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            Chapter One

         

         Gabi Bloom knew she was being silly and over-the-top, but she didn’t care. She was twenty-two, as of two days ago, a college graduate, and she finally had the first stamp in her passport. This was a special occasion, which meant no holding back.

         She stood in the middle of the rain-soaked street, right there in Galway, Ireland, and spun like she was Gene Kelly dancing through puddles in Singin’ in the Rain.

         Her long ponytail swished against her back, but she was avoiding actually splashing in the puddles because then she’d have to dig something dry to wear out of her backpack, which still sat unopened on the bed in her hostel. Plus, she was technically using said spinning to find the best camera angle from which to capture the essence of her new location—the brick-paved streets shining with rainwater, the vibrantly painted storefronts mixed in with the gray stone facades of older buildings, the glow of the streetlights reflected in the puddles, and the locals—and perhaps travelers like herself—pouring in and out of the various pubs, smiling and laughing. However, staying dry was key. Gabi’s whimsy only extended as far as practicality would allow it.

         Sure, after the flight to Shannon and the hour-plus bus ride to Galway, she was jet-lagged beyond comprehension. But sleep could wait—at least, until it was absolutely necessary. Right now her sole desire was to capture the scene on her Nikon D500—the extremely generous graduation/birthday gift from both her mom’s and her dad’s parents, one of the only times in recent history she could remember the ex-in-laws agreeing on something together.

         Still, Gabi had the gorgeous new camera hanging around her neck, which she’d use to capture the equally gorgeous sites throughout her trip, so she certainly wasn’t complaining. All she wanted was to have the most amazing two months of her life without family complications or competition getting in the way.

         She squeezed her eyes shut for one brief moment, willing her home life to stay where it belonged—at home—and backed up toward the curb to survey her surroundings.

         The light rain that had lasted the whole bus ride from Shannon to Galway had miraculously stopped as soon as Gabi arrived. Now, with the sun on the brink of setting, the quaint street looked like a movie set. It felt like a movie set. And she was the heroine in some romantic comedy like Notting Hill or, even better, a movie about female self-discovery like Under the Tuscan Sun.

         Okay, fine, the second was a book before it was a movie, but both were films she’d watched with her mom as a young teen. While her father spent months (sometimes years) in foreign locales helping salvage forests or planting trees, Gabi and her mom traveled across the globe, one movie at a time. She had a running list in her planner of cities and countries she wanted to visit and photos she wanted to take, starting with this one, right here, in the middle of Eyre Square.

         She chose her settings and squared up the shot. The last rays of the sun were hitting a puddle in the middle of the street just right, reflecting the orange banner along the brick building that read HOSTEL. Her finger hovered over the button, ready to press, but then another light entered the frame, an artificial light that was—moving. It weaved back and forth as it drew closer. She was so used to looking at the world through the eyepiece of a camera that it wasn’t until she heard the high-pitched motor that she lowered her DSLR and saw the scooter careening toward the curb—and an even bigger puddle than the one in the center of the street.

         She only had a second to think. She grabbed her camera, whipped the strap over her head, and held it as high in the air as she could reach. She jumped back, but not before the inexperienced—or possibly inebriated—driver sped through the puddle, spraying her from her nose all the way to her feet.

         “Asshole!” she yelled, just as the moped jumped the curb and hit a light post, the vehicle skidding right and the driver pitching left onto the wet ground. “Oh shit!” She placed her camera, which was thankfully dry, into the bag slung across her torso and raced to where the helmeted rider lay motionless against the curb.

         “Oh no, oh no, oh no. Please don’t let the last thing this guy hears be me calling him an asshole.” Even though he sort of was. He could have killed her—and might have just killed himself.

         “Shit, shit, shit,” she said softly.

         When she got to him, she dropped down to a squat and was relieved to see his eyes were open. They were really good eyes, too—bright blue with thick, dark lashes and Ohmigod, FOCUS, Gabi!

         “Are you okay?” she asked. “I mean, you’re breathing, right? I just saw your chest move, so you’re not dead. Please don’t be dead. Or the only way I’m going to remember this trip will be as the graduation trip where I talked to a dead guy who had gorgeous eyes.”

         He blinked, and she wondered if he was in shock.

         “Should I call nine-one-one? Wait. Do they even have nine-one-one here?”

         She hadn’t anticipated near-death encounters with motorists, which meant that in all she’d read about the places she wanted to travel, she skipped the chapters that dealt with situations such as this—if said chapters even existed.

         “You…” His voice was hoarse.

         Maybe he needed water. Maybe these were his last words, and he was going to tell her something really important that she’d have to pass on to a family member.

         “Should I call someone?” In case he wasn’t a native English speaker, she slowed her cadence and increased her enunciation. “Do you have an emergency number in your phone?”

         He shook his head, then coughed.

         “Oh God!” Gabi said. “You are dying.”

         He held up a finger, asking her to wait, so she bit her lip and held her breath, hoping the first day of her trip wasn’t about to end in unforeseen tragedy.

         “Not…dying,” he said, then sucked in a huge breath. “Wind—knocked out of me.”

         She allowed herself to exhale. “Oh thank goodness. I mean—not thank goodness that the air got knocked out of your lungs but thank goodness you’re not dying. That would have been a bummer.”

