened to my cat, Franny on the farm back home?”

      “No,” Jules said through her tears, already knowing that this was going to be a very funny story. Katie always had the funniest stories about the animals back on her family farm in Ohio, where she grew up. They always made Jules laugh, no matter how terrible her mood was. 

      As Katie launched into the story, Jules chortled uncontrollably about how much she enjoyed the story. By the time her friend was finished, she was holding her tummy as laughter shook her body, causing her to heave from the exertion of it all. 

      “Thank you,” she breathed out appreciatively when she was able to catch her breath.

      “Any time,” Katie replied.

      “Please, let’s not wait this long to talk to each other again, and keep me updated on everything happening at school. I may not be there, but at least I can live vicariously through you,” Jules implored.

      “Will do,” Katie said after a brief pause.

      “Take care.”

      “Bye.”

      The smile remained glued to Jules’s lips after she hung up with her friend, but her eyes also glistened with unshed tears. The call had been pleasant, but it was also a reminder that she’d given up so much, and though she tried to keep her emotions in check, it was impossible when she was alone with her thoughts. A tear glided down her face and then another until they started running into each other in their mad dash to hang precariously off her chin before landing against the blanket. It was glaringly obvious to her that she was a failure.        

      As the tears dwindled, Jules released a gust of air, and she sagged against the chair once more, resting the phone beside her. She felt tiny flutters in her belly before a tiny jab landed against her navel.  Automatically, her hand rested against her stomach, and she grinned to herself as another jab pulsed against her palm.

      “Hi, sweetie,” she cooed, rubbing her belly soothingly. “I know it might feel confusing now, but I just want you to know how much I love you already. I can’t wait to meet you.” She continued to run her hands over her belly as she stared out at the sky, transitioning through a spectrum of orange, pink, and blue hues as the sun descended over the horizon. “No matter what happens, I will always love you, and I will make sure you’re protected,” she absolved.

      “Hi.”       

      Jules’s head flung upward until her eyes connected with her mother’s blue-gray ones staring down at her.   

      “Hi,” she returned softly. 

      “I thought you might want something warm. It’s really cold out here, even with the fire going and all,” Cora expressed, handing her daughter one of the steaming mugs she held before taking a seat on one of the chairs beside her.

      Jules brought the cup up to her lips and sipped the hot beverage, welcoming the warmth as it traveled down her throat to settle in her chest.

      “Thanks for the hot chocolate,” she said, raising the cup in gratefulness. 

      “You’re welcome,” Cora replied, beaming. She took a few sips from her own cup and turned to look out at the activities of nature.

      The two sat in silence for some time before Cora finally spoke.

      “Have you heard from your sister?” she asked.

      “No, I haven’t,” Jules replied, fixing the blanket more firmly around her frame.

      Cora’s head moved up and down in understanding as her eyes glassed over and her lips pursed in concern. “I’ve been trying to get a hold of her since she left, but her phone keeps going to voicemail,” she revealed.

      “I’m sure she’s fine,” Jules spoke dismissively and turned to look straight ahead of her.

      Cora turned to her daughter, a look of surprise on her face. Slowly, her head returned to its original position.

      Silence ensued for some time again until Cora chose to speak up.

      “Jules, I don’t know when we stopped talking or how the trust we used to share became so broken, but I wish I could have prevented that because I can see that you have so much bottled up inside and that it’s taking a toll on you. I want to help you, but I don’t even know how or where to start.”

      Jules didn’t know how to respond to her mother’s words. She did miss them being able to talk about any and everything, but ever since her dad cheated on her mom, she’d started telling her less and less about what was happening in her life. She hadn’t even told her that she had been in a relationship which had probably made her pregnancy news all the more shocking. At the time, she’d rationalized that Cora was going through so much with the divorce, then her dad dying, and her having to move to Oak Harbor to take care of Grandma Becky.

