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        Bullied by my best friend’s dad,

        now secretly carrying his baby and loving it.

      

      

      

      After my divorce, I enrolled in a culinary arts program.

      

      To celebrate, I went out on the town and ran into my old nemesis, who promptly bought me a drink...

      

      or two... or three.

      

      We spent the rest of our drunken night making wild, passionate love for each other...

      

      Happily ignoring the elephant in the room that his daughter is my best friend.

      

      So the next morning — I made a pact with the sexy brute, who used to make my life hell in my teen years.

      

      We would not speak about our one nightstand to anyone.

      

      And... never... ever... see each other again.

      

      
        
        But fate has its own stories to tell.

      

        

      
        He turned out to be my professor...

        and soon-to-be daddy of our baby.
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        Young Ella

      

      

      

      “Ella, it’s time for you to go home,” Melonie’s dad barked at me.

      Melonie and I had been giggling over the latest Tiger Beat for hours, and I was not ready to leave.

      “Do I have to go?” I whined, dragging myself up off the bed.

      “Yes. My daughter doesn’t have time for… whatever this is,” he said, gesturing at the magazines spread over the bed.

      Grabbing my bag, I turned to Melonie with a downcast look, “Bye, Melonie. Bye Melonie’s dad,” I said with a giggle.

      I got an enthusiastic goodbye from Melonie and complete silence from her dad.

      “Why do you still hang out with her? She’s a bad influence,” I heard him say when I left the room.

      As I rolled my eyes at his comment, I wondered what I had done to have her dad to dislike me so much. He’s constantly bullying me. He says hurtful things like, “Ella, stop walking like that and drawing attention to yourself.” Or “why are you wearing that?” or “how come you can’t be like other girls your age?” I really don’t know what he wants from me. Nothing I do seems to please him.

      Melonie and I became friends when I moved in with my great-aunt when I was twelve, after my parents died in an awful car crash. Melonie had walked over to me after class one day and asked me to help her with our new school project. We’ve been inseparable since. I don’t think I would have made it through that difficult time without her.

      At fifteen, we both stood at just over five feet tall, though she was much thinner. She had the prettiest blonde hair, too, that hung past her waistline. And her eyes were as blue as the sky. Then there was me with my shoulder length, frizzy, dark brown hair and light brown eyes. But… the one thing I had that she lacked was boobs. Hers took forever to develop. Heck, I even started my period four years before she got hers. My aunt said she was a late bloomer.

      Along with Teen Beat, Melonie and I always devoured the Seventeen Magazine each month when it came out. We tried all the new makeup tricks and kept up with what was the latest fad in the clothing industry. We always tried to look our best.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Present Day

        Grown Up Ella

      

      

      

      I wish I could be as carefree as I was as a kid, with my only concerns being how fast I could grow up and get out on my own. I don’t think the younger me could have imagined where I’d be right now, at twenty-five. With a brief marriage and one divorce already under my belt, I think she’d be disappointed that I haven’t found true love.

      I’d hate to break the news to her it may not exist.

      Things between Zach and me were fine for the first two years of our marriage. At least that is what I thought. Finding him in the pantry at the bakery with one of my coworkers, two weeks after our second wedding anniversary, was something I wasn’t expecting. Luckily for me, I had the trust my parents left me. So it was a no brainer. I would not have to stay in a rotten marriage.

      So, alas, here I am.

      I try to look on the bright side, though. My divorce pushed me to do the things that I set aside when I got married. I love cooking and always dreamed of becoming a chef. It was Melonie’s grumpy dad who turned me on to cooking. He always made magnificent dinners and irresistible deserts for us on the weekends. He was the reason for my weight gain during my teenage years. Thanks to him, though I never wanted to see that bully again, today I officially enrolled in culinary arts school. I start Monday.

      

      Wanting to celebrate, I called Melonie to see if she wanted to go out with me for a few drinks, but she was already heading to her boyfriend’s parents’ house for dinner. I decided to go out, anyway. Being an only child, with my aunt and Melonie as my closest go to people, until I met Zack, I was used to eating alone. Drinking alone shouldn’t be much different.

      After showering, I put on my little black dress, and then begin the search for just the right shoes. I opted for the two-inch heels over the three, considering the five-minute walk to our favorite bar, the Midnight Rambler.

      It was sheer luck I live in a beautiful two-bedroom apartment in downtown Dallas. When Melonie called to let me know a co-worker was moving in with her boyfriend, but wanted to keep her apartment just in case, I knew it was a sign. Within a week, I had left Zach behind and was moved into a very nice, cozy, fully furnished apartment.

      When I walked into the bar, I found an empty barstool and tried to climb onto it while holding the edges of my dress down so not to flash anybody. I didn’t need that kind of trouble. After ordering my martini, I checked my phone for any messages, not really expecting any, but I felt self-conscious all alone.

      My martini came and after I sipped on it a few times, I loosened up some and dared to look around the bar a little. Most of the patrons looked like they had come straight from work, with a few couples looking like they were on dates. As I twirled my seat around to get a better view of the other side of the room, a man stepped up to the bar.

      “Can you get her another one of whatever she’s having and me a rum and coke?” he said to the bartender and then flashed a smile at me.

      Mr. Michaels. Melonie’s dad.

      “Mr. Michaels?” I asked, not believing my eyes.

      “Cole is fine, Ella. How are you?” he asks as he takes the seat next to me.

      I haven’t seen Mr. MichaelsColesince our high-school graduation. Though I hang out with Melonie almost weekly, and on occasion, her brother, Sam, I haven’t seen Cole in seven years.

      “I’m good. A lot of change happening in my life right now, but good. How are you?” I ask, taking him in.

      He is wearing navy blue dress pants with a white button-up shirt, the top two buttons undone. His hair is perfectly styled but now, instead of dark brown, it is salt and peppered. And his eyes are still the piercing, vibrant green I remembered.

      How can a man get better looking as he gets older?

      “I’m doing alright. I just had Melonie and Sam over for dinner the other night. I always enjoy it when they come home,” he explains, twisting his body towards mine once our drinks are served.

      I don’t think young me could imagine having such an adult conversation with Cole. We seemed to have so much to talk about. Our family, our bumpy past, where he apologizes for his rudeness to me back then. I tell him all about my divorce and about my fantastic new apartment. It’s crazy chatting with him like this. I remember when he was going through his own divorce from Melonie’s mom. Strange how things turn out.

      Cole orders us another round of drinks, then another, and I am enjoying myself so much that I don’t even care about the potential hangover I may have tomorrow. It’s funny how I don’t remember Cole having such a good sense of humor when I was young. Guess bullies have many layers to them. I’d like to pull some of those layers off…

      It’s been about three months since my divorce settled, and I’ve mostly gotten over it. It still hurt thinking about how a man that said he loved me could cheat on me. Heck, I hadn’t even had sex in over a year. The more I thought about it, he must have been getting it from her for a while before I found them.

      “Does it get easier?” I ask.

      “It gets better. At the beginning, you just must find something to help keep your mind off it. My kids were good for that,” he says as he finishes his drink.

      As I finish my martini, I feel flushed. I also give up the fight against the chemistry that keeps pulling me closer and closer to Cole.

      “Any suggestions for forgetting?” I ask, knowing exactly how that sounds.

      This is wrong. This is so, so wrong. I can’t believe I’m even thinking about this right now. There’s no way I’m finding Cole Michaels so sexy right now. He’s an asshole. Period.

      He lets out a deep chuckle at my question as he scoots his stool up closer to mine. Now, I can feel the heat that is emitting off his body.

      “I have a few?” he breathes out.

      Though I know I shouldn’t, I’m hoping that it’s the same idea I have.

      So, knowing that if I think about it too much, I won’t say it, I lean in close to him where I can whisper in his ear. “I don’t live too far from here.”

      He looks deep into my eyes. When I’m almost ready to take back what I said, knowing it was inappropriate to say to my best friend’s dad, he turns to the bartender and says, “Tab, please?”

      Oh, my gosh! The heat between my legs is going to melt the bar stool as Cole places his hand on my knee and silently glides it up under my dress and back down again. Moaning softly afterwards.

      A short minute later, he stands up, glances at the bill as he opened his wallet and set some money on the bar. He nodded at the bartender, turns and directs his attention to me.

      “Lead the way,” he says.

      My mouth hangs slightly open in surprise at this turn of events, but I slide off my stool and bend down to grab my purse, letting my rear bump into him. I feel his hands lightly grab both sides of my hips.

      “Oh, shit,” he growls.

      We walk to my apartment, and when we get to my door, I giggle because I can’t get the stupid key in the lock. Cole presses up against me and wraps his arm around me to help steady the key. I don’t know if it was his firm hand on mine, the muscled arm around my waist, or his hard member pressing against my back that makes me get hot… very hot. And I can’t wait to rip this dress off.

      As we enter my apartment, Cole wastes no time placing a searing kiss on my lips. I’ve never been with a man significantly older than me, like Cole is, but it’s obvious that he has a lot of experience and is very self-confident.

      His hands slide down to grip my ass, and it seems effortless the way he lifts me up, forcing me to wrap my legs around his waist. I can feel his toned lower stomach pressed against my center, and I can’t wait to get an actual visual of it.

      “Where’s your room?” he asks as he removes his mouth from mine to pepper kisses along my neck.

      It’s not that noticeable, but there’s a slight slur in his speech that sounds like how I feel. Maybe it should be enough to clue me in to stop, but my body feels like it’s on fire and it seems like Cole is the only one who can put it out.

      “Down the hall to the right,” I mumble, my words followed by a sharp moan at the feeling of Cole sucking on my neck.

      He wastes no time grabbing me up and carrying me to my room, and once there, tosses me onto the bed. Our eyes were locked on each other as we quickly strip out of our clothes. Cole’s body is better than I could have imagined and my expression must have been clear, as Cole lets out a chuckle while undoing his belt.

      When both of us have our clothes off, Cole climbs onto the bed and positions himself over me.

      “Fuck,” I call out as his hard member rubs against my folds.

      “Ready for me?” he asks in this cocky tone that has me dripping even more for him.

      “Yes, please,” I whine, and I don’t have to wait any longer as his tip pierces me open.

      Cole’s thrusts are hard and fast. The sound of our skin slapping and our soft grunts fill the room.

      Cole grabs onto my legs and pulls them up over his shoulders. The change in angle is just what I need for him to get to that perfect spot deep inside of me.

      “Harder,” I call out.

      He pumps his hips even harder into me, as the sweat drips down his forehead onto my chest. I look at him and see nothing but lust.

      “Cum for me,” he orders me, the authoritative sound of his deep voice sending me right over the edge.
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            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cole

      

      

      

      Where the hell am I?

      Looking around the bedroom, I can tell it’s not even my room. Though the neutral colors and the tastefully placed greenery are nice, I can tell I am in a woman’s room.

      My head’s pounding and I am again reminded that I’m not as young as I used to be. I scold myself for drinking too much, and vow not to do that again for a long, long time.

      Turning over in bed, I’m met with the bare back of a woman, her hair wild and undone as it’s splayed across her pillows. My cock twitches at the sight.

      I slowly sit up in bed, not wanting to disturb the woman next to me. Faint memories sneak in as I watch her sleep. Taking a deep breath, I slowly peek over to look at the woman’s face, and when I do, I regret it.

      Suddenly, it all comes back.

      I’m one sick bastard.

      How messed up does one have to be to think it’s okay to hook up with one of his daughter’s best friends? A girl I watched grow up!

      The night comes racing back to me, spotting Ella at the bar, wanting to be nice and getting her a drink, then staying for one too many myself. My plans had been to hook up with a woman last night, but I figured she’d at least be age appropriate.

      “Shit,” I mumble, trying my best to get out of this bed without disturbing Ella.

      Hopefully, I can get out of here without waking her. Then, I can just pretend this whole thing never happened. I should have never come here, and the thought of anyone finding out makes me sick. Putting this whole thing behind me is my best option.

      Buckling my pants, I’m just about to pick up my shirt when I bump into the nightstand, causing my phone to clatter to the ground.

      The sound of rustling sheets shows I woke her, and I stand stock still as Ella sits up with her back to me. Her hand reaches up to rub her eyes and I pray that if I stay quiet, she’ll just go back to sleep.

      But of course, that’s not what happens.

      Ella turns around, and I’m met with the sight of her bare chest. My eyes bulge slightly at her gorgeous, youthful body, and I can’t believe this is happening to me.

      “What…” Ella begins, yawning as she takes in the room.

      Her hair is mussed, and she still has sleep in her eyes, but I can’t deny that she’s grown into an exquisite woman. However, she’s still my daughter’s best friend and sixteen years my junior, so I know it’s completely inappropriate for me to ogle her like this.

      Despite the fact that I’ve already done much worse to her.

      Finding a loose t-shirt on the ground, I toss it towards Ella.

      “Here. Put this on.”

      She looks at the loose garment of clothing in confusion, but hesitantly puts it on.

      “Okay?” she says, chuckling a little at my order.

      “I’m glad you find this so funny,” I snap, though I know I shouldn’t.