         His breathing seemed to be returning to normal, and the corner of his mouth turned up. “You—think my eyes are gorgeous? Because yours aren’t so bad either,” he said, his accent definitely American.

         Gabi gasped and fell backward onto her butt so she was now sufficiently soaked on both sides.

         The victim—if he even was one—rose up onto his elbows and grinned, and she backhanded him on the shoulder. Gently, of course. Even if he was okay, that had been a pretty nasty crash.

         “I’m here freaking out that you’re dead, and you’re flirting with me?” she asked.

         “I’m pretty sure you flirted fir—”

         But he was cut off by a car honking as it approached the two of them and the crashed scooter. The stranger scrambled to his feet, grabbing Gabi by the hand and pulling her up with him before yanking the small vehicle out of the way.

         Gabi’s stomach did a cartwheel, which she chalked up to the adrenaline at having almost been run down not once but twice. It had nothing to do with his hand wrapped firmly around hers.

         “You okay?” he asked.

         She nodded, and despite her stomach settling when he released his grip so he could put both hands on the bike, she held steady on the adrenaline explanation.

         A handful of pub-goers had gathered, lining the pavement behind them, but he waved them off.

         “I’m fine,” he said. “Just don’t tell Colin before I do, okay?”

         “Ay, Ethan,” a young woman said to him with a smile. “See you in the pub.”

         Ethan. His name was Ethan. What was the tiny pang in Gabi’s gut at the other woman already knowing it, speaking it so freely with such a familiar grin?

         He—Ethan—parked the moped successfully against the same post he’d hit. Somehow, other than a flat tire and tiny but visible dent in the frame, it didn’t look too worse for wear. When he turned back to face her and stepped forward, though, Gabi realized he was limping.

         He was a head taller than her five-foot-three-inch frame, and she had to look up to make eye contact with him.

         “You are hurt,” she said. “We should call an ambulance or something. Though I’m not quite sure how that works overseas. Do you know? I’ve read tons of travel books and blogs, but no one says anything about what to do if you see a reckless driver get taken out by a lamppost.”

         So much for flirting. Not that that was what they were doing.

         He unclasped his helmet and pulled it off, running his hand through thick, dark brown waves.

         Gabi’s mouth went dry, but then he narrowed his bright blue eyes at her.

         “Do those books of yours mention anything about how it’s dangerous to stand in the middle of the street in a foreign country? Maybe then you wouldn’t be in the way of supposed reckless drivers,” he said, no sign of that flirty grin.

         “I wasn’t—” she stammered. “I mean, you were the one—” She groaned. “Is it even legal for you to drive here? In a foreign country?” she added, echoing his accusation. “I figured you needed some special license for that.”

         The damp air made his hair curl up above his ears, and Gabi found herself fighting off a grin. She was supposed to be indignant, not thinking about how good-looking he was or how his already too-blue and too-pretty eyes were even more vivid in the glow of the streetlamp.

         She fidgeted with her camera bag, itching—for no explainable reason—to snap a photo of him right here. Right now. But that would be weird, right? Definitely weird.

         He raised a brow. “Ah, something else you missed in your guidebooks.”

         “Huh?” Gabi asked, having lost her train of thought.

         “Driving overseas?”

         “Right!” she said, with more enthusiasm than was necessary. “Driving. Recklessly.” She winced. “You were saying?”

         He shook his head. “If you have a US driver’s license, then you’re qualified to drive in the UK. My buddy Colin who lent me the moped might have a different opinion. And no hospitals. It’s just a previous injury that got a bit of a wake-up call. Happened almost a year ago.”

         “I’m sorry. Sometimes I talk before I think.” She bit her lip, reminding herself to think first, talk second. “Actually, that’s pretty much the norm. But I am glad you’re okay—and that the last thing you ever hear won’t be me calling you an asshole.”

         “You called me an asshole?” He burst out laughing, then winced as he put weight on his left leg.

         She reached for his elbow on instinct, as if she could support him like a crutch, but he braced his palm against the wet lamppost before she made contact, gritting his teeth as he spoke.

         “I’m fine,” he insisted. He was lying, of course, but Gabi wasn’t going to argue. “You were saying? Something about me being an asshole?”

         Gabi threw her hands in the air. Okay, fine. So she was going to argue. “You soaked me and almost my camera too.” She looked at his wet jeans and cargo jacket. “Okay, I guess you’re no better off. Maybe even a little worse. Are you going to be all right? I mean, are you sure there isn’t someone I should call?”

         She wanted to get out of her wet clothes, but at the same time she wanted to stay here, shivering, a little while longer. There was something she liked about him—about Ethan, other than his eyes. For a guy who’d almost bought the farm, he was funny. And charming. And he was flirting with her, wasn’t he?

         He nodded toward Darcy’s Bar, the one connected to her hostel.

         “My shift starts in ten minutes. I need to get in there and break the news to Colin about his bike or scooter or whatever it is. And then I need to beg him for another ten minutes so I can change.”

         Her eyes widened. “You work at Darcy’s?”

         He shrugged. “For the time being. I have an open-ended return ticket. Eventually I’ll head back home to start working for my father.” His shoulders lowered, and he blew out a long breath. There was more to that story, but this didn’t feel like the right time or place to ask. He didn’t even know her name.