      She hadn’t wanted to add to all that. But then she’d found out she was pregnant and had no one else to call but her mother. She’d heard the disappointment in Cora’s voice when she’d instructed her to come home. It hit even more forcefully when Cora wouldn’t look at her when she picked her up at the port in Clinton. Whenever their eyes would accidentally meet, Jules could see the dissatisfaction in their blue-gray depths. That’s when she started feeling even more alone, as if what happened to her had been the most unforgivable thing. 

      “I want you to know that I love you very much. You and your sister are my greatest pride and joy, and no matter what, that will never change. I just don’t…” Cora released an unsure breath. “I only want what’s best for you…and for the baby.”

      Jules wanted to refute her mother’s claims, but still, she remained silent.

      “Whatever you decide to do, just know that I am here for you, and I will stand by your decision.”

      She looked over at her mother with a slight lift of her lips in acknowledgment.

      “Thanks,” she replied simply before returning her attention to the covered landscape where everything was hidden under the perfectly laid snow. She brought the warm beverage to her lips and took a few more sips.

      The sky was almost completely dark at this time, and the porch lights came on automatically, filling and brightening the space. 

      “I’m gonna go check on Mom,” Cora informed her, rising from the chair she sat on. “Remember to put out the fire when you’re coming in.”

      “Okay,” Jules replied plainly, not bothering to look at her mother. Cora made her way inside.

      As she pondered what her mother had said, Jules realized she didn’t even know what was best for herself let alone what was best for the baby that was getting bigger with each passing moment. All she knew was that she loved her baby more and more every day, but she also didn’t know if she had what it took to be the best mother for her.

      It scared her to death.
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      “Tale as old as time.”

      “Song as old as rhyme.”

      “Beauty and the beast. Oh, oh, oh-oh…Beauty and the beast.”

      Jules held on to Katie as they belted out the last set of lyrics that appeared on the screen. At the end of their duet, they turned to see their friends staring at them, awestruck.

      “Oh my gosh. You guys…you’re amazing,” Samantha, who was the first one to recover, praised. She brought her hands up and applauded. Soon the others joined in, cheering and complimenting how well they sounded together— all but one.

      Jules and Katie giggled, deliriously happy with their friends’ reactions. After bowing, they took their seats.

      “All right, who’s next?” Steven asked.

      “I’ll go,” Kylie volunteered. She gingerly made her way to the raised platform and keyed in the song she wanted on the karaoke machine. The lyrics of the song immediately popped up on the monitor as the first few chords of an upbeat number permeated the small room they’d rented for this. When Kylie belted out the first few notes, the group cheered loudly, rocking along in support. 

      “Aren’t you glad you decided to come tonight?” Katie all but shouted into Jules’s ear.

      Jules smiled broadly while nodding and giving her friend the thumbs-up.

      Katie nodded back approvingly before turning back to the brunette on the stage. When Kylie was finished, the group of friends allowed Stephen to fill their shot glasses with soju.

      “Here’s to another semester completed successfully and hopefully no failures,” Allen, another of their friends, toasted.

      They all raised their glasses in agreement before tilting their heads back and downing the content.

      Jules was indeed happy. This meant that she only had a year left at Seoul University. She couldn’t wait too finally be over it.

      After a few more okay performances and some laughable ones, the group gathered their belongings and left the Noraebang.

      Jules giggled as she stepped through the glass door onto the sidewalk. She felt herself hit what felt like a brick walk before she lost her balance and started falling. With eyes closed, she braced for impact with the concrete, but it never came. Hands that felt like bands of steel wrapped around her upper arms and pulled her swiftly upward. 

      “Are you all right?” a deep masculine voice asked the moment she was righted on her feet.

      Jules looked up to see a tall guy looming over her. His eyes which she guessed were green, stared down at her with concern. She felt her pulse quicken at how good he looked. He wore a white shirt that stretched across his broad shoulders as it accentuated his lean physique. A pair of black joggers and black loafers completed his ensemble.