      She narrows her eyes at me. And I know I deserve it.

      With a sigh, I tell her, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped. This is my fault. I’m the adult here, and I’m the one who bought the drinks.”

      This earns me an eye roll from Ella.

      “News flash. I’m twenty-five and old enough to decide for myself. Or did you not remember me calling out your name as you fucked me?”

      Oh, I remember.

      “You’re right. But it doesn’t stop what happened from being wrong. It was a onetime thing, and now we forget about it,” I say as I finish buttoning up my shirt.

      “Message received. I didn’t want Melonie finding out either,” she bites back.

      I wince at the mention of my daughter’s name.

      “Good,” is all I say as I grab my wallet and phone, “then this stays between us.”

      “Aye, aye captain,” Ella says, giving me a mock salute before flopping back down onto her bed, turning her back to me.

      I remain silent as I quickly find my way out of her apartment.

      My head is pounding as I stumble out of Ella’s apartment building down the street to my car. The second I was too drunk to drive should have been a sign for me to cut myself off. But running into Ella made me lose track of time, and it was only natural to have another drink while we chatted. Of course, then I had another, and another.

      Once I get in my car, I take a moment to lay my head against the steering wheel. I remember feeling like a failure when my marriage broke up, but something about this feels even worse. My divorce came from a mix of long-time resentment over starting a family as teens and falling out of love.

      I would have loved to not have my children endure a divorce in the way they did, but their mother just didn’t love me anymore. Luckily, the divorce itself was amicable, but the kids, especially Melonie, felt as though I didn’t fight hard enough for their mom. I received all the blame for not making a harder effort. Though Melonie seems to have gotten over it, I can’t help but think that some of that anger still lives in her. She never speaks about it.

      And now I went and had sex with her best friend.

      After beating myself up all day for being a sicko, I barely sleep worrying about how my kids would react to it if they found out.

      My ex-wife and I had joint custody of the kids, though they lived with me most of the time, per my wife’s request. I never told my kids that, and I believe they thought I had the upper hand or something, which made me the villain. However, who wants to tell their children that their mother doesn’t want to see them as much? I’d rather they be mad at me than know that fact.

      Sunday night, the night before classes start, I hope to actually get some sleep, but I’m so restless. I toss and turn all night. So, when morning comes and I miss my alarm, I’m not only tired, but irritable over the fact that I’m running behind for work.

      I rush through my shower and half haphazardly get dressed in grey slacks and an olive-green button up I pair with brown leather shoes.

      My drive to the culinary school isn’t long, and by the time I get there, there are only a few students waiting in the lecture hall. I set my stuff down and get my materials ready. I always enjoy the first day of classes and meeting the students for the first time.

      This class is on restaurant management. Though I prefer being in the kitchen, for anyone entering the restaurant industry, this class is a must because it’s the foundation for it all.

      The campus has one of the best restaurants in the city, and usually I work as head chef there during peak seasons, just filling in and helping the other chef here. However, the professor had a family member get ill and so took a leave of absence. Therefore, I get to enjoy the classroom vibe with its calmer setting all to myself this year.

      As I’m getting ready to start the class, the last of the students roll in. Right before I introduce myself, I’m struck at the sight of a woman walking through the door.

      What the fuck?

      Ella Riley.

      I avert my eyes, glancing back just once to make sure my eyes were not tricking me, and when I do, she sees me. Her eyes widen just as she stumbles over someone’s backpack. After catching herself from falling, she quickly takes the only seat available… right in front of my desk.

      I begin to perspire and look through my briefcase randomly to pull myself together.

      The ironic thing about hooking up with Ella is that I didn’t like her being friends with my daughter. The boys and even grown men would stop and stare at her, and I didn’t want that kind of attention for Melonie. Looking back at it, I should have been nicer to Ella. I know she was just young and innocent and didn’t have control of her budding body, and how it filled out long before everyone else’s her age.

      It also wasn’t her fault that she resembled the hottest female movie star in Hollywood, either. The girl was sexy and didn’t even know it. It was only by the grace of God that she went to an all-girl school. Otherwise, who knew what would have happened to her.

      “Hello everyone. Welcome to Restaurant Management. I’m Professor Michaels and I’m taking over for Professor Johnson.” I choke out, feeling my damp skin chill as the air conditioner vent blows on me. I move over and away from it.

      Getting through the class feels like a nightmare. It feels like everyone knows what I’ve done, though I know it can’t be true. What are the odds she is in this class?

      I try my best to keep my eyes moving around the classroom, but it feels like no matter what I do, my gaze lands on Ella. And every time, her eyes dart elsewhere.

      I can’t believe I have to endure this for an entire semester.

      “If you didn’t see the syllabus online, hard copies will be passed out,” I announce.

      Grabbing the stack of papers, I walk them over to the end of the first row so the copies can be passed around. I feel my hands shaking as I move towards Ella.

      This must be what purgatory feels like.

      Feeling her eyes burning into me, I look up to confirm my suspicions. I glance away, feeling my cheeks heat, and I can only hope people can’t see it.

      I just know if we continue to act like this, people will piece together that we hooked up. Even if Ella is twenty-five and wasn’t my student, I know I don’t want to be looked at in any way that implies I like to sleep with my students. I know we agreed to keep this between us. But knowing she’s my student, I think we should have another talk about how we should conduct ourselves.

      Because this semester is going to be a long one.
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        Ella

      

      

      

      This cannot be happening.

      I’m hoping that maybe I have some rare site problem that is developing at this very moment. Maybe it’s not really him.

      But when I take a second look, I’m sure that I see the man who left my bed a couple of days ago. Cole Michaels is my Restaurant Management professor.

      Maybe it’s not too late to change career paths. I don’t think I’d hate being a teacher.

      Taking my seat, I try my best to not focus my attention on Cole… or is it Professor Michaels now? Either way, no matter how much I try to keep my attention from him, I somehow continue to lock eyes with him.

      I don’t know how I will focus this semester. Especially with the memory of what happened constantly looming over us. Wasn’t it bad enough that I had sex with my best friend’s dad? Why does he have to be my professor as well?

      When Melonie and I were kids, I knew her father was a chef. As I got older, I knew he began teaching at a culinary school, but I hadn’t been sure which one, or that he would actually still be working as a professor.

      “This class will focus on the basics of how to manage a restaurant. This means looking at both the financial part of it, such as ordering in bulk and choosing hours of operation. To the teamwork and how to manage a team of chefs and create a cohesive work environment,” Cole drones on, with me focusing on the lure of his deep voice.

      I wish I could hear him moan again.

      I mentally chastise myself for the thought. If I’m going to pass this class, I need to focus. It’s been a bit since I was last in school, and it looks like many of my classmates are younger than me, so I know I need to really buckle down.

      The syllabus going around gives me something to focus on rather than staring at his face. I keep my gaze focused on it as he reads out some key points, such as dates and policies.

      Though I’m worried, I’m still excited about beginning my journey through culinary school. I had been nervous about starting because I felt it was too late for me to try, but Melonie told me I should apply and follow my dreams.

      Normally, I think she’d find the whole thing funny that I would end up in her dad’s class. But I don’t really want to talk about her dad in any context with her, afraid I’d slip up about what happened between us.

      The class drags on, and we only barely discuss management responsibilities and how to handle them. Though I’m not that interested in running a restaurant as much as I am about cooking at one, who knows, maybe one day I’ll open a restaurant. Either way, I know that I’ll learn something of value here that will only help me be a better chef, even if only in a logistical sense.

      When it’s finally over, I try my best to pack up my things quickly to get out of the class.

      But the sound of, “Ms. Riley, do you mind staying after for a moment?” has me stopping in my tracks.

      I give a sharp nod of my head as I watch all the other students trickle out of the lecture hall. It isn’t until the last student leaves I approach his desk, not liking the idea of the other students seeing us together.

      He silently packs up his things. When he’s done, however, he finally peers up at me.

      “You can follow me to my office,” he tells me as he moves towards the exit of the lecture hall.

      The walk is silent as I follow him to another building for the faculty department. We go up a single flight of stairs to his office.

      Once inside, Cole closes and locks the door. He lets out a deep sigh, seeming a bit more relaxed than he did in that lecture hall.

      Running his fingers through his hair, he blurts out, “What are you doing?”

      I give an incredulous laugh. “Um, I go here, obviously.”

      He narrows his eyes at me. “I can see that. But why my class?”

      “Your class? As you noted earlier, Professor Johnson was supposed to be teaching this class. I should ask why you’re here,” I explain. “I’m not too happy to see you here, either.”

      At that comment he seems to soften up a little, “I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “No, of course not,” I tell him sarcastically with a roll of my eyes.

      Cole lets out another long sigh.

      “Look, I know we talked about keeping what happened between us, but I think we should make this clear again.”

      I nod, waiting for him to continue.

      “We really have to try hard to keep it normal while in this class. It would look bad on the both of us if anyone here found out,” he explains.

      “Yes, because I was so excited to tell everyone here,” I bite back.

      “No need for the sarcasm,” he tells me.

      I was prepared to pretend he wasn’t even my professor in the class. Maybe I could have imagined he was someone else, like my tenth-grade history teacher, Mr. Bryant. I could have gone this entire semester without having this conversation with him, already planning to keep my mouth shut about this.

      “I get it. I’m very well aware this information getting out would look bad,” I say, understanding how wound up he is about the situation.

      He leans back against his desk, and I can’t help but admire the way he looks. His olive-green button up looks like it’s sculpted to his body. Paired with the grey pants and brown leather shoes, it is tasteful. Though he looked equally handsome the other night, it’s nice to see him in a sober state of mind.

      As I child, I only ever really saw him in the casual wear he would have on around the house. Though there’s no doubt in my mind that Cole would look good in some worn in jeans, this semi-professional look is very much appreciated.

      His hands gripping the sides of his desk provide the best view of his muscular forearms. And I know I can’t be alone in this room with him for long. It’s only making what we’re discussing even more difficult.

      “Okay. I just want to make sure neither of us gets hurt by our… indiscretions,” he asserts, and I can’t help but laugh at his choice of words.

      “Indiscretions? We’re both adults. You can say we fucked.” I deadpan, taking a few steps closer to where Cole is.

      I watch his Adam’s apple as it bobs up and down, his swallow indicating some sort of reaction to my words. I smirk at the prospect that just hearing me say “fucked” makes him feel some sort of discomfort.

      “I don’t know if I can talk like that with you as my student,” Cole says, trying to keep an impassive look on his face.

      But looking closely at him, I can tell that he feels anything but neutrality in our situation. Though I know we must keep what happened a secret. I know neither of us will forget what happened, especially considering the way we were chanting the other’s name.

      I know I’ll never be able to let that night go. Maybe it’ll go to the back of my mind, but I don’t think you can forget being made to feel like that. The perfect stretch I felt when he entered me. The sound of our skin moving against each other. And the danger of knowing that what we were doing was wrong, considering our relationship, all added to the intoxicating feeling of being with him.

      “Fair enough. But we should get back to business. I’ll go to my next class, and we’ll pretend like nothing happened. No weird looks, but also no weird avoidance,” I explain, not realizing how close I was to Cole.

      I stand less than a foot from him, and I know I should hightail it out of the office as soon as possible. But there is some sort of satisfaction I feel knowing that I’m toeing the line with my professor. I’ve already gotten this far.

      “Okay. Now, can you please step back,” Cole gets out.

      That hurt a little. He couldn’t entertain me for a moment.

      “Don’t like me standing so close?” I ask in mock confusion.

      “I think it’s unprofessional to do with students,” he tells me seriously.

      I roll my eyes at the comment, despite knowing it’s true. He obviously doesn’t enjoy my messing around, something I can tell by his stoic demeanor. It must be my queue to leave.

      “Well, I’ll keep that in mind,” I nod before turning around to leave, making sure that my butt is swaying back and forth as I walk out… for effect.

      I know I just need to think of Cole as my professor. That’s my plan, and it’s the best course of action. But how am I supposed to forget such an amazing orgasm? Am I bound to live through life not getting to experience that again?

      I think about Melonie and my future culinary degree and know what I have to do. Cole was off limits the second he left my apartment. Now that he’s my professor, he’s extra off limits.

      Sighing, I head out to my car to go home. Maybe changing my sheets will help me wipe his presence from my bed.

      I’ve already had such a long year with my divorce, I really don’t need the extra drama added to my plate, anyway. I need to focus on myself and not let men distract me from my goals.

      Though Cole is a welcome distraction!
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      I know Ella is an adult and understands the seriousness of the situation. She was obviously poking fun at me, and I didn’t need to be so prickly about it.

      I know I wasn’t the kindest to her when she was a kid, especially after my divorce. With all the attention that Ella got from neighborhood boys, I didn’t want my daughter having it, too. Just the thought of boys looking at my daughter made me furious, and I projected those feeling onto Ella. She didn’t deserve that kind of treatment then, and she doesn’t deserve it now.

      Not only was I concerned about my daughter’s virginity, as she grew up, I kept noticing Ella and how sensual she was, so I had to keep her at a distance for safety’s sake. I should have been nicer to her, but just couldn’t. I didn’t want to cross a line.