         He glanced down at his wet clothes and over at the hopefully-not-ruined scooter. “Looks like my night can only get better from here. So you know Darcy’s?”

         She shook her head. “I mean yes. I mean—I haven’t been there yet. I just checked in to the hostel and was going to maybe grab a drink after I put on some dry clothes.”

         He smiled sheepishly. “Which you wouldn’t have to do if I wasn’t such a shitty driver.”

         Her cheeks warmed. “You said it this time. Not me.”

         “Tell you what…If you promise you’re actually coming down for a drink, the first one’s on me.” He held out his right hand. “I’m—”

         “Ethan,” she blurted, and his eyes widened. “I heard that woman say your name. Guess you’re quite the popular guy around here.”

         Now her cheeks were on fire. Stop. Speaking. Before. Thinking.

         Ethan laughed and nodded toward his still-extended hand. “Are you going to leave me hanging, mystery girl? A name for a name is usually how this works.”

         She wrapped her hand around his and shook. And even though she was wet and cold, an inexplicable warmth spread through her.

         “Gabi,” she said. “It’s very unexpected to meet you, Ethan.”

         His dark brows drew together. “It’s very unexpected to meet you too, Gabi.”

         Together they crossed the street in the direction of their destination, Ethan’s limp slowing them down, not that she minded.

         When they reached the door to the bar, an awkward silence filled the space between them.

         “Thanks for not dying,” she blurted and immediately regretted her equally awkward departing words.

         Ethan laughed. “Thanks for making sure I wasn’t dead. I’m looking forward to our date.”

         She snorted—and regretted that too. “It’s not a date.” He was simply paying her back for doing exactly as he’d just said—making sure he wasn’t dead. She hadn’t come to Europe to date. These next two months were meant to satisfy her wanderlust, to build her portfolio so that she could get a steady, stable job once she got home, maybe apprenticing at an established portrait studio in the hope of one day opening her own. But dating? No, no, no, no, no. That was not on any of her lists or in any of her travel guides, and it certainly wasn’t something you did while traveling overseas for eight short weeks.

         So why did she sort of want it to be a date?

         “I asked you out,” Ethan said, pulling her out of her thoughts. “You said yes. If you show up, it’s a date.”

         She repositioned her bag on her shoulder and cleared her throat. “I don’t remember saying yes. So I guess we’ll have to wait and see if this date—that isn’t a date—actually happens. Goodbye, Ethan.”

         She spun on her heel and bit her lip as she sped around the corner and toward the hostel door.

         Once inside, she blew out a breath and waited several beats for her heart to stop racing and to make sure the goofy smile spreading across her face hadn’t taken up permanent residence.

         Then she headed up the stairs to find some dry clothes for what was not a date with a very handsome, reckless driver of an American bartender in Ireland.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Ethan came through on the free pint and even brought around a couple of appetizers for Gabi and the fellow tourists she’d met from her bus ride into town, but that was the extent of her interaction with the guy who nearly killed himself and then flirted with her on a rain-slicked street in Galway. Apparently when the hostel was filled to capacity, so was the pub—and then some. Plus there was a live Irish folk band, which was amazing but made it impossible for the two of them to do anything more than steal glances across the bar.

         She tried to ignore the little flip in her belly whenever they made eye contact. She would only be in Galway for a few days. And while her attraction to Ethan was undeniable, what was the point? Gabi hadn’t come to Ireland for romance. She came to drink Guinness, to bike along the Dingle Peninsula, and to kiss only the Blarney Stone. Crushing on a guy for a few days would be nothing more than that—a crush. She’d had them before and she would have them again. This wasn’t anything new—even though she hadn’t been able to take her eyes off him since she stepped foot into the pub.

         Ethan grinned at her as he slid three pints across the bar to waiting patrons, and there it was again—the flip and flutter that she hadn’t asked for but that continued to plague her just the same.

         She laughed even as her cheeks filled with heat. Yet despite the riot of activity in her stomach, her eyelids were growing increasingly heavy.

         She stayed as long as her exhaustion would let her, which was almost until midnight. But the need for sleep finally won out. She caught Ethan’s eye as she stood from her table, waved and mouthed Thank you.

         He was filling a pint and mouthed back what looked like What?

         So she formed the words again. Thank. You. For the pint. But I have to go.

         Again, he replied with a silent What?

         People near her were starting to stare at a conversation that was clearly going nowhere, so she rolled her eyes and gave him a vigorous wave and made her way to the door. He at least had to understand that.

         She’d see him again before she left. He was certainly easy enough to find. But the adrenaline of their earlier meeting had finally lost the fight with jet lag.

         Must. Sleep. Now.

         Once outside, the cool night air revived her enough to remind her that she’d never gotten her photo of the city street. She might have lost the glow of the setting sun, but the lights that shone down from under the roof now lit the stone building that housed the hostel and bar. She liked this shot even better.

         Gabi backed into the street, which was quiet. Not a car or weaving scooter in sight. She set the shutter speed and aperture to account for a low-light photo and lifted the camera to her eye. She pressed the button and waited for the satisfying clicking sound that meant she’d finally captured a reminder of her first day on what she hoped would be an amazing two-month journey.

         Click.

         She lowered the camera and sucked in a sharp breath. Because Ethan was standing five feet away, just out of frame.