      “I am fine, thanks,” she managed to say, her heart fluttering wildly as his masculine scent mingled with the cologne he wore, assuaged her senses. Jules took a step back, and the guy’s hands immediately fell from her arms. “I’m sorry for bumping into you like that,” she apologized, pulling her coat tightly against her to ward off the icy cold air whistling around them.

      “It’s fine.” The guy smirked, raking his fingers through his dirty blond hair and pushing back the strands that fell over his forehead. “I’m going to go. Your friends seem to be losing patience as well,” he said, his eyes looking past her.

      Jules turned to see her friends staring curiously back at them. “Right.” She took another step back. “Again. Sorry about earlier. Bye.” With that, she turned and walked over to her group of friends.

      Katie gave her a knowing look that she chose to ignore. When she looked back, he was already gone.

      “I don’t want this night to end,” Stephen chirped. “Let’s go to that new club they opened.”

      And just like that, they’d ended up at the newly opened club, dancing wildly to a number of K-pop songs blaring from the speakers. Jules flailed her arms in the air and moved her body from side to side. Her eyes fluttered shut as she allowed the beat to move her. She felt herself bump into someone from behind, and she turned around to apologize, but her words caught in her throat at the person standing before her.

      “We should stop meeting like this, or someone could get badly hurt,” he joked, his voice raised above the noise to make sure she heard him.

      Jules smiled sheepishly and turned to leave. Her eyes widened in surprise when she felt his hand wrap around hers.  “Can I ask you for a dance?”

      She hesitated for a bit before shaking her head yes. The music changed to something softer, and Jules allowed him to bring her in closer with his hands on her waist. She reached up to wrap her hands around his neck and stared into his glittering eyes as they swayed to the music. 

      “I’m Noah, by the way,” the handsome stranger introduced himself.

      “I’m Julia, but everyone calls me Jules,” she returned.

      Noah bobbed his head slowly. “I like it,” he replied, a toothy grin brightening his face.

      For the second time that night, Jules felt her pulse quicken, and she quickly averted her eyes as she felt the heat creeping up her neck.

      After the end of the song, Jules allowed him to walk her back to her seat, and Jules introduced him to her group of friends.

      “Why don’t you sit with us?” Katie suggested, ignoring the death glare Jules was giving her.

      “I’m actually here with a bunch of my buddies,” Noah explained.

      “They can join us if they want,” Samantha jumped in with an eager smile on her lips.

      Jules groaned internally.

      “All right, I’ll go ask them.”

      In less than two minutes, Noah and three other guys who looked as if they lived in the gym joined Jules and her friends.

      For the remainder of the night, Jules realized that while Noah’s friends kept up the conversation with her friends, Noah seemed only interested in talking to her. Kylie, on numerous occasions, tried to get his attention but was unsuccessful, which Jules noticed left her sullen, and on more than one occasion, she caught the girl glowering at her.

      At the end of the night, Jules was beat but satisfied with her decision to go out with her friends. March was less than a week away, which meant the beginning of her final year at college and one that she couldn’t afford to entertain any type of distraction. 

      “Can I walk you and your friends to the bus stop?” Noah asked as they filed out of the club.

      “Um…sure,” she nervously agreed. “It’s just Katie and me, though. The others live on campus,” she explained.

      After saying goodbye to their friends, Jules, Katie, Noah, and Bill, one of the guys from his group, turned and walked toward the bus stop. Jules noticed that Katie and Bill chose to walk ahead of them, which gave her the idea they were trying to play matchmakers.

      “Our friends really aren’t that subtle.” Noah laughed beside her as he, too, picked up on what they were doing.

      “No, they are not,” Jules returned with a light chuckle of her own.

      “Tonight was…different than what I had anticipated when the guys pushed me to come out with them,” he continued to say. “I’m glad I did because I got to meet you,” he finished, glancing over at her, his lips curled upward.

      Her face broke out into a smile of its own as heat settled in her cheeks.