      As I approach the lecture hall for the next class, I hope that Ella and I can practice what was preached. I plan to act as normal as possible, and I convince myself she will do the same.

      When I get to the lecture hall, I find Ella already sitting there, along with several other students. I receive a few greetings from the others, but Ella keeps her gaze focused on her phone.

      I’m slightly offended by the lack of acknowledgement from Ella, but at least she’s doing what we agreed on.

      So why am I feeling thrown off?

      I wait the last few minutes for everyone to trickle in before starting class.

      “Hello everyone. Today and the next class we will look at budgeting. Like any business, it’s important to know how to spend your money to ensure profitability,” I begin, going into the lecture.

      I can’t put my finger on, but it’s like Ella is actively avoiding my eye contact. Usually, when I let my gaze move around the room, I make eye contact with various students. But not Ella, which hadn’t been the case in the last class.

      Maybe she’s taking this inconspicuous thing really seriously. With the way she’s acting, I doubt anyone suspects what transpired between us. But I didn’t expect it to be a complete cut off, though it’s probably for the best.

      I’m hoping my inner turmoil isn’t being shown through my lecture. From the looks of things, everyone seems to feel that this is a normal class.

      But for me, I don’t think any of my classes can feel normal from now on as long as Ella is in them. I know for the rest of the semester, I’ll over-analyze our interactions wondering what’s going on in everyone’s head, especially Ella’s.

      When the lecture is over, Ella wastes no time heading out of the class. I didn’t plan to have her stay after for anything, but her running out of here like I’m some sort of pariah wasn’t expected either.

      I shouldn’t be this annoyed over Ella doing exactly what I asked for. But I am.

      I watch all the student leave as I pack my bag to head home. Though I enjoy what I do, I’m always down to being able to go home as soon as I can. I’ll pour myself a glass of scotch, have whatever leftovers I can find in my fridge, and maybe find something to watch on tv.

      It may not be the most exciting life, but I’ve already had kids come and go, and am enjoying the quiet solitude of a childless home. I don’t need excitement. However, I’m only home for an hour and just getting around to rummaging in my fridge when I hear someone at my front door coming in.

      There are only two other people that have a key to my house. I’m not sure at what age I revoke those privileges from my kids.

      “I’m home,” my daughter calls out as she enters the kitchen with a bag that smells to be take-out in her hand.

      “You don’t live here,” I shoot back as I pull her into a hug.

      I don’t hear whatever fiery retort she has to my answer as my mouth drops open at the sight of who’s entering the room behind her.

      “I’d ask if you remember Ella, but apparently, she’s a student of yours now,” my daughter says enthusiastically.

      Ella stands in the entryway of my kitchen with an impassive expression. I’d been so worried about how we’d handle things in class, I didn’t even think about us seeing each other outside of that space.

      Especially with my daughter present.

      My heart rate speeds up just at the idea of Melonie finding out about my one-night stand with Ella. She would be livid, and I can’t stand the idea of going through another round of her cold and standoffish demeanor like before.

      I force myself to calm down, though, knowing the only way to get through this is by acting natural.

      “Yes, I had been very surprised to find Ella in my class,” I reply.

      Understatement of the year.

      “I figured I’d surprise you for dinner. Can’t have you eating suspiciously old leftovers again. I figured Ella joining along would be a blast from the past,” my daughter tells me excitedly, none the wiser to the elephant only Ella and I can see in the room.

      “Well, I’m glad you did,” I tell her, making a move to grab us plates and utensils.

      Melonie and Ella settle themselves at the dinner table. I take the time I have with my back turned to mentally flog myself.

      You handle class with Ella in it. You can get through one dinner. Even though your daughter is here, and the stakes feel exponentially higher, this is doable.

      Not wanting them to wonder what’s taking me so long, I join the girls at the dinner table. Melonie and Ella sit on one side as I take a seat across from them. I pass out the plates and silverware and watch as Melonie unpacks the bag.

      “I figured you can never go wrong with Chinese,” she says as she unloads the various takeout containers.

      I sit ram rod stiff in my chair, listening to Melonie explain about how annoying some guy in her office is. She’s none the wiser about anything that happened between Ella and me, so I try to relax before she notices my odd behavior.

      “Have you talked to your brother recently?” I ask, wondering if my son, Sam, was invited to join.

      “Yeah, I talked to him this morning, but he wasn’t free. I think he was meeting up with some people after work,” she explains while piling some fried rice onto her plate.

      Looking over at Ella, she seems to keep a small smile on her face. But she also seems to be a little distant, which I don’t think Melonie picks up on, since she can talk enough for the both of them.

      “So, you two hadn’t even seen each other since class started, right? I can’t remember the last time that you were over here, Ella,” Melonie continues, slurping up a lo-Mein noodle once she’s finished.

      Ella’s cheeks redden slightly before she answers the questions. “Yes. It was quite a surprise.”

      “Oh, I bet,” Melonie replies.

      Stretching out my legs under the table, my foot rubs against another. I pull it back, but Ella looks up at me afterwards. I can’t understand the look in her eyes, but I’m hoping she looks away from me soon enough so as not to cause suspicion.

      Maybe I’m a little paranoid. But anyone would be if everything important to them was on the line because of one drunken decision.

      Maybe it’s all in my head. Maybe Ella looks at me a reasonable amount, with completely normal facial expressions. But I have to be safe.

      I try to figure out why I worry so much about being caught. If we just forget about it and pretend like it didn’t happen, then it wouldn’t be an issue.

      But I think that’s the problem. Neither of us, or at least myself, can forget about that night, no matter how hard we try.

      “What are you thinking about?” Melonie asks, snapping me from my thoughts.

      “Nothing important. Just thinking about work stuff,” I quickly answer, going back to my food.

      The meal is uneventful, and I always love having my kids back under my roof. It would be better, though, if I weren’t sitting on an enormous secret that I’m keeping from my daughter. However, there isn’t much I can do about that except to push the impossible out of my head.

      Is it sick that I’m thinking about Ella stretched out under me as I pump into her? Or thinking about the breathy chants that left her mouth as she found completion? Or the…

      “That was delicious,” Melonie exclaims.

      She gets agreements, but I feel bad that Ella and I are not feeling the same way, whether she notices.

      “I’m getting my fortune cookie,” she spouts out, always being over excited when it comes time to read her fortune.

      When I was going through my divorce, despite being a chef, it was sometimes difficult for me to pull myself together enough to cook dinner. So, I’d order takeout, it being Chinese most of the time. Even when Melonie was mad at me, getting to read her fortune would always put a smile on her face.

      I watch as my daughter reaches for a cookie. Pulling it from the wrapper, she cracks it open and finds the slip of paper inside.

      “You’ll find out important news soon,” she reads. “I wonder what that could mean?”

      My stomach drops at the idea. Maybe I don’t like fortune cookies as much as I thought. I know, of course, I shouldn’t put any stock into a fortune cookie, as they’re mass produced. But considering what I’m keeping from my children, that fate may spill my secret makes me anxious and nauseous.

      By the look on Ella’s face, I can tell she is feeling the same way.
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      I don’t dread class per se because I enjoy the content itself. But I dread the feeling of awkwardness that accompanies it.

      I’ve been trying to keep a relative distance from Cole, but it feels like it requires a ridiculous amount of energy because of the constant conscious effort I make to not be strange.

      I’m probably not being weird, but the feeling is enough to get me to recede into myself some. Obviously, Cole doesn’t enjoy a little joking around, so I’ll keep that to myself, too.

      I get to the lecture hall before Cole, giving me some time to get my nerves under control. I make myself busy getting my materials out, so I don’t even notice when Cole comes in until he speaks.

      I try to do the same thing that I did last class. Only listen, and keep my gaze focused on the slides. It helps me to keep thoughts of Cole to a minimum despite his deep voice reverberating throughout the lecture hall.

      I thought it would be significantly easier to pretend like Cole and I didn’t hook up, but I don’t think it’s possible. All I can do is push those memories and thoughts down and get through this semester.

      Hopefully, not seeing him after this semester will help clear him from my mind.

      “How do you calculate the price of food on your menu?” Cole asks.

      No one makes a move to answer the question, the lecture hall remaining completely silent.

      “No one has the answer? It was in the homework assignment,” he pushes.

      He does a quick scan around the room before asking, “Ms. Riley, do you have an answer?”

      Asshole. The cold call was cheap.

      I’m forced to look over at him as he addresses me. His eyes bore into mine and I wonder why he felt the need to do this.

      “The cost of the food should be about 30% of the selling price. So, you’d need to multiply food costs by three to find your selling price,” I explain.

      “Correct,” he says, moving on to his next point like he didn’t intend to make my stomach flip-flop.

      Wasn’t he the one who wanted us to just act normal? Was the cold call done to make it seem like he’s not ignoring me?

      The rest of the hour is spent like the first half, with me trying to focus on the lecture instead of the lecturer. But I could feel his gaze on me occasionally, causing me to perspire under the undue pressure of it all.

      When the class is over, I hastily pack up so I can get out of there. But right as I’m standing up from my seat, Cole approaches me.

      “Ms. Riley, can you meet me after class?” he asks.

      I reply with a hesitant nod. What could he need from me now? I feel like we already talked about what we needed to regarding our indiscretions. Why does he want to continue to make it harder to just forget what happened?

      When the lecture hall is empty, I again follow him out to his office. I trail behind him on the way there rather than next to him. I don’t want him to think I’m doing this willingly, but as a student whose professor asked to meet. I can’t help but take a few peaks at his backside, though, remembering how tight and firm it was.

      When we get to his office, he walks in and stands with his back to me for a moment. I say nothing as I wait for him to speak. When he turns to face me, he seems confused, like not sure how to start.

      Finally, he says, “I didn’t think about the possibility of you coming to my home or being around my kids.”

      He’s right. I hadn’t been to his house in years, and I wasn’t expecting Melonie to want to take me back there. I usually go to her place, so it was a surprise that she wanted me to accompany her to her father’s house.

      “I agree. I had no idea that Melonie would want to take me with her to your house. I feel though, if we just keep doing what we agreed upon to begin with, it shouldn’t be an issue,” I say, hoping this conversation doesn’t last long. I need distance and being alone with Cole in a locked office doesn’t help the situation in the slightest.

      “But I think we need to consider the fact that it could happen again, and if it does, we need to act normal with each other. In class we don’t have to talk to each other, but when we’re around Melonie, we’ll have to engage with each other as not to appear odd,” he explains..

      “I think that if I just try not to come over, that will be enough,” I tell him, not planning to go back to his place soon. I then add, “Melonie was just feeling nostalgic when she found out that I was going to your school. Surely, it won’t happen again. If she asks, I will come up with an excuse.”

      Cole releases an exasperated sigh at my answer. “You don’t have to do that.”

      I furrow my brows at his answer.

      “Why? I feel like that’s what makes the most sense.”

      Cole steps towards me as he answers my question.

      “I don’t want you to think you can’t hang out with my daughter normally because of something I did. I was in the wrong and you shouldn’t be penalized for it.”

      I scoffed. “I’m not sure if this has been made clear to you, but I’m an adult. I’ve been married and divorced too, so don’t get me confused with one of your other little students who aren’t even old enough to drink yet.”

      This comment, for some reason, elicits a quirk of his lips. The site would be endearing if I wasn’t so annoyed at what he said. Does he not realize how old I am and very capable of deciding for myself? As much as I’d like to pawn off responsibility for what I did to someone else, I recognize that what happened was just as much my fault as it was his.

      “I know that. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise,” he says again, taking another step closer to me.

      Now, maybe I’m reading too much into this, but Cole is dangerously close right now. This is the proximity that he was giving me that night at the bar, which I don’t think is appropriate for our professor/student relationship.

      But I can’t deny the yearning I feel for Cole and to experience what I did that fateful night. That want has never disappeared; it’s only been suppressed. And by the look in Cole’s eyes, it seems as if I’m not the only one who feels that way.

      I feel like my breaths sound heavy and ragged, but I don’t know if it’s only in my head or not.

      When I was drunk, I could reduce what I did down to a drunken mistake. But now that I’m not drunk, I can’t help but believe that I’d make the same mistake sober.

      And revel in it.

      I can’t say I’m surprised when Cole bends his head down to kiss me, it feeling inevitable. What we experienced the night after the club couldn’t be regulated to just a one-night stand.

      Cole reaches his hands below me to cup my ass, pulling me closer so I’m pressed up against his body. The feeling of my nipples rubbing against his taunt chest has me pressing myself even more firmly against him.

      My mind screams at me, this is wrong, but my body demands dominion and keeps pressing Cole, feeling his hardness pressing back.

      Before, I only had to worry about the fact that I hooked up with my best friend’s father. But now, he’s also my professor, and it adds a whole other layer of sinfulness to the situation.

      So why is it I don’t seem to care? What is it about the way he fills out his shirt that makes me want to keep my eyes on him? Or his cool demeanor, yet deeply caring attitude, that makes me crave him more? What is it about the thoughts of him grunting my name that make him so intoxicating?