         She dropped the camera into her bag.

         “Don’t you know it’s dangerous to stand in the middle of the street?” His voice was deeper than she’d remembered from earlier in the evening.

         She laughed, and this time more than butterflies danced in her belly. Her pulse quickened, and her throat tightened. Only hours ago this person had been a stranger she may or may not have inadvertently killed. Thank goodness it was the latter. But now he was making her lose control of functions like simply taking a steady breath.

         She reminded herself it was just a crush, but the rest of her body didn’t feel like listening to her brain.

         Gabi cleared her throat. “I do know this. I almost got taken out by an American who doesn’t know how to drive on the left-hand side of the street. But since said American is nowhere near a motor vehicle at the moment, I feel pretty safe.”

         Safe from getting run over by a moped, but alarm bells went off in her head the closer Ethan got.

         Humor. Deflection. She got that from her mom. She guessed it was how her mother survived teen pregnancy, marriage, and divorce before turning twenty-five. As much as she loved both her parents, they were a lesson in love not worth repeating.

         That was why Gabi had crushed plenty but never loved. That was why she craved stability. That was why this trip was her one and only foray into whimsy.

         Kissing this stranger could definitely be defined as whimsical. But what if Gabi felt something more?

         Ethan took a step toward her, the limp still there but no sign of pain on his face, only a nervous smile that she would guess mirrored her own.

         “I asked you to wait, and you still left,” he said. “So I’m probably an idiot for chasing after you, but—”

         “I thought you were saying what.” She crossed and uncrossed her arms, suddenly scared about why he wanted her to wait. “Because I was saying Thank you for the beer and food and—you chased after me?”

         He shrugged. “I’m a bit slower than usual on account of a slight fender bender I had earlier this evening. Took me a little longer.”

         Her heart hammered at his approach, and her mouth grew dry. She swallowed and took a steadying breath.

         He chased her.

         He hadn’t wanted her to leave.

         What if what he wanted was what she wanted? What then?

         “You never told me how you hurt your leg. Before today, I mean.” Even though she was stalling, she took a step forward, closing the gap between them so that if either moved an inch more, they’d be touching.

         Gabi wanted the two of them to be touching, but her brain begged her to play it safe. To chalk this feeling up to the delirium of jet lag because where minutes ago all she wanted was to flop face-first onto her hostel mattress, now all she could think about was how close her lips were to his and how the electricity thrumming through her defied all logic.

         “My knee,” he said.

         “What?” she blurted.

         He raised a brow. “You asked about my leg, and I was clarifying that it was my knee.”

         “Yes! Sorry. Guess I zoned out there for a second,” she said. “Tell me everything.”

         “Gabi…I didn’t chase after you to tell you my sob story.” He licked his bottom lip, and she swallowed.

         “Why—why did you?” she stammered, her eyes now fixed on both of his lips, her stomach growing tight.

         “Because you’re wildly attracted to me, and I figured you wanted to steal one last glance. It’s okay.” He crossed his arms. “I’ll give you a moment to really let the picture of me slinging beverages solidify in your mind’s eye.”

         She groaned. “Ever think you might be a little overconfident? Or ever think I might not be in Ireland or Europe or whatever to meet someone I’m wildly attracted to? Not that I am—attracted—I mean.” Smooth, Gabi. So smooth.

         “Ever think I might be hiding behind said confidence because I’m actually nervous as hell to tell you the real reason?”

         “Ethan?” she asked, knowing that if she followed where he wanted to lead, her perfectly planned trip for perfectly planned reasons would be perfectly tossed on its head.

         “Yeah?”

         She couldn’t not ask. “Why did you ask me to wait?”

         He blew out a steadying breath. “Because I was afraid if I didn’t, I might not see you again. And I really, really want to see you again, Gabi.”

         Heat spread from her cheeks to the very tips of her toes.

         “This doesn’t make any sense,” she said.

         He shook his head and moved closer.

         Gabi held her breath.

         Ethan dipped his head toward hers. “I think kissing you might be the only thing that makes sense to me right now.”

         She nodded. “I think you’re right.”

         He skimmed his fingers across her hairline. She’d ditched the ponytail tonight, and for a second she wondered what the damp air might be doing to her do. While she’d inherited her dad’s straight hair instead of her mother’s wild curls, there was only so much humidity a girl’s hair could take. But the moment his fingers came to rest on the back of her neck, she forgot that she had hair at all.

         She could feel where every one of his fingers touched her skin. And when his lips swept across hers, it was like she’d just gone over the edge of a roller coaster’s steepest drop. She wrapped her arms around his neck and smiled against him as she stood in the middle of a street in Ireland and kissed a guy she never would have met had he not almost run her off the road.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Two Months Later

         

         Alissa Adler bolted upright in bed, disoriented when she saw that the clock read 3:00 a.m. At first she thought maybe her body clock had tuned in with her daughter Gabi’s arrival; like maybe after eight weeks of her not-so-little girl being gone, it knew Gabi had entered a nearby time zone. But Gabi was still ten hours away from landing, so why the hell had she woken up?

         She didn’t have to pee—shocking. And she’d taken the day off work for Gabi’s homecoming, so it wasn’t like she was late for the train.