      By the time they’d gotten to the bus station, Jules had exchanged numbers with Noah, and when they boarded the bus home, she couldn’t help the grin that stretched across her face as she turned to see him watching the bus with hands in his pocket.

      “Didn’t I tell you that tonight would be an unforgettable one? I’m literally psychic,” Katie professed with a self-satisfied smirk. She threw herself on the sofa in the small living room area they shared.

      “Slow down there, Miss Cleo.” Jules giggled, removing her coat and winter hat and hanging them on the hooks of the organizer by the door. 

      “I bet he’ll be calling you any minute now,” she said.

      Jules’s phone rang just then, and she quickly fished it out of her purse. Her lips automatically lifted, and Katie waved her fist triumphantly.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi. It’s Noah…um…I was just calling to make sure that you made it home safely.”

      Jules’s smile grew at the obvious nervousness in his voice. It was cute.

      “I did. Thanks for checking.”

      There was a short pause on the line, and Jules looked up to see her friend silently ask her what she said.

      Jules discreetly pressed the speaker.

      “So, I know we just met—” 

      “You mean just bumped into each other,” she countered.

      “Yeah, that.” He chuckled.

      Noah’s voice filled the small space and had Katie perched on the edge of the seat as she waited tentatively for him to continue. Jules wanted to laugh at how invested her friend was in this.

      “I’m really glad we did because I’ve never met anyone quite like you, and I would like to get to know you better.  Would you like to go on a date with me tomorrow? That’s if you’re free…”

      Katie mouthed yes, her eyes urging her to do what her lips said.

      “Okay. Yes.”
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        Five months later

      

      

      Jules held on to Noah as tightly as she could, her face buried in his chest, her tears staining his army T-shirt.

      “It’s gonna be all right, I promise. Eight months will run off so quickly, and it’ll be like I never left.” Noah ran his hand over her hair as he kept her face to his chest, the other hand rubbing her back soothingly. “I’ll write often so that you’ll know that I’m okay.”

      “Promise?” Jules raised her head to look into his forest green eyes that stared back at her lovingly.

      “Promise,” he affirmed. “There’ll be some delay because the letters will have to go to the US before they get to you, but I promise I’ll write often, and if you have any emergency and you need to reach me, just call the number I gave you for my folks.”

      “Why can’t we have video calls like all the other couples I see in the movies?” she asked softly.

      Noah chuckled. “We could, but I will be on special assignment, so no traceable forms of communication unless it’s through the commanding officer,” he explained.

      Jules pouted.

      “I wish you didn’t have to go,” she revealed with a crack in her voice.

      “Me too,” Noah replied, a little bit of sadness marring her face.

      Leaning down, he planted a kiss against her lips. “I lo…”

      Her heart skipped a beat as her breath caught in her throat.

      Noah drew in a deep breath and released it before planting a grin on his lips. “I look forward to reading your letters.”

      Jules nodded in response as she processed her feelings toward his near confession. She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed. He hadn’t said it.

      “I’ll see you when you get back,” she said, finally stepping out of his embrace.

      Noah’s green eyes searched her face before a smile graced his own lips.

      “I’ll see you when I get back,” he returned, hauling himself into the back of the pickup that came to take him and his team to the base for deployment.

      The vehicle pulled away, and Noah waved at her as it moved down the street until it disappeared from sight. 

      She felt as if there was so much that had been left unsaid that day, but in the end, it didn’t matter because Noah had proved himself to be a snake.

      “I am his fiancée.”

      Jules woke with a start, her head pounding furiously. She wasn’t sure why her mind kept bringing her back to Noah’s duplicitous actions, but every time it caused her heart to pain as his deception had just happened yesterday. The baby stirring in her belly proved otherwise. Fresh tears rolled down her cheeks as she pulled herself up in the bed. Wiping angrily at the tears staining her cheeks, she flung her legs over the edge of the bed and made her way into the bathroom to find some painkillers in the medicine cabinet.

      As far as she was concerned, Noah didn’t deserve to be part of her baby’s life for what he did.
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