      I don’t flinch when he picks me up and carries me over to his desk and sets me on it. The feeling of a few papers under my ass doesn’t faze me as I feel him grinding himself into my center.

      He quickly undoes the clasp of his jeans, pulling his member out. Reaching forward, he pushes my skirt up out of the way and moves my panties to the side.

      Reaching up with his free hand, he takes my face. “This is our little secret,” he whispers out, keeping his eyes locked on mine as he rubs his cock between my folds.

      “Mmm,” I whisper, finding it so erotic the way he cradles my face in his hand, keeping his eyes penetrating deep into my own so caringly, while doing something so wrong.

      He pushes his hips forward, filling me, stretching me. Lowering both hands to anchor my hips to the desk, he pumps his manhood deep into me, quiet and fiercely. Moments later, I feel his body tense, getting ready to climax. I’m thankful I never stopped using my birth control pills as I relish the feeling of his sperm shooting deep into my own spasming body.

      And when we’re spent and left just holding each other, he looks into my eyes with such care and concern. I know now we both are in trouble. I have to have him, and he wants me, too.
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      I look over at Ella’s sleeping form in the passenger seat of my car as we pull into the driveway of my cabin. I’m so thankful for Thanksgiving break. The sneaking around trying to just be alone with her is getting old. It always seems that someone is always looking over our shoulders.

      Luckily, I bought this one story, two bedrooms cabin years ago when the kids were young and loved the water. It isn’t much to look at, but it’s only about a three-hour drive from the city. For enough to get away from everything, but not too far that we couldn’t go on a weekend trip. Now it is a perfect place to go to get away from prying eyes.

      Despite knowing what we’re doing is wrong, I haven’t felt this alive in years, and I can’t hardly wait to just unwind and be with Ella.

      “Ella,” I call out as I shake her shoulder.

      Her eyes flutter open. “Are we there?” she asks, voice groggy with sleep.

      “Yes. Let’s get our stuff,” I urge as I climb out of the car and head to the trunk to grab the suitcases. Ella joins me and grabs the groceries I picked up at the store before heading out this morning.

      “This is nice. Why was I never brought out here as a kid?” Ella jokes as she sets down the groceries and looks around the space.

      “I didn’t like you all that much,” I bite back with a smile, earning an eye roll and then a slight eye glare from her.

      “About that. What was it that bothered you so much about me?” she asks.

      I lead her over to the room we’ll be staying in and set our stuff down by the bed. It’s a standard bedroom with a queen-sized bed, a dresser, closet, and bed-side table.

      “You were too cute, if you know what I mean,” I reply to her as I pull her up to kiss.

      “What do you mean? I was too cute?”

      “Ella. If a grown man finds a girl too cute, or should I say sexy, that is not good,” I say to her while cocking my head to the right, trying to get her to think.

      “So, you’re saying you were mean to me because you had a problem with your own emotions?” she asks.

      “Yes. That is it. Plus, you always had boys hanging around you, and I didn’t want Melonie getting involved with boys. That is why I put her in an all-girl school.”

      “Well. I guess you had your reasons then,” she says with a smirk and another eye roll.

      Changing the subject, I tell her, “We only have so much food, so we’ll have to supplement our groceries. So, we’re going fishing.”

      Ella’s eyes widen, and a smile appears on her face. “Fishing, I haven’t been since I was a kid.”

      “Well, we’re going to go now,” I say and begin walking back out to the main area with Ella on my heels.

      The closet by the front door is where I kept the fishing equipment. I grab two poles and the tackle box. Out of one of the grocery sacks, I pull out a canaster of worms.

      “Do you know how to bait your own hook, or do I have to do that for you?” I ask, looking at Ella with the best knowing face I could muster up.

      She grabbed the worms out of my hand and headed out the door.

      We follow the trail through the woods to the lake. It has a small fishing dock where I have been placing branches around for years trying to keep it a crappie haven. The last time I was out here, I caught my limit in thirty minutes.

      “This is amazing,” Ella says as we reached the water.

      The lake is picturesque, the beauty only amplified with Ella standing by it. I’m only making things harder for the both of us by bringing her here. But it’s been so long since I’ve been with a woman for more than a one-night stand that it feels worth it. Life is too short not to enjoy its pleasures.

      After we find ourselves at the end of the dock, we sit down with our legs hanging over the side and get our poles ready for the fishing.

      “Here you go,” I say to Ella as I hand her a squirming two-inch worm.

      “Thank you,” she says as she plucks it from my fingers. “Now let’s catch our dinner.”

      “When was the last time you came out here?” Ella asks after carefully casting her hook just a few feet to the left.

      I follow suit before answering. “It’s probably been a little over a year.”

      I keep my eyes trained out on the end of my pole.

      “So, this must be a nice escape for you,” she says, her eyes focused on the end of her pole.

      “Yeah. It’s even better since you’re with me,” I say, quickly shooting her a smile before focusing my attention back to the end of my pole, which is now twitching slightly. “I’m getting a bite,” I say just as I get a hit and jerk the pole to set the hook.

      In less than forty minutes we caught our supper, with each of us catching two nice size crappies, with me having to throw back one undersized catfish.

      “So, who taught you to fish?” I asked as I gathered up the fish basket.

      “Daddy. He would take me fishing every month. He said that old saying, ‘give a man a fish and he will eat for a day. Teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime.’ So, after my parents died, I would beg my aunt to take me out fishing for the first few years. I could tell that she hated it because she had to clean the fish, but she did it anyway. I think she knew it made me feel closer to my dad.”

      “Wow. Wish I had known that. I could have brought you out here. I’m sorry, Ella.”

      “That’s ok,” she says as she covers her nose with her hand. “Those smell horrible.”

      “Really? They are not that bad,” I reply. “You can carry the tackle box. I’ll get the rest.”

      She grabs the tackle box in one hand while keeping a hand over her nose with the other.

      Back at the house, I place the fish on the counter and put the poles and tackle box away. Ella beelines to the living room, staying as far away from the fishy smell as she can.

      “You don’t want to help gut the fish?” I ask her jokingly.

      “I’ll have to respectfully decline,” she says.

      I laugh and go over to her and grab her hand, pulling her towards the kitchen. She tries to resist, keeping her hand covering her nose, but I tug her along, anyway.

      “Come on. It doesn’t smell that bad,” I say as we enter the kitchen.

      I pick her up and set her on the kitchen counter, where she leans against the cabinets behind her.

      “I don’t know. It’s pretty bad,” she tells me behind her hand.

      “We just need to associate it with something positive,” I say, toying with the waistband of her pants.

      “I don’t know if I can do this with that smell,” she says, finally removing her hand from her face as I work to undo my own pants. “Your hands stink!”

      She has a permanent grimace on her face, and I can’t help but to smile at her theatrics, “Well let’s just give it a try.”

      I’m confident that once we start, the smell of the fish won’t be an issue.

      Ella lifts her hips up some from the counter to help me get her pants and underwear off. The sight of her bare pussy pressed against the counter of my cabin is a sight I didn’t know I needed.

      “This will help,” I whisper before bending down and moving my head forward, darting my tongue out to swipe through her folds.

      She lets out a mewl, and I can’t help but smile at the noise of appreciation. I go to work eating her out, letting my tongue have complete liberty over her wet entrance.

      This meal is a lot better than what I planned on cooking.

      I’m having a great time where I’m positioned, and from the sound of Ella’s heavy breathing, she’s into it, too. So, I’m surprised when I feel her hand pushing against my head, trying to move my tongue away from her pussy.

      “Cole, I can’t take the smell. I feel like it’ll make me sick. I need to go lie down,” Ella insists, and I’m left surprised at her insistence of the bad smell.

      Not wanting to argue, I stand up from where I had been crouched in front of her spread legs and redo my pants. The pressure on my hard cock is uncomfortable, but I’ll just have to deal with that later.

      “Is it really that bad?” I ask as I watch Ella hop off the counter and put her underwear and pants back on.

      “Yes,” she tells me, covering her nose again once her pants are back in place.

      I watch as she makes her way to the bathroom instead of the bedroom. I guess I’ll have to cook the fish by myself, assuming she’s still okay with eating it. Hopefully, once I cook it, the smell won’t bother her.

      I unpack the groceries and found the Nilla Wafers. Perfect. About that time, I hear Ella leave the bathroom and head straight to the bedroom. I open the cookies and take out a sleeve of them and head to the bedroom.

      “I brought you some Nilla Wafers. Do you think they would help?” I say as I enter the room, seeing Ella laying on her side in the bed.

      She sits up and rests her back against the pillows. She doesn’t look well, and I chastise myself for not recognizing how badly the smell had been affecting her.

      “Thanks,” she mumbles, reaching out to grab the sleeve.

      Opening them, she nibbles on the crackers.

      “I thought you were just being dramatic. I didn’t realize the smell was that bad for you,” I say, trying to convey I was sorry for pushing her.

      “It’s alright. I’m surprised I reacted that way. The smell rarely bothers me. It just seemed strong today,” she explains, taking another cookie from the package.

      “Do you feel like eating?” I ask her, already thinking about other dinner options.

      “I hope so. We worked hard on getting that them there fish!”

      I laughed. She must be feeling better.

      I flop down on the bed next to her and turn my head to the side to watch her. Hopefully, this subsides. I don’t want her feeling sick to put a wrench in our plans for this trip. We both needed the break and time to get to know each other better in more than one way.

      “Well. I can clean and then freeze the fish to take back home with us. I’ll shut the bedroom door to keep the smell out and cook you something else a little less fishy.”

      Ella smiles and says, “thanks.”
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      Staying at the cabin was a much-needed break and was overall a good time, minus the feeling of nausea I’m getting with certain smells.

      I haven’t seen Cole since the trip, so I’m excited that classes are starting up again. I’ve really missed seeing him, and the thought only reminds me of the slippery slope I’ve found myself on.

      How have I gone from a hookup that should have never happened anyway, to semi-seeing him? It’s completely inappropriate considering my relation to Cole, but it’s also been a breath of fresh air from the year I had been having.

      I guess there’s no better way to get over a divorce than a good hook-up.

      Lying in bed, I am already feeling nauseas again, and I can’t pinpoint any scent that’s causing it. I force myself up out of bed and into the shower. After washing my hair, I step out and wrap it up with a towel, and then grab another towel to dry off with.

      I’m still feeling the same, just a bit of nausea. I head over to the sink and grab my toothbrush. I can really smell the mint flavor, and should have known better, because just as I brush my teeth, it hits.

      I rush to the toilet and throw up. I absolutely hate throwing up. The nausea, acidic taste of vomit, and overall sight of it makes me vomit more. Once the need to empty my stomach subsides, I head over to the sink and wash my mouth out and wonder if the hamburger I had last night was done through and through.

      Being late for class is inevitable so I take my time getting ready.

      Before I leave, I grab a sleeve of salt crackers to take with me just in case the nausea comes back.

      Parking my car, I walk for the seven minutes to the lecture hall. At the door, I take a deep breath before entering the room. I’m dreading the awkwardness of everyone staring at me before refocusing their attention back to the lecture.

      Walking in, I feel their eyes as I find an empty seat. Though it’s uncomfortable, it’s the eyes of Cole that I feel the most. It’s only for a second, but I watch as his eyes flicker to me before continuing with his lecture.

      I quickly but quietly get my materials out of my backpack and try to focus in on the lecture, even though there’s only about twenty minutes left. However, I feel nauseas again, and it soon becomes totally unbearable. I know that if I don’t leave now, I’ll embarrass myself in front of the entire class. So, grabbing up my things that just minutes ago I took out, and putting them back into my backpack, I feel myself beginning to perspire. I get up and head to the door with my head cast down, feeling their eyes on me again as I walk out.

      Finding the nearest bathroom, I dart into a stall and barely lock it when I immediately have a repeat of earlier today. I don’t even bother hoping I can make it back to catch the last few minutes of class, knowing those efforts would be futile. There’s just no way I can go back with the way I’m feeling.

      When I’m pretty sure it’s passed and I am done, I turn around and sit down on the toilet with my head down to my knees. I stay like that for a few minutes before leaving the stall and deciding to just go home. After washing my hands and rinsing my mouth, I take a cracker out of my bag and then head out of the restroom, hoping to get to my car without incident. But then Cole stops me.

      “Come here,” he says, not waiting for a reply as he grabs my arm.

      We each quickly check the area, noting that there isn’t anyone around. Considering that the classes that typically run during this block ended ten minutes ago, I’m not surprised.

      Cole drags me behind him until we reach a supply closet, which he pulls me into before locking the door.

      I’m met with the smells of various cleaners, and I hate it. It does nothing to temper my feelings of nausea, the smell of harsh chemicals only making my stomach roll more. I take a small bite of cracker.

      “What’s going on?” he asks, grabbing my face between both of his hand and moving it around to inspect me.

      I try to pull away, self-conscious about the smell of my breath, but Cole keeps me in place.

      “Nothing,” I grumble out, not in the mood for this conversation.

      Though I don’t think I’ll throw up again, I still don’t feel in the greatest shape right now. All I want is to go home and climb into my bed, hoping that sleep will help.