         Then it hit her, a wave of nausea like she’d never experienced before. Okay, she’d experienced this—symptom—before, but not like this. Not waking herself from a perfectly good night’s sleep. She barely made it to the toilet in time to seriously lose her lunch. Or in this case, she guessed it was whatever was left of last night’s dinner.

         She hugged the bowl like it was a life vest, and at this point she was pretty sure it was.

         Her food poisoning theory had gone out the window when her symptoms persisted past two days. She’d thought maybe it was a virus, but there’d been no fever. Finally, now, she put two and two together. Her periods had been sporadic for months. Though at thirty-nine she still considered herself too young for the change, there really wasn’t any other explanation.

         She lay with her head on the bowl until she was sure nothing else was coming up, then flushed, pulled herself to her feet, washed her face and brushed her teeth before trudging back to her bed.

         This had been going on for two weeks already. None of her friends had started menopause yet, and she didn’t remember her mother complaining of nausea when she’d gone through it; then again, everyone’s hormones worked in different ways.

         She cleaned herself up, grabbed the ever-present hair tie from her wrist, and tamed her auburn curls the best she could into something resembling a nest on top of her head.

         “Time to check in with Dr. Google,” she said, flipping on the light to her room. She squinted at both her nightstands, piled high with books—everything from her favorite pastry cookbooks to memoirs like Marcus Samuelsson’s Yes, Chef. If she could take a year to travel, eating and learning her way across the globe…

         She’d thought maybe—when she turned forty. But forty was less than six months away, and she hadn’t planned anything other than making sure her fledgling bakery, Take the Cake, had its best first year.

         She hopped onto her king-sized mattress, spread herself out like a starfish, and unlocked her phone. She opened her web search app and typed in: Nausea, missed periods, and almost forty years old.

         She scanned the top search results.

         Menopause or Pregnant: Learn the Signs

         Signs and Symptoms of Pregnancy at or after 40

         Menopausal? No, we’re pregnant!

         “Oh my God.” She swallowed a different sort of nausea. “No, no, no, no, no.”

         She threw a cardigan over her tank-and-yoga-pants ensemble, not bothering with the bra, and finger-combed the rogue curls that still framed her face. In seconds she was in the car headed to the twenty-four-hour grocery store.

         “I can’t believe I’m doing this.” She strolled down the aisle boasting shelves with everything from contraceptive products to adult diapers. She’d thought she was heading in the direction of the latter—not to the aisle that held diapers for a much different age group.

         “You’re jumping the gun, Liss,” she said aloud to herself when she finally found what she was looking for. The home pregnancy tests.

         First Response Triple Check. Clearblue Digital. First Choice Early Result. And there were countless others.

         What was with all the choices? When she and Matthew had gotten pregnant with Gabi the summer before their senior year of high school, there were maybe two small pegs of tests amid the myriad condoms. They were the poster couple for the 2 percent who used the condom and still wound up with a baby only hours after Alissa finished her last senior final. Needless to say, she had not walked through graduation. Apparently, at thirty-nine and perhaps not so premenopausal, there was a chance she’d again fallen into that small percentage bracket.

         “Just these.” She dumped the armful of tests onto the conveyor belt at the register. “And also this.” She grabbed a Reese’s White from the candy shelf and tossed it onto the pile. Her throat tightened and her eyes burned. “I don’t even like white chocolate. Or peanut butter. But if I don’t eat this in the next three minutes I might—” She swallowed back a sob as the college-aged checkout girl stared at her wide-eyed. “I might—” Alissa tried again, but she knew if she kept talking she’d burst into tears. So she unwrapped the candy, shoved one of the peanut butter cups into her mouth, and gingerly set the wrapper, bar-code up, back onto the belt.

         “Are you okay, ma’am?” the girl asked, raising a pierced brow toward her violet pixie cut.

         Alissa nodded, then swallowed, readying the second peanut butter cup for consumption. “I’m fine. But do I look like someone who wants to be called ma’am right now? I’m young enough for miss, still, thank you very much.”

         The girl flinched.

         Alissa shoved the candy into her mouth. “I’m sorry,” she said around the mouthful of food. “Clearly I’m having a moment, so I will just pay for my candy and my—my tests—and go.”

         The girl nodded, clearing her throat. “Sixty-six twelve is your total unless you have any coupons.”

         She answered the girl by smiling and sliding her debit card into the chip reader. The receipt couldn’t print fast enough, for both Alissa and the poor checker.

         “Have a good—” the cashier started as she handed Alissa her bag of sticks to pee on.

         “Thank you!” Alissa called out before the girl could finish. Then she grabbed her loot and made a beeline for the door.

         In her car’s center console cup holder, she found a half-full bottle of water from the day before. She chugged it in one breath, then did her best to stay at or under the speed limit for the short ride home. Moderation flew out the window, though, when she reached her own front porch.

         In minutes, boxes lay strewn on Alissa’s bed while developing pregnancy tests lined her bathroom counter.

         She set her phone timer for five minutes and paced her bedroom floor. The last time she’d waited for a positive or negative, she’d sat on the edge of her bed in her childhood home, her high school sweetheart Matthew behind her, his arms wrapped around her waist just under her shirt, his thumb tracing circles around her belly button.

         “We’ll figure this out,” he’d said. “Whatever the result, we’ll figure it out. I love you, Liss. Nothing’s gonna change that.”