      “Then why were you late? And why did you leave class early?” he asks, finally releasing my face from the grip of his hands.

      “I wasn’t feeling well,” I shrug, taking a step back from Cole as not to have my breath in his face.

      He frowns at the gesture. If only he knew I was doing him a favor.

      “Is there anything I can do?” he asks, concern lacing his speech.

      “I don’t even think there’s anything I can do,” I tell him. Taking another bite of the cracker might keep the feeling away.

      “How long has this been going on?” he asks, continuing his bombardment of questions.

      I know he’s trying to be caring, but I’m seriously not in the mood. Being grilled in a supply closet will do nothing for my mysterious illness.

      “This morning, really. Though I wasn’t feeling the best on our trip,” I tell him, remembering my reaction to the smell of fish.

      Cole has a quizzical look on his face, then asks, “you are on the pill, right?”

      “Yes!” I snapped.

      “I know you told me, just making sure. Why don’t we get you home,” he says, resting his hand on my arm.

      I jerk it away, fueled with a newfound sense of irritability.

      “I can get myself home, thank you very much,” I tell Cole, annoyed that the only reason I’m not on my way home right now is because he has me in this stupid supply closet.

      Cole narrows his eyes at me. “No need to be rude.”

      I roll my eyes at his comment. “Oh, I’m sorry. I just don’t enjoy being dragged into supply closets when I’m not feeling well, and drilled with questions.”

      “That’s why we’re leaving now,” he tells me, taking a step closer to me.

      There isn’t much room in here, so I’m forced to stay where I am, knowing that if I take one more step back, I’ll be against the door. But all I want is to be away from Cole right now, not feeling in the mood to deal with anyone today.

      I should have never left my bed this morning.

      “I’m leaving. You can stay in here. You wouldn’t want to get caught leaving a supply closet with a student anyway,” I snarl, knowing that there isn’t much Cole can say to that.

      With a sigh, Cole runs his hand through his hair. He only gives me a quick nod, not saying anything as I make sure no one is outside the door before scurrying out.

      I don’t look back as I head out of the building.

      The car ride home feels longer than it did on the way there. I don’t know how I could go from the calming bliss of Thanksgiving to how I’m feeling now. At the cabin, I figured it was just the smell of the fish, but now I worry that something else is wrong.

      Getting back to my apartment, I waste no time stripping out of my clothes and climbing into my bed. The feeling of my cool sheets on my skin and being off my feet does wonders for making me feel better. But then I think about how I treated Cole and feel bad. I know he was only trying to be helpful, but it’s hard to care about that when worried about spilling my guts all over his nice leather shoes.
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      It was obvious Ella wasn’t feeling well, but I had been taken aback by the way she had reacted yesterday.

      She seemed extremely irritable, which I can understand since she had been feeling sick, but I wasn’t expecting her to take it out on me how she did.

      It’s all I can think about for the rest of the evening and the next day. Even amidst my other lectures, I can’t stop my mind from wandering what the deal with Ella is.

      The more I think about it, the angrier I get. I’d only been trying to check on her, and it didn’t seem fair for her to act the way she did towards me. I can’t even enjoy my dinner. The thought of Ella’s snarky words making the food taste bad.

      I know that stewing on the issue will do nothing to fix it. The only thing that is nipping the problem right in the bud. I need to talk to Ella. I put my dirty dish in the sink and run water on it. I will wash it later. I grab my wallet, phone, and keys and head out to Ella’s.

      Parking my car in a guest parking spot, I quickly rush inside, bypassing the elevator and taking the stairs two steps at a time. Ella lives in apartment 211A.

      I knock on the door and stand bouncing on the balls of my feet, waiting for the door to open. Though only a few seconds have passed, I bang on the door again.

      “I’m coming,” Ella shouts from inside the apartment.

      When she swings the door open, I waste no time rushing inside. She stands there looking confused with a messy ponytail and nothing on but a long t-shirt. I note she must still not be feeling well to have already settled into bed at only 6:30 in the evening.

      “Hey Ella. What are you doing?” I ask, trying to sound nonchalant to no avail.

      “Well, I was studying. What are you doing?” she asks. I’m sure isn’t supposed to sound as rude as it came out.

      I let out my own lengthy sigh at her attitude. Standing before me in a shirt looking like a child, clean faced and bare-footed, doesn’t help her case of being a 25-year-old woman. I’m almost struck by how comical this all is.

      If a young Ella had gotten an attitude with me like this, I would have just sent her home. Now here I am, standing in her own home, getting the same demeanor I probably used to give her. The irony of it all is almost overwhelming, and I know I can’t dwell on it much longer if I want to understand why Ella has been so snippy with me.

      So, channeling Mr. Michaels, I put the sternest look on my face that I can.

      “Why do you think? You weren’t the nicest the last time we talked.”

      At first, she almost looks contrite. But that look quickly disappears and is replaced by one of annoyance.

      “I’m sorry that I wasn’t the nicest after spending all morning throwing my guts up,” she bites back.

      My face softens at her words, “I didn’t realize it was that bad, Ella. Why didn’t you say anything? I could have helped you.”

      “I don’t need your help right now. It’s gross and I would prefer if you weren’t around to see it,” she snaps, twirling a piece of hair that escaped from her ponytail around her finger.

      “I’ve seen it all, Ella,” I tell her, thinking about all the times I had to deal with my kids’ illnesses.

      She scoffs at my words. I take a step towards her, not enjoying the distance between us. Reaching out, I attempt to take her hand away from the tendril of hair it’s abusing, but my hand is instead met by a swat from hers.

      Now I’m really annoyed.

      “Hey,” I call out, grabbing at the hand that swatted at me and holding onto the wrist.

      “You’re acting like a child.”

      “Well, you’re treating me like one,” she retorts, as she tries to tug her wrist from my grip.

      Still holding her wrist, I pull her body up so it’s flush to mine. The sound of my heavy breaths is the only thing to be heard in the otherwise silent room. I stare down at her with a glare, a look of defiance being what’s aimed back at me.

      The feeling of her body pressed against mine reminds me that I hadn’t had Ella since the cabin. Maybe that’s what’s adding to her mood, that she hasn’t had me, either.

      So, I ignore the state she’s been in for the last few days, as I lean my head down and lock our lips in a searing kiss. I can tell she’s surprised by the grunt that leaves her mouth at the contact, but I don’t let it deter me. I can slowly feel her wrist in my hand going limp as she focuses her attention on my lips.

      Feeling her not protesting anymore, I drop her wrist from my hand so I can use my hands to feel underneath her oversized t-shirt. I let out a groan, feeling the absence of underwear there.

      “Is this for me?” I growl against her lips, kneading the flesh of her bare ass in my hands.

      “Please,” she scoffs, and I smirk at the reply.

      If that’s how she wants to be, then that’s how it’ll be. I plan to make her beg for me.

      Ella releases a yelp as I pick her up without warning. She doesn’t stay in my arms for long as I take her the short distance to the couch and set her down.

      I crouch down in front of her where her legs are resting on the floor. Lifting an ankle in each hand, I make quick work of hanging one over each of my shoulders, sandwiching me between her legs. It gives me the perfect view of her bare pussy.

      I move close enough to where I’m not touching her, but she can feel me exhale on her engorged slit. It’s amusing to watch the liquid slowly trickle out of her, not knowing when she’s going to get the relief I know she’s begging for.

      I can tell that Ella is defiantly trying to hold in her whimpers, not wanting to give me the satisfaction of knowing she’s enjoying this. But I don’t plan to stop until she’s begging me to be inside of her.

      Taking one of my fingers, I just barely let it ghost along her slit and watch as she bites onto her bottom lip, trying to keep her mouth shut.

      “I want to hear you beg for me,” I tell her, wanting her to know there’s a quick way to fix this sweet torture.

      She doesn’t say anything at my request, so I know I need to crank things up a notch.

      Dipping my head down, I let my tongue dart out and make one long swipe up from her leaking hole to her engorged clit.

      I watch how her mouth opens in silent bliss and know that she won’t be able to keep herself quiet for long.

      So, I keep on doing this, giving her one long and slow lick before pulling my tongue back and waiting a few beats before doing it again.

      I’m on stroke six when finally, finally, I hear a noise from Ella.

      “What was that?” I ask, having a pretty good idea about what it is she said, but wanting her to say it loud and clear.

      “Please,” she calls out, the need dripping from her voice.

      I know what I’ve been doing has been driving her crazy and I’m pretty surprised she’s held off for this long.

      “That’s my girl,” I tell her, before letting my tongue have free range over her most intimate part.

      Now, she doesn’t hold herself back, letting me hear every whimper and sigh as I devour her, her pelvis surging up to my face to get more. She tastes divine and I can’t believe I’ve managed to go so long without being between her legs.

      When I sense she’s about to release, I pull away and remove her legs from my shoulders.

      “What…” Ella begins, but the sight of me undoing my pants and pulling out my cock stops her before she finishes.

      The couch places Ella at the perfect level for me to fuck her on my knees, which is exactly what I plan to do. Lining myself up, I push forward in one steady motion until I’m at the hilt. I can feel her walls pulsing around me and know that it won’t be long before I finish.

      “Fuck,” Ella shouts, her hands gripping the edge of the couch as I buck my hips inside of her.

      I remind myself to not go this long without giving Ella a good fuck again. It’s not healthy for either of us to deprive ourselves.

      “You tell me when you’re about to cum,” I grunt, wanting to make sure I can watch her fall apart for me.

      Her answer is almost instantaneous.

      “I’m cumming,” she says as her eyes close and her head tilts back. Her lips open just enough for me to bend over and slide my tongue deep into her mouth… lips to lips, bringing me instant release.
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      Sitting at the desk in the corner of my bedroom, I almost wished I never opened Google. It almost feels stupid looking at the answers. It seems so obvious now. Hindsight really is 20/20.

      When I googled “Why do I keep throwing up in the morning” answers such a low blood sugar, dehydration, or diet issues felt wrong.

      But when I saw pregnancy as a cause, I could only hope that the problem was one of the former. But when I think back to when my last period was, I know I need to look into the issue. I had thought my last period was uncharacteristically light, though I thought little of it. But realizing that the period I should have had two weeks ago never came makes a fresh wave of nausea arise.

      I can’t be pregnant. I’m on the pill. This is bad… very bad.

      The sooner I know, the better, so I waste no time grabbing my keys and heading for my car. The pharmacy is only a five-minute drive, but by the time I pull into the parking lot, it felt like I had to drive forever to get there.

      Once inside the store, I find the tests and grab three different brands. My heart is beating so fast that I’m afraid I might faint, as the thought of being pregnant becomes more real by the second.

      A sudden feeling of embarrassment hits me as I head to the counter to pay, which is weird since I am twenty-five years old. Lots of women my age or even younger buy pregnancy tests all the time. But the circumstances of it all give me a yucky feeling. It is wrong. All wrong. I might be pregnant with my professor’s kid. Hell, I might be pregnant with my best friend’s dad’s kid.

      I rush home, trying to keep from getting a speeding ticket to add more misery to the situation. By now, my heartbeat can be felt in my ears. I am so scared. This whole thing is so unfair. I take the pill religiously every day. I was just starting a new chapter in my life. I can’t be pregnant, but it is the only thing that makes sense. Either way, pregnant or not, I must make a doctor’s appointment.

      I need to breathe. I don’t even know if I’m pregnant or not. For all I know, this could all be just some random stomach bug or even messed up hormones, and I’m blowing things out of proportion. It’s not uncommon to have irregular periods. Maybe that’s my case.

      But I know that even as I think this, I don’t even believe it myself. I’m not one to waste money on anything frivolous, like three pregnancy tests unless it’s an emergency.

      Going into my kitchen, I down a glass of water and grab the pregnancy tests from the plastic pharmacy bag. I feel myself sweat as I head to the bathroom, knowing that once I do this, my life could change forever.

      Opening all three boxes, I pull out the directions from one of them. It all feels very self-explanatory, peeing on them, then waiting. It’s so odd how something so simple as taking a pregnancy test could lead to something so life changing.

      I grab a piece of toilet paper and set it on the sink to put the tests on once I use them. Taking a deep breath, I grab the three tests, pull down my pants, and set myself on the toilet.

      It’s done quick, and now I’m left to endure the worst part. Waiting.

      I exit the bathroom once I’ve set the pregnancy tests on the counter and pace around my apartment.

      Maybe I’m not pregnant and I will laugh at this when it’s all over.

      Or I might be the mother of my best friend’s sister!

      I try to imagine how Cole would react if I were to tell him I was pregnant. I know for a fact he had no plans to have any more kids, so I don’t think he’d be jumping for joy if I were to tell him I’m pregnant.

      Would he want to raise the child? Or would he leave me to have me deal with it myself? I’d like to think he’s not that type of man, but then again, he really shouldn’t be seeing me. Maybe this will give him the perfect out to stop seeing me for good.

      I don’t know if I’m equipped to handle a child alone, though, especially now that I’m in school.

      Knowing that it’s been about five minutes, I surmise the results are probably in. I’m absolutely terrified to go into the bathroom to see. I stalk to the bathroom, as if I know there’s something scary there waiting for me.