         She rested her palm on her stomach now.

         It had changed everything.

         And now, after one stupid lapse in judgment, here she was again. But this time she was alone. No partner to tell her everything would be okay. No one to claim that love would conquer all, which was fine because this time around she knew it wouldn’t.

         She couldn’t be pregnant now. She already had a baby—a twenty-two-year-old baby who hadn’t been home in two months, not to mention those four years before that when she was in college. Now was the time for the two of them to reconnect as adults, as two women making their way in the world. Now wasn’t supposed to be about morning sickness and swollen ankles and…She was getting ahead of herself. The tests could still be negative.

         Alissa stopped pacing and leaned her forehead against the wall, lightly banging it against the periwinkle-blue paint.

         “Am I ever gonna have a brother or a sister?” Gabi used to ask in her early elementary years when all her schoolmates would talk about their siblings.

         “Maybe someday,” was all Alissa had said, because Mommy and Daddy only stayed married for a few years didn’t seem appropriate. Nor did Mommy would have to have sex for that to happen, sweetie, and she’s just too exhausted by the end of the day to even watch a movie where other people have sex, let alone stay awake to do it herself.

         Now that she had both the time and the inclination—so much inclination—she was also having what was quite possibly morning sickness. Very-early-in-the-morning sickness.

         After two minutes she dropped to the floor, appropriately falling into her favorite, most relaxing yoga position—Child’s Pose.

         “You’re not pregnant.” She used her soothing voice that was a poor imitation of her yoga teacher’s.

         Her phone started blasting “This Is Me” from The Greatest Showman soundtrack, which meant the five minutes was up.

         Alissa gasped and jumped up to silence the timer, but she was suddenly in much less of a hurry than when she’d walked back through her front door.

         Her phone chirped with a text notification.

         It was Gabi.

         Boarding the plane at Heathrow. Summer was amazing. Can’t wait to see you. Taking an Uber home so no one fights over who gets to pick me up—meaning you and Dad. ALSO, I HAVE NEWS! I met someone. Can’t wait for you to meet him! Love you! See you soon!

         Love you too! she texted back, then winced.

         Gabi met someone. In Europe. And she was bringing him home?

         Oy. Talk about timing.

         Alissa might have some news of her own. Some crazy, unexpected, what-do-I-do-now kind of news. But it was not the kind of thing you put in a text.

         She stepped slowly and carefully toward the open master bathroom door, as if the way she walked could influence the results.

         “Not pregnant,” she chanted in a whisper. “Not pregnant. Not pregnant. Not—”

         There they were, a half-moon of sticks lining the sink, ready to reveal her future.

         All she had to do was pick one up and look.

         
            *  *  *

         

         There was something about sitting with her legs in the stirrups at the ob-gyn’s office that made Alissa wistful for her pregnancy with Gabi.

         Oh, who was she kidding? It made her afraid she would fart like she did the first time she tried the Plow Pose in her yoga class.

         A short staccato knock sounded on the exam room door. Before Alissa had a chance to say Come in, the handle turned, and Alissa’s little sister, Becca—Dr. Becca Weiland—entered, chart in hand.

         “You know,” Alissa said. “Some women have siblings who work in retail and give them free clothes or discounts on high-end fashion.”

         “And you’re disappointed that I don’t?” her sister asked.

         “On the contrary. I’m happy I finally get to cash in on my lifetime supply of free gynecologist appointments.” She batted her lashes dramatically and gave her sister a coy smile.

         Becca crossed her white-coated arms over her chest. Her straight brown hair was pulled into a neat ponytail, and Alissa instinctively patted down her wild mane of waves. There she was, her perfect baby sister—perfect hair, perfect job, perfect husband and children. Alissa wasn’t proud of being envious of someone she loved so much, but sometimes it was hard not to compare. Not that Alissa regretted how her life had turned out. It just often looked like Becca’s path might have been easier. Yet had Alissa’s path veered in any other direction, there would be no Gabi. And Gabi was her everything.

         Okay, Gabi used to be her everything, but now there was very likely another something growing inside of her, and Alissa needed to be 100 percent sure before she figured out what to do next.

         “You do not get a lifetime supply of free appointments. Before-hours appointments when my kids and husband are still snug in their beds—like right now—sure. Though it would have been nice if you’d brought us coffee.” Becca raised a brow. “Also I still have to submit this to insurance. You know that, right? I could lose my license otherwise.”

         “Family discount, at least?” Alissa asked. “I may need to come back soon.”

         Becca narrowed her eyes. “You can at least tell me why you woke me at five a.m. in desperate need of a pelvic ultrasound, especially when you usually see one of my partners for your annuals. And so help me if you even mention googling your symptoms…”

         Alissa waved her off. “Bex, please. You were up and on the treadmill.” She looked her sister up and down, Becca’s compression leggings not remotely hidden by her white coat. “And I couldn’t quite call one of your partners at five in the morning, could I? So for today I’m making an exception.”

         Her sister crossed her arms. “Fine. I was up. But now Jeff has to dress Grayson and McKenzie for kindergarten, which means they’ll come home looking like either hoboes or pirates.”

         Alissa laughed. “Grayson’s still on the eye-patch kick, huh?”

         Becca winced. “I want to encourage his creativity, but it messes with the poor kid’s depth perception. He walks into a lot of walls. Anyway, you’re stalling. Why are we here, Liss? You said you were okay, but—are you sick? Do you think you’re sick?”

         Alissa shook her head slowly. She wasn’t ready to say the thing out loud. That would make it real, and real meant dealing with the thing—like telling the father and making decisions, and Alissa wasn’t ready for decisions. “Don’t I do ultrasounds for my annual?”

         “Nope,” Becca said. “And your annual was six months ago. Try again.”

         Alissa pursed her lips. “I—uh—do biannuals now? And I heard ultrasounds are good to add as you approach forty.”

         “Where did you hear this?”

         Alissa shrugged. “I didn’t google,” she lied. “I just—I hear stuff. At yoga. At the bakery. I figure ultrasounds are going to be my new thing, and I want to squeeze it in before Gabi gets home. Sadie’s opening the bakery, so this seemed like the best time.”

         Becca pursed her lips. “I still think it’s weird that Matthew’s sister is your assistant. You don’t? I mean, of all the burgeoning pastry chefs in all of Chicagoland, you had to go and choose her?”

         Sadie was great. Sadie was super talented with fondant. Sadie was—her ex’s little sister, but in the six months they’d worked together since Alissa opened Take the Cake, there’d been no awkwardness between them.

         Now everything was about to get super awkward. Sadie just had no idea.

         Ugh. Why had she even brought up Sadie’s name? Now Becca had invoked Matthew’s name, which meant Alissa was thinking about Matthew while in the stirrups, which brought her back to when they’d found out she was carrying Gabi.

         “Sadie’s good at what she does,” Alissa protested. “Plus, she and I have always stayed friends, despite…you know.”

         Becca laughed. “Despite Matthew knocking you up in high school, divorcing you before Gabi was in kindergarten, and living his best drifter life since?”

         “Matthew is really good at his job, and sometimes that job takes him to far-off places. Also I filed for divorce,” Alissa reminded her sister, as if that was any sort of win. Matthew had signed the papers without any objections. She groaned. “But yeah. Despite all that.”

         Matthew was an environmentalist, working mostly with things that grew, like trees. He’d worked on projects as far away as Asia and as close as California, never staying in any one place too long. His whole save-the-world vibe was one of the reasons she fell in love with him more than twenty years ago—and the reason she let him go soon after.

         Becca traced a circle in the air with her index finger, then pointed it straight at Alissa, zapping her out of her walk down painful memory lane.

         “Fibroids? Bubbe Rivkah had those, right? An ovarian cyst?”

         Alissa rolled her eyes. “No. Yes. And no.”

         Her palms were starting to sweat. Her paper gown itched. And her stomach—oh God, she was going to—

         “Trash can!” Alissa yelled.

         “What?” Becca asked.

         Alissa covered her mouth with one hand and pointed emphatically at the trash can on the floor with the other.

         Becca’s eyes widened, and she tore the lid off the can and handed it to Alissa.

         Alissa emptied the contents of her stomach into the bin—without her ankles falling out of the stirrups. She figured she deserved some kind of an award for such a feat, but instead all she got was her sister’s wide-eyed, slack-jawed stare and her offer of a box of tissues.

         Alissa wiped her mouth and forced a smile. “Surprise? Also, you wouldn’t happen to have any white chocolate Reese’s, would you?”

         Becca gasped. “You’re pregnant? Ho-ly shit! Of all the things you’d call me in for, I did not think it was a geriatric pregnancy. I didn’t even know you were dating!”

         Alissa gasped right back. “Technically, I’m not dating. And oh my God, geriatric?”

         Becca laughed, then covered her mouth. “Sorry! It’s just a clinical term. Would you prefer advanced maternal age?”

         Alissa’s mouth fell open. “Neither. I prefer neither.”

         “That could have been me with the twins,” Becca said. “Luckily, the fertility treatments worked the first time around. It was still a high-risk pregnancy, though.”

         “High risk?” Alissa’s voice rose an octave.

         “Don’t worry. Things just change with age, but you’ve got me this time around.” Becca raised a brow. “Have you fainted yet?”

         Alissa winced. “I thought you said things change with age. Plus aren’t all pregnancies different?”

         Becca shrugged. “Pregnancy messed with your blood pressure once. It can do it again. I don’t know what your plan is for telling Mom—though I really hope I’m there when you do—but if you so much as get a dizzy spell, she’s gonna know.” Her sister tapped her index finger against her pursed lips, then let out a sigh. “Do I get to ask who the father is? It’s not that guy from the dating app, is it?”

         Alissa gasped. “The one who asked if he could feel me up before I got in my car? Ew. No!”

         Becca shrugged. “Creepy, but you gotta give the guy points for consent. Oh! What about that substitute yoga instructor we had last month…What was his name? He kept coming over to ‘help you with your form’?” She put finger quotes around the words. “You two were vibing for sure.”

         “His name was Anton. And…vibing?” Alissa said.

         “What?” Becca jutted out her chin. “I can pull off vibing. And you’re getting off topic. Please tell me you and Anton took your vibing off the yoga mat and into the bed. Let an old married woman live vicariously through you.”