      Stepping inside the threshold, I see the three tests just innocently sitting there, and I gasp when I see two lines in the little windows of all three. My knees give out, and I slide down to the bathroom floor.

      This is bad.

      I can’t help but think this is some type of punishment. This is what I get for going behind my best friend’s back and hooking up with her father. Now, I don’t know how we’ll be able to keep this a secret.

      What happens when I start showing? What happens when it’s time for the baby to be born? Will I make up a lie or will Cole want to tell his kids the truth?

      My head is spinning with questions about what I can do. But I can’t even consider answers because I’m terrified. I need my friend to talk to, and I can’t go to her for obvious reasons.

      I’m not ready to bring this up to Cole yet, so that’s not an option. And I don’t have any family to call, except my eighty-year-old aunt. And I’m not calling her to tell her that her niece is pregnant by her professor.

      There’s only one person I know I can call. Amanda.

      Amanda is what I would call a low maintenance best friend. I met her in high school. Though she and Melonie got along, Amanda was more my friend. She lives about two hours from here, now, so I don’t get to see her much, but we call each other occasionally to catch up.

      This feels like it should be one of those moments.

      I pull myself up off the floor and go into the living room where I had thrown my phone on the couch. I flop down next to it before picking up my phone and quickly looking for Amanda’s contact information to call her.

      It rings four times before the line finally connects.

      “Ella, twice in one moth. You must really miss me,” Amanda jokes, but I can’t even work up the energy to give her a chuckle.

      A few moments pass when Amanda noticing my lack of communication.

      “Is something wrong?” she asks, her voice quickly changing from joking to concerned.

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out, until I finally squeak out, “yes,” followed by hot tears sliding down my face.

      “Ella, what’s wrong?” Amanda asks, causing me to cry more, thinking about how much worry I’m now causing her. I’m doing nothing but hurting people.

      I’m so overwhelmed that I can’t even think about how to put what I’m going to say next. So, I just choke it out.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      Saying it out loud makes it feel even more real, and I hate it. I had always thought I’d have kids one day, but after getting divorced, I figured it would be a long while. Now here I am going to be a single mother.

      “Oh Ella. Do you need me to come over? I can come right now,” Amanda says, and I can hear her moving around on the other line.

      It warms my heart knowing that she’s ready to drop everything to come see me, though I know I don’t need that right now. So, I tell her, “No, that’s alright. I think I just needed to tell someone.”

      “Well, talk to me as long as you need,” Amanda replies.

      What would I even say? I don’t want to mention that Cole’s the father, that sounding like a whole different stressful conversation that I don’t want to have right now.

      “I don’t really know what to say,” I mumble.

      “Well then, I can talk until you do. You will not guess who got married?” Amanda begins before going into a long tale about her older cousin Jacob that I used to have a crush on.

      Amanda’s tales only do so much to help me get my mind off my predicament. Though my tears slow, and I let out a few laughs, nothing can push out the pregnancy from my mind.

      For the rest of the call, the same question runs through my mind repeatedly.

      How am I going to tell Cole?
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      My sudsy hand glides over my hard cock as I let the hot stream of shower water rain down on me. Just remembering the look on Ella’s face when she found her release around me was enough to get me worked up this morning. I have to get it out of my system before I see her in class.

      My hand pumps in a steady rhythm as my mind flicks through all our moments together. I think about our first night at the club, and how I thought I’d never get to experience that again. The time I took her across my desk, and how good it felt to re-experience what I had been silently yearning. And last but not least, how easily her obstinate behavior toward me was reigned in simply by using my tongue.

      My arm works faster as my body wishes that it was Ella’s hand working me over instead of my own. But this will do for now. With my eyes closed, I can just imagine it being Ella who’s jerking me off. It’s the image of her face as I fucked her on her couch that gives me my release. I can’t believe I’m doing this at 42 years old. I blame Ella and her ability to make me feel ten years younger than I am.

      Turning off the water, I climb out of the shower, knowing I have got to kick it into high gear. It says a lot about me that I’d risk being late for work for a quick masturbation session in my shower.

      Getting dressed, I try to plan our next moments together alone. I’ll probably ask her to come into my office, and hopefully she’ll be just as ready as I am for a quickie on my desk. I feel like I could do her all day long, though. It’s crazy to think about how far I’ve come from being adamantly against letting anything further happen between us, to thinking about what positions I want to take her in next.

      Knowing that I’ll be seeing her today, I’m in an exceptionally better mood than days when I’m not teaching her class. Though we had our argument, I’m confident that I made it clear I won’t be tolerating her petulant attitude anymore. I chuckle under my breath at that thought.

      The lecture hall is only about half full when I get there, having about three minutes to spare before class starts. I watch as more students file in after me and look for their seats, Ella included.

      I’m hoping I’ll be able to shoot her a smile that can be construed as a simple, friendly professor one. But looking over at Ella, she isn’t looking my way at all. That is fine. I’ll have time to really smile at her when she joins me in my office later.

      “Okay, class, let’s get started. Today we’ll be talking about what makes a pleasant work environment in the kitchen,” I begin.

      Most students zone out for this lecture, assuming the subject is self-explanatory. Kitchens can be extremely high stress, and many would be surprised at how difficult it is making kitchens enjoyable for those working there.

      Throughout the lecture, my gaze keeps darting to Ella, hoping for something, anything, that shows she’s thinking about me. But it almost feels like she’s actively trying to avoid my gaze, which makes a pit in my stomach form.

      She doesn’t look as distraught and under the weather as she has been. So I figured her mysterious illness has disappeared, but it seems her annoyance with me isn’t. Whatever it is, I hope to get to the bottom of it today.

      When class is over, I watch as Ella hurriedly tries to pack up her things into her backpack. It looks like she is in a hurry to leave, but I’m one step ahead of her and am making my way over to where she’s sitting before she zips her bag shut.

      “Ms. Riley, can you stay for a bit after class?” I ask, knowing she’ll have to say yes with other students being nearby.

      She gives me a less than enthusiastic nod to my disdain. She stays slumped in her seat as all the other students file their way out of the classroom. I know that the next class in here isn’t for another hour, so I decide to just talk with her at her desk.

      Then, if things go well, I’ll take her back to my office.

      God, I hope things go well.

      When the last student is gone, I move to sit on top of the desk in the row in front of Ella so that I’m facing her.

      “How are you feeling?” I ask.

      “I feel alright,” Ella shrugs, not seeming to be in the mood for longer answers.

      I can see whatever was making her upset hasn’t gone away. But I won’t let her shut me out.

      “Do you mind elaborating?” I ask.

      She lets out an exaggerated sigh, to my annoyance. She’s acting as if I’m asking her to do something strenuous than just wanting to know the state of her being.

      “I’m fine, really. I haven’t been waking up as nauseous lately,” she says, keeping her eyes focused on anything but me.

      I can tell that something is off. I try to think about anything that I’ve done to make her have a problem with me, but my mind draws a blank. Maybe I had been a little too rough on her the last time we had sex, but she didn’t seem to have any complaints then.

      “Can you please look at me?” I ask, wanting her to seem at least a little interested in speaking with me.

      A moment passes where she keeps her eyes trained on the chalkboard behind me. I’m prepared to ask again when she finally turns to look at me.

      The look on her face is one of disinterest, and I’m again filled with a sense of déjà vu that I’m lecturing a teenager. I had thought that I was already done with that. I remind myself that she is younger than me.

      “Ella, can you just tell me what’s up? There’s obviously something wrong, so can you please just tell me,” I plead, hoping she knows that I’m here to help.

      Ella says nothing at first, so I just wait in silence with her. I get more and more anxious as the time passes, but finally she opens her mouth.

      “What are we even doing?” she blurts out, and I’m taken aback at how forceful the question is.

      I stare at her quizzically. “What do you mean? I assumed we were kind of seeing each other.”

      I hadn’t put much thought into it myself about what we were doing, just living in the moment. I figured we would just keep doing what we’re doing until she tires of me and dumps me.

      “Yeah, but it’s obviously not sustainable. Are we going to tell your kids? Are we ever going to not be sneaking around? How serious is this for you?”

      I wasn’t prepared for this barrage of questions. Obviously, I hadn’t planned to tell my kids, and I figured Ella wasn’t either. I thought she didn’t have a problem with the sneaking around and understood the necessity of it all. But I guess we aren’t on the same page as much as I thought.

      “I mean, we can’t tell my kids. At least not for now. And as far as the sneaking around goes, we’ll have to keep doing that for a while, too. But I have no qualms about being serious,” I tell her, hoping it’s the answer she wanted to hear.

      The scoff that leaves her mouth tells me it wasn’t.

      “I don’t know how serious a relationship can be if it’s a secret,” she says, darting her eyes away from me again.

      I’m left feeling lost. I don’t know what Ella wants from me. She must understand the position we’re in, and that keeping things a secret for now is something we must do to protect our relationships with Melonie. Not to mention my job.

      “Ella, I want what’s best for the both of us,” I tell her earnestly, hoping she understands I do care for her and want to continue seeing her

      “I don’t think you even really know what that is,” she tells me as she stands up and begins collecting her things.

      I’m left sitting there dumbfounded.

      “Well, do you mind explaining to me what that is?” I ask, feeling more confused than I did when we started talking.

      I can’t help but feel like I’m being left in the dark. It’s like Ella knows something that I don’t, and she keeps beating around the bush about it.

      “If there’s something you need to say, then just say it,” I call out as Ella is now walking toward the door.

      She stops in her tracks and turns and looks at me. Making eye contact with me, she opens her mouth, but then drops her chin down, shaking her head and mutters, “forget about it,” and turns away from me and out the door.

      I want to call after her. I want to chase after her. But it all seems so futile. She obviously doesn’t want to talk to me about whatever the problem is. I can only hope that whatever it is, she will tell me soon. If not, I’m not sure there’s much of a future for the two of us.
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      My stomach is in knots, both because of how I’ve been treating Cole recently and at how I know I need to come clean about the pregnancy. No matter what happens, Cole deserves to know that I’m currently carrying his baby.

      I just hope he’s not too mad at my recent behavior to not want to meet with me today. I thought and thought of how to tell him and then decided that the city park would be perfect. We would be far enough away from people for privacy, but close enough to prevent any outbursts, hopefully.

      I haven’t been with him since he stormed into my apartment, and my body yearns for his, yet I know it’s probably just the hormones making me horny. I wish I hadn’t gotten pregnant. All I wanted to do was to get my life together.

      Also, though I know it must be all in my head, I swear I can see the bump. However, nearing the end of what has to be the first trimester, it’s only a matter of a few weeks before that becomes reality.

      I picked up and set down my phone several times, trying to get up the courage to call Cole. The crippling fear I have at a negative reaction from him stops me from doing so. Even a positive reaction brings me worry. Him wanting to be in the baby’s life makes it so Melonie and Sam will have to find out soon about our relationship. At least him deciding to ditch me will help to protect my friendship with Melonie by telling her I don’t know who the father is.

      “You’ve got this,” I whisper to myself as I pick up my phone one more time, scrolling through my contacts until I find Cole’s number.

      My thumb hovers over the contact information for a few seconds before I press the call button.

      The sound of the phone ringing quickly makes me regret my decision. I was just about to abort the call when the line connected.

      “Ella?” Cole’s voice asks, his voice sounding more confused than annoyed.

      “Hi Cole,” I say sheepishly, feeling embarrassed just thinking about how I’ve been acting toward him.

      “Is everything alright?” he asks, and my heart melts at how he still seems concerned for me despite my behavior.

      “Um, yeah… I just wanted to know if we could meet?” I ask, biting my lip as I await his answer.

      I don’t wait long as he says, “Yeah, yeah. Of course. Do you want me to come over to your place?” he asks, and I can hear him rustling around on the other end of the phone, probably gathering his keys and billfold.

      “Actually, do you think we could meet at Carpenter Park?” I ask.

      “Yeah, Yeah. When do you want to meet there?” he questions, the soft croon of his deep voice making me wish I could just curl up into his side.

      “How about in an hour?” I say, hoping it gives each of us enough time to get ready.

      “Okay, an hour. See you then,” he says as he hangs up.

      I should have said thirty minutes. Having to wait an hour feels like torture. Though I’ve been keeping this secret for even longer, I’ve finally worked up the courage to tell him. I don’t want to lose that by waiting around and thinking about all the outcomes that could come out of this meeting.

      To pass the time, I take an extra-long shower, which feels fantastic. Before I get out, I turn the water to cool and let it shower my warm, swollen breasts. I read that was a symptom of being pregnant and, like magic, my breasts became tender and swollen.

      When it’s finally time for me to head out and meet Cole, I’m almost driven to turn around and walk back into my apartment; I feel like I could be sick. This time, not from the pregnancy. And the anxiety I feel about having to tell Cole the truth only grows the closer and closer I get to the park.

      Once there, I note that I’m a few minutes early, and park myself on a bench closest to the entrance of the park so that it won’t be hard for Cole to spot me. Then, I wait. And wait. And wait. The few minutes I’m sitting on the bench feel like an eternity, and I’m filled with the innate feeling of wanting to run away.

      But I hold my position. And when I spot Cole walking towards the bench, I wrap my fingers around the edge of it to ground me.

      “Hello,” he greets stiffly, sitting down on the opposite end of the bench from me.

      I want him to move closer so that he’s pressed up against my side, but know that I can’t ask that of him right now.

      He seems a lot more distant than he sounded on the phone. I guess that’s what happens when you’re face to face with someone who’s been hurting you.

      “Hello,” I force out, stewing in the silence that ensues.

      Luckily, I don’t have to break it as Cole asks, “So, you wanted to talk to me?”

      I don’t turn to him, keeping my head faced towards my feet as I nod, “Mhmm.”

      Cole waits patiently for me to answer. Taking a deep breath, I blurt it all out.

      “I’m sorry. I’ve been so rude to you lately. I haven’t been feeling well and have been going through a lot,” I begin, finally lifting my head to look over at him.

      I’ve missed his face the last couple of days, and being greeted with it, so close to me, helps to make me feel better.

      “I could tell,” he says, it coming out snarky, though I don’t think he means for that.

      Either way, I probably deserve it.

      The next part is hard for me to get out. “But I’ve found out what the issue is.”

      His eyebrow raises.

      “Would you like to tell me?” he asks, moving an inch closer to me on the bench as he turns his body to the side to face me, throwing his arm over the back of the bench.

      Tears well as I think about what I have to say.

      “Please don’t be mad,” I tell him, my voice sounding watery as I try to stop any tears from falling.

      At this, he moves closer to me, just barely touching my side. I can tell he’s concerned, though a part of him tries to remain impassive, probably still hurt about how I had been treating him.

      “I won’t be mad. I promise,” he tells me earnestly, reaching out to move some hair out of my face, it being the first time he’s touched me in days.

      I close my eyes to savor the moment. It’s like the calm before the storm, and I’m barreling headfirst into the eye of it.

      Knowing I can’t beat around the bush any longer, I take a deep breath before whispering, “I’m pregnant.”

      Cole stiffens abruptly, and I look at him. His eyes look like they are going to pop out of his head as he asks, “What was that?”

      “I’m pregnant,” I say much louder and more confidently as I turn toward him more.

      His mouth opens and closes like a fish as he looks at me with a mix of shock, fear, and worry.

      “Who’s the father?” he asks, though I know he already knows the answer.

      “You.” I watch as he squeezes his eyes shut for a few moments before opening them again, as if he’s trying to see if this is a dream.

      Little does he know; I’ve already tried that.

      “Are you sure?” he asks me, and I scoff at the question.

      “Considering that you’re the only person I’ve been with in months, I’m sure,” I tell him, feeling myself get even more anxious as I wait for how this all ends.

      “Shit,” he breathes out as he runs his hand through his hair.

      Nothing about the site feels good, his worry making my anxiety spike. It causes for the tears I had been holding back to stream down my face.

      Cole doesn’t notice at first, but when he does, his attention settles firmly on me.

      Grabbing my face in between his hands, he wipes the tears off of it with his thumbs.

      “Hey, don’t cry,” he coos, trying to get me to calm down.

      “How can I not? You said you wouldn’t hate me,” I choke out, my voice cracking as I try to hold back sobs from racking thorough my body.

      “I don’t hate you. I promise. It’s okay, it’s okay,” he assures, pulling me into his chest.

      Though it doesn’t stop my tears, being pressed against Cole in this way was much needed. Feeling the heat emanating from his solid chest makes me feel safe and warm.

      He pulls back, though he keeps his hands pressed firmly on my arms.

      “Don’t cry Ella. We’ll figure this out. Have you decided what you want to do?” he asks, and I’m struck with the fact that I haven’t really thought about that. I just knew I would keep it.

      “I… I want to keep the baby,” I tell him, waiting for any angry outbursts at my decision.

      But they don’t come.

      “Okay. Okay,” Cole says, taking a deep breath as he looks away before turning his attention back to me, “We’ll figure this out. Together.”

      “Together?” I ask, fearing that he’s just saying that to seem supportive in this moment.

      “Of course. You have my child in there,” he says, giving me a small smile as he presses his hand against my stomach.

      And for the first time in weeks, I feel like maybe everything will be okay.
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      Pregnant. Ella is pregnant. I got Ella pregnant.

      For thirty seconds while I’m sitting there, I try to figure out how I got to this moment. I used to bar Ella from coming to my house occasionally when she was a teenager. And now, I’ve gotten her pregnant.

      I haven’t raised a baby in so long; I worry that I’ve forgotten how to do it. But the look on Ella’s face tells me I’d better brush up on it.

      She looks so worried, though I know my promise to stay with her helps with some of those fears. I want to be there for her, both because I care for her and feel that it’s the right thing to do.

      But that doesn’t stop my fear of knowing it’s not that simple. My kids, especially Melonie, would be so upset with me if they found out I was seeing Ella. But Ella being pregnant may just make them hate me.

      I want to be there for all my kids, but there seems to be so many contradictions with that.

      “Why don’t I follow you home, Ella?” I say as I stand up from the park bench, reaching my hand out for Ella to grasp.

      Knowing that she’s carrying such precious cargo has me hyper aware of all her movements. It’s a familiar feeling, one not dissimilar to how I felt each time my ex told me she was pregnant.

      When we get to the parking lot, I help Ella climb into her car. Though it’s unnecessary, her not being far along enough to warrant this concern, I do it anyway.

      Climbing into my car, I don’t start the engine until I watch her car pull out of the parking lot.

      When we get to her apartment building, I give her the same care as I did earlier. I keep my hand positioned on the small of her back as we make our way up to her apartment.

      “There’s so much for us to talk about,” Ella tells me as we walk into her home.

      “That can wait for now. Right now, why don’t we get you into bed,” I say, guiding her over to her bedroom.

      “I’m not an invalid,” she tells me, but none the less follows my lead.

      “I know but this is just so… amazing,” I settle on, feeling warm inside at the familiar feeling of knowing that I have a child on the way.

      Maybe I’d be more concerned about the idea if it was my first time. But I’ve done this before, and my kids turned out well. Also, I’m not terribly old to be having a new child and wonder what it will be like raising one with the knowledge I’ve built up over the years.

      “You really think so? Are you not worried?” Ella asks as she climbs into her bed, laying her back against the headboard.

      “Of course, I’m worried. I can’t even think about how I’ll tell my kids. But I’m going to help you with this child. And when it’s time to tell my kids, I’ll just have to find the words to do it,” I tell her as surely as I can, climbing onto the bed so I can lie next to her.

      “That’s very noble of you,” Ella jokes, resting her hand on her stomach.

      “I’m just glad you’re safe,” I begin, bringing my hand up to rest over hers. “You had seemed so sick for a while.”

      “It was just this baby,” Ella tells me, beginning to rub her hand in small circular motions over her stomach, making my hand move with it.

      I can’t believe a baby is growing inside of there. It’s my third child, and the thought has never ceased to amaze me. Just thinking about meeting the child makes me giddy.

      I had never thought that I’d have another kid after Melonie and Sam. It just never crossed my mind that it could ever happen, especially after my divorce.

      But something about having a baby again sends an excited jolt down my spine. Being a father has always been such a fulfilling part of my life and I can’t wait to experience raising a child again.

      Though I’m still a father, it’s different when your kids don’t need you anymore. But now, I get to go through all the phases of raising a kid that seems painful in the moment but is ultimately missed when they’re over.

      Removing my hand from Ella’s stomach, I work to lift her shirt up to bare her smooth skin to me. It hasn’t been long enough for Ella to start showing, but I know soon a little bump will appear.

      Bringing my lips down, I press soft kisses onto her skin. I start in the center, and gradually begin moving my head around so that I can try to kiss every inch of skin available to me.

      “What are you doing?” Ella asks softly, letting her hands reach into my hair and start carding through it.

      The feeling makes my eyes flutter, and I can imagine nights laying on her bump as she runs her finger in my hair just like this.

      “Kissing my future child,” I tell her as if it’s obvious, only letting myself break away from her long enough to say that before letting my kisses resume.

      Wanting to be more comfortable, I roll so that I’m positioned overtop of Ella. My knees on either side of her as I keep my weight from crushing her, continuing to pepper kisses on her stomach.

      “I can’t believe I put a baby inside of you,” I say in awe, the thought becoming more and more surreal as each minute passes.

      “You did. My guess was that night at the club,” Ella tells me, the thought forcing a groan out of me.

      I felt insatiable that night. I wouldn’t be surprised if that’s what got her pregnant. Maybe that’s what kept drawing me to her, even after that, this subconscious knowledge that she was carrying a piece of me.

      “In honor of that, maybe we can reenact it,” I tell her jokingly, though I’m sure I’m one hundred percent serious.

      “Don’t make any promises you won’t go through with,” she tells me, the hooded look in her eyes telling me she’s just as horny as I am.

      “You think I can’t take you like I did that night?” I ask, despite knowing that’s not what she had meant.

      She opens her mouth to protest, but I silence any attempt at speech by pressing my lips against hers.

      I let my lower half come down some to press against the apex of her thighs. I know that sooner than I think, there will be a time when I won’t be allowed to enjoy what’s between Ella’s legs as much because of the baby. So, for the next few months that Ella’s pregnant, I have to be sure to savor it.

      I let my hips rock slowly between Ella’s leg, loving how needy she is as she raises her hips up to initiate more contact. But I plan to go slow, knowing that I have the time to take care of her in the way I want.

      “Have you been sore baby,” I whispered as I kissed the length of Ella’s neck.

      “Very sore,” she mewls, her breath catching as I set my sights on her chest.

      I pull her shirt up the rest of the way, pushing her bra up as well, baring her breasts to me. I’ve heard how sore they can get from pregnancy and want to make sure I’m taking care of Ella in all the right ways.

      I press soft kisses onto her nipples, not wanting to be too harsh on them in fear that it will hurt. She doesn’t seem to mind though if the soft mewls she lets out are any sign.

      I want to be gentle with Ella today. Nothing hard or rough like we’ve had in the past. But something to show her just how much I appreciate and care for her despite how scary this situation is for the both of us.

      “Let’s get you out of these,” I insist, giving a light tug on her belt loops.

      Undoing her jeans, Ella lifts her hips some so I’m able to slide them off her legs. She pulls her already disheveled shirt and bra off, leaving her in nothing but a pair of pink cotton panties.

      Bending down, I press a soft kiss over the center of her panties, being rewarded with a buck of the hips from Ella.

      Her eyes look so unfocused as I work to rid myself of my own clothes. They’re half lidded, as if she’s already been satiated. But we both know that this is only the beginning.

      Hooking my fingers into the waistband of her underwear, I pull them down her legs. It’s like a reward, seeing what’s revealed underneath.

      “I know you’ve missed me, Ella,” I whisper, gripping my member in my hand as I let it stroke up and down her slit.

      The moisture that collects at her entrance is calling out to me, but I stay patient, wanting to savor this moment.

      “I missed you,” she whimpers, trying to rock her hips back and forth on the bed to get some type of friction.

      The site makes me smile. I feel so depraved knowing that I put a baby in Ella. But I don’t feel bad enough to keep my hands away from her. In fact, somehow it makes me want her even more. Despite my fear, despite the knowledge that this could ruin things with my family, I can’t give this up.

      Without warning, I slowly slide into her heat. Ella completely sucks me in, forming around me for the perfect fit.

      I stay up on my knees as I fuck her. Bringing my hand down, I rest it on Ella’s stomach, where I imagine the baby might be.

      Just thinking about what she’ll look like when the baby bump shows has me worried that I’ll finish soon. But I hold myself back. I’m taking care of Ella right now; her pleasure comes first.

      I don’t know how long we go on. It seems like this is more for me to be inside of her rather than to get off. At some point, though, I end up with my body pressed up against hers as we simply let our hips writher together, until we both come. Laying there, I don’t remove myself, but kiss her and then roll over onto my back, swinging her up onto me. She laughs at the sudden move, but then leans down and gently kisses me.

      I’m hooked.
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      Today I went to see Doctor Johnson, my gynecologist. After being told officially what I already knew, that I was pregnant, I felt butterflies in my tummy. She did a pelvic exam and did her best in assuring me that my baby will be fine even after taking birth control pills for a few months. She said it has happened before with no bad outcomes. After leaving the office, I went and got myself an ice cream cone. I deserved it.

      I’m pregnant. It makes me think about everything differently. It makes me look at life in a whole new light. Should I eat something? Should I be drinking more water? Hold on to the railing tighter. Do my clothes feel tight? Can others see I am pregnant?

      For the next couple of weeks, I go about my days normally. I take my prenatal vitamins the doctor subscribed, eating healthy, and walking regularly. The morning sickness has subsided, thankfully. But at fourteen weeks, my clothes are becoming snug, especially my jeans. I can’t quite button them now.

      While looking for a pair of sweatpants to wear, my phone rings from where it rests on my bed. Walking over with the sweatpants still in my hand, I smile to see Cole’s name on the phone.