         Alissa snorted. “You’re five years younger than me. And you’ve been married for what, one more year than that? Please. You and Jeff are babies. And no. I did not sleep with Anton who, by the way, probably wasn’t a day over twenty-five, but I did buy that essential oil diffuser he mentioned in class, and now I can make my house smell like lemongrass anytime I want.”

         “You’re stalling,” Becca said, accusation in her tone. “And so what if he was twenty-five. All the more reason to own the fact you vibed with him.” She raised her brows.

         While she waited for Alissa to answer, Becca took the defiled trash bin from Alissa’s hands, reattached the lid, and set it outside the door.

         Her sister was right. She hadn’t exactly thought this visit through other than getting medical confirmation that she was, in fact, pregnant. She desperately wanted to tell Becca everything, but it didn’t feel right telling her first.

         “I can’t tell you,” Alissa said. “At least, not yet. I just want to be sure that I’m—you know—and then I need to let him know.”

         Becca raised a brow. “Did you pee on a stick?”

         Alissa nodded.

         “Then you know. All this will do is maybe let us see the heartbeat, but it might be too early for that anyway. It depends on when you conceived. Do you know when you conceived?”

         Alissa nodded and bit her lip.

         “And you’re not going to tell me that either? Even as your doctor?” Becca added.

         Alissa squeezed her eyes shut. “Bex, please. I’m not ready to answer questions yet. I just need to be sure.” She opened her eyes.

         Becca sighed.

         “I can do your initial blood work, give you an exam, and make sure everything’s working the way it should be working before we get to the fun stuff.” She sat down at the stool in front of Alissa. “But are you sure you want to do fun stuff without him—whoever he is?”

         Alissa hesitated before nodding again. “Sure. Yeah. Let’s do this.” Her pulse quickened and for a second she thought she might actually faint, but the sensation passed as quickly as it came. What didn’t pass was the wave of guilt washing over her. Because the father wasn’t a random guy from an app or hot yoga instructor fifteen years her junior. And while Alissa’s—situation—was, in fact, the by-product of a one-night stand, her partner in said one-night stand would be at her house in a matter of hours.

         Something fluttered in Alissa’s belly, and she threw her hand over her mouth.

         “Oh God! Are you going to throw up?” Becca asked.

         Alissa shook her head. It wasn’t that type of flutter. It felt more like—anticipation. Hope even, which made no sense. She was—excited? About a baby. At forty when her firstborn was a college graduate. Something in her brain did not compute. Still, when she lowered her hand to her belly, she bit her lip and felt as if she was on the verge of a smile.

         Until she thought of the father, who didn’t know. What if…what if he wanted to be a part of this? She scoffed, and her sister raised a brow.

         “Are you having a conversation in your head that I’m not a part of?” Becca asked.

         Alissa crossed her arms, a feeble attempt at defiance when one—her sister could read her like no one else could, and two—how defiant could one look while pantsless and in stirrups?

         Becca cleared her throat. “Honey, you sound about as ready as the twins do when I tell them it’s time to go to the dentist for a cleaning. If you weren’t in a very compromising position right now, I’d expect you to hightail it into the waiting room and hide beneath a stack of chairs.” She gave Alissa a pitying laugh. “Of course in Grayson and Mckenzie’s scenario, it would be stuffed animals piled on top of them in the corner of their closet.”

         “Yeah, right. Your closets are so Marie-Kondo-ed that I doubt there’s anywhere to hide.”

         But Becca was right. It suddenly felt fifty shades of wrong to be taking this step without the father, even if Alissa had no idea what came next for either of them.

         “How many tests did you take?” Becca added when Alissa neither confirmed nor denied her growing urge to flee.

         Alissa winced. “How many brands are there?”

         “Look, if you want to pee in a cup, I can verify your hormone levels, which will tell you what you already know from having peed on far too many sticks.” Becca sighed. “If we do this…” She held up a wand that looked like an old school game-show host’s microphone. “We might see something, and we might not. It could be too early for that. And while I’m not asking for a name, I just find that when there is a baby daddy in the picture, sometimes they like this part.”

         “Way to exponentially multiply my guilt,” Alissa mumbled. She wanted visual confirmation of what she already knew to be true, but not now. Not without telling the father and at least giving him the option of being a part of this rather than assuming he wouldn’t want to be.

         “You win,” Alissa finally said, holding out a hand as if to stop her sister from going any further. “Take that thing back to The Price Is Right.”

         “Are you sure?” Becca’s eyebrows furrowed. “Or did I just guilt you into this?”

         Alissa nodded. “No, you guilted me. But only because you’re right. Why are you always right? It’s why you’re the favorite.”

         Her sister rolled her eyes. “Can I go home and finish my run now?” Then her expression softened. “As long as you’re okay. Are you—okay, Liss?”

         She sighed. “I’m fine. Except for the extreme morning sickness and you using the term geriatric pregnancy. But you’re right. I can’t do this. Not until I tell the guy who accidentally fertilized me.”

         “And you’re sure you don’t want to tell me?” her sister asked. “You know, me? The person to whom you tell everything?”

         Alissa shook her head. “But if you’re taking guilt lessons from Mom, they’re working. Just give me twenty-four hours. And either you’ll see me back here just like this—all by myself. Or he’ll be here too.”

         The only problem was that she didn’t know what would relieve her more, him saying yes or him saying no.
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