      He’s been taking this whole baby thing well. He’s worried about how his children will take it when they finally find out. But, he seems kind of happy to have a child on the way. Which makes me feel a lot better knowing that he’s on board with the child. I don’t know how I would do this alone.

      “Hello,” I answer brightly as I pick up the phone.

      “Hey! Are you free today?” Cole’s voice asks.

      It sounds like he’s in his car by the sound of things.

      “Yeah, but I think I need to get some new clothes. Mine are a little tight,” I tell him while sandwiching my phone between my head and shoulder as I try to get into my sweatpants.

      “Perfect. I’m on my way now,” he says, and I smile, knowing he was already coming over.

      “What if I had been busy?” I ask, already knowing that I would have dropped everything I was doing to see him.

      “What if?” Cole asks, and I listen to the sound of his car engine stopping.

      He’s already here.

      “Okay. I’m here. See you in a minute,” Cole says quickly, hanging up. Thirty seconds later, he is knocking on my door.

      “I didn’t think you’d enjoy shopping,” I say as I open the door to let Cole in.

      “How could I miss shopping for your preggie clothes?” he asks seriously, before breaking out into a big smile.

      “I don’t think that is a thing,” I tell him, rolling my eyes.

      “Whatever. You need help and I will help you find clothes that will keep you looking like your sexy self,” he says with a wink.

      “It feels weird. One second my pants fit, the next second they don’t,” I say as I go snatch my purse off the kitchen counter and head to Cole to give him a hello kiss.

      “That’s what happens when a baby grows inside of you,” Cole says, a second later, with a look of nostalgia on his face.

      When we get to his car, he opens the passenger side door for me, as usual. However, since I told him about the baby, he has been even more chivalrous. He always opens doors for me, he keeps at least one hand somewhere on me when we are together, and he is constantly asking what I need. I’m either going to be one spoiled girl or knock the crap out of him from annoyance. I haven’t decided yet.

      Cole drives us to the maternity store about an hour away in an effort to not run into anyone that may recognize us. It’s an added effort, but it would be even worse to be caught together maternity clothes shopping.

      When we finally get there, I’m struck by how surreal this is all getting. Right now, it’s maternity clothes, but soon we’ll have to get cribs, baby clothes, diapers, and anything else a baby may need. I mention it to Cole as I look through a rack of clothes.

      “We have time before we must start doing that. Let’s just concentrate on what we need to get today?” Cole says as he stares through the clothes.

      I let out a noise of affirmation as I keep my gaze focused on the racks. I’m not all that impressed with the clothes the store has to offer, but figure they’ll do. I stick with the basics like black stretchy yoga pants and loose-fitting shirts.

      “What about this?” Cole asks as he holds up a horrendous looking top.

      “It’s not quite what I’m looking for,” I tell him, to which I earn a roll of the eyes and laugh from Cole.

      “You can just say you don’t like it,” he mumbles as he puts the piece of clothing back.

      Looking for maternity clothes makes me feel a little anxious, since I know that it’ll only be a few months before I’m giving birth and have a whole baby to look after. Being pregnant is scary, but the thought of having to take care of a child once it’s born is even scarier.

      Once I’ve deemed that I’ve found enough clothes, we head to the counter to check out. I don’t even have time to dig around in my purse before Cole is already paying.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I say as I watch Cole grab the bag of clothing off the counter.

      “I wanted to,” he tells me earnestly as we make our way back to the car.

      During the car ride back, I worry about what it will be like once I have the baby. I have no experience with children. Never have babysat. Never have I ever changed a diaper or even touched one. How am I supposed to raise one?

      Cole takes me back to my apartment and comes inside with me. I can tell by the glances he keeps shooting at me he knows that something is on my mind.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks as he sets the bag of clothes on my bed.

      “Nothing really. I’m just scared.”

      He looks at me, concerned, as he steps closer to me, resting a hand on the side of my face.

      “It’s normal to be scared. But I’ll be here. I promise,” he says in a hushed tone.

      Despite his kind words, it does little to ease my fears. Of course, he’s not as worried; he’s done this before. But I’ve never raised a child and the thought of doing it wrong makes me sick.

      I can tell that Cole sees that his words have done little to help my ever-growing fear.

      “Why don’t you let me help you relax?” Cole asks, his voice lowering as he lets his thumb softly stroke my cheek.

      As worried as I am, I can’t deny that Cole “helping” me right now would feel good.

      With a soft nod of my head, Cole leans down to press a searing kiss on my lips.

      “Lay down,” he whispers against my lips and then pulls away, using his arms to guide my body onto the bed.

      Climbing on top of the sheets, I scoot myself back and lie down as I wait for Cole. He stands still, watching me for a moment at the foot of the bed.

      Finally, he reaches over to my lying form and hooks his fingers in the waistband of my underwear and sweatpants. Slowly, he tugs both off in one motion, leaving my entire bottom half bare.

      He stares looking at what he’s uncovered, not saying a word, but the look on his face as he stares at my bare form in awe makes me wet. I watch in anticipation as he leans down closer to my bare mound. It’s as if he’s inspecting every inch of the area, not wanting to miss a single thing about me. I try squirming around in self-consciousness but am stopped by Cole’s hands on my hips.

      “Be still,” he urges as his hands work to press my hips down into the mattress.

      I’m relieved once Cole bends down over me, giving me one long lick from my entrance to my clit.

      “Oh,” I breathe out, it immediately stops me from thinking about the bigger issue that had been plaguing me.

      I squirm around more at the feeling, but I don’t get far as Cole’s hands remain pressed on my hips, so I don’t buck up to his face.

      It gets increasingly harder not to react as Cole’s tongue goes to works. He lets his tongue lave my slit before letting it dart in and out of me. The sensations are strong rippling through my body. I can’t move myself away from his mouth, my most sensitive area being forced to endure the workings of his tongue with no reprieve.

      When Cole puts a finger inside of me so his tongue can focus on my clit, I let out a small whimper.

      Laying here, I don’t need to worry about what I know to be the inevitable. Right now, all I need to worry about is chasing my pleasure on Cole’s tongue.

      As I fall apart and am left panting with my eyes closed, I feel Cole slide off the bed.

      “What…” I begin as I open my eyes to see Cole working on the clasp of his own pants.

      “You thought I was done with you?” he asks, the smirk on his face telling me I’m in for a long afternoon.
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      “Hey guys,” I say as both of my kids walk through my front door, and I give each of them a big hug.

      “Sam, I haven’t seen you in weeks,” I tell my son.

      “You know me, dad. Always busy. Unlike Melonie, who is always free,” he says, poking fun at his sister.

      “I didn’t realize getting drunk with your man-child friends counted as ‘being busy,’” Melonie bites back and I decide to step in before this turns into an actual fight.

      “Why don’t you two stop arguing for the time being so we can have dinner?” I say, leading them over to the dining table.

      Today I made lasagna because it’s my kids’ favorite dish, and I need to lay it on thick for them for the time being. It won’t be long until they will find out the truth about Ella and the baby. I’m so nervous knowing what I’m doing behind their backs. But how do you tell your adult children that you have a baby on the way? Especially when that baby is with your daughter’s best friend.

      “Yes. Lasagna,” Sam says, rubbing his hands together as he takes a seat at the table.

      Even though I’ve been trained as a chef, my children never expected me to whip together anything fancy for them. Though on special occasions I’d do a little something extra for dinner, I have stuck to the basics for family meals.

      “Sam, did you know Ella is in one of dad’s classes?” my daughter says as she uses the spatula to place a slice of lasagna on her plate.

      My heart rate speeds up.

      “I didn’t know Ella was in culinary school,” Sam notes as Melonie passes the spatula his way.

      “Yeah, she just started this fall. How’s the class going, dad?” Melonie asks, and I internally groan at the question.

      “Um, yeah. It’s fine. Same old, same old,” I tell them, hoping my flippant answer helps to steer the conversation away from the topic.

      “I should have asked her to come to dinner,” Melonie muses, and I briefly widen my eyes at that.

      “I’m sure she’s busy with other things,” I quickly say, then chastise myself for how quickly I said it.

      “It would have been nice. I haven’t seen Ella in ages. How is she?” Sam asks, and I want to scream at how this conversation is going.

      What kind of sick joke is this? I’m sure someone is going to pop out at any moment telling me this is a prank and that everyone already knows what I’ve been up to. This dinner was orchestrated for me to be humiliated.

      “She’s good. I think starting school was good for her after the divorce and all. I should probably catch up with her soon. Dad may know more than me,” Melonie says, both sets of eyes turning my way.

      I feel like I’m sweating bullets at the attention. What did Melonie mean by that? Why would I know more than her?

      “Um, what?” I ask my daughter, worried that she’s about to expose what I’ve been doing.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I just thought that since she’s in your class, you may know how she is,” Melonie explains, eyebrows furrowed at my flustered reply.

      I quickly try to compose myself as to not seem suspicious. Although being calm is the best course of action for getting through this dinner, it almost seems impossible.

      “Oh. She seems fine. I don’t talk to her that much outside of class stuff,” I say, lying to my kids straight through my teeth.

      Am I the worst father in the world? Maybe. But considering that Ella is pregnant, I can’t really take back what I’ve done. All I can do is hope that when my kids find out, they’ll forgive me. Eventually.

      The rest of the dinner goes relatively smoothly after that. Sam switches the conversation to something that happened at work. I’m glad, because I don’t think I could have continued talking about Ella without giving it all away. I’m just not ready for the drama that will ensue.

      “Maybe we can do this again and have Ella over next time,” Melonie says as they stand by the front door, getting ready to head out.

      Despite my nervousness I felt throughout the dinner, it doesn’t lessen the slight melancholy I feel watching my children prepare to leave. Even though it’s been years since they both have lived under my roof, I still miss those days.

      “Sure,” I say simply, hoping that the suggestion is one that will be forgotten about.

      After seeing them out, I head into the kitchen to clean up. When I place the last dish in the dishwasher and rinse out the sink, I head to the phone. I’m sure talking to Ella will help me ease some of my worries tonight. That and I just want to hear her voice.

      “Hello?” her voice answers on the fourth ring, a smile immediately appearing on my face at the sound.

      “Hey. I hope I’m not interrupting anything,” I say, though I don’t hear anything happening on the other line.

      “No. Just eating dinner. What are you up to?” she asks, and I’m sure I can hear a smile in her own voice, too.

      “Just in my room. Melonie and Sam just left,” I explain.

      “How did it go? What did you guys talk about?” she asks, it being obvious that she’s checking to confirm that I kept our secret.

      “Nothing really. They asked how you were, and Sam talked about work. The normal stuff,” I tell her nonchalantly.

      “And not about us or the baby. Right?” Ella further inquirers.

      “Of course not. It wasn’t the right time,” I reassure her, hearing a sigh of relief leave her mouth.

      Just hearing her voice helps to calm my own nerves. I don’t know how she does it, but she makes me feel like there’s a chance that everything will be okay.

      But I know something that will really help me calm down.

      “Are you done with your dinner?” I ask, sitting on the edge of my bed.

      I can hear the laugh in her voice as she says, “Not quite, but I could be persuaded to take a break.”

      “Well, why don’t you take a break for a moment,” I tell her, letting my hand lay on my growing bulge.

      Only Ella could make me go from worried to horny in only a couple of seconds.

      “Okay. I’m sitting on the couch. What did you have in mind for this break?” Ella asks, her voice sounding husky over the line, telling me she knows what I’m looking for.

      “Touch yourself,” I whisper, working on pulling myself out of my own pants.

      “You’re insatiable, aren’t you?” Ella chuckles, but by the movement I can hear on the other end, I know she’s working on my request.

      “Are you wet?” I ask her after a few seconds, slowly stroking myself as I try to imagine Ella with her legs spread open on her couch.

      “Yes,” she breathes, as I visualize her hand on her mound running her delicate fingers through her folds.

      “Perfect. Just keep touching yourself sweetheart,” I say as I close my eyes, listening to her heavy breathing.

      As much as I wish Ella and I were together at the moment so that I can actually see her touching herself, this will have to do.

      “What are you thinking about?” Ella’s voice rings out, it tinged with her neediness.

      I let out a small scoff at her questions. “What do you think? I’m imagining myself knelt between your legs as I watch you touch yourself.”

      “And do you like what you see?” she continues, her breaths deepening on the other end.

      “I love what I see,” I tell her, speeding up my own movements.

      We don’t need words as we listen to each other’s groans and whimpers through the phone. It’s so erotic and frustrating at the same time. I love hearing her whimpers, but I’d love them more if they were happening right in front of me.

      I know the pregnancy hasn’t been easy on Ella, and it will only continue to get tougher. But I hope that taking these moments in which she can find pleasure will help her through it all.

      “Tell me when you’re close,” I ask, feeling my release quickly approaching.

      “I was close the second you told me to touch myself,” she gasps, and I can imagine the sight of her hand speeding up.

      She doesn’t need to say anything to let me know when she’s reached her climax. The sound of her voice cracking on a long moan tells me all I need to know.

      It’s that sound that spurs me on.

      Amidst catching my breath, I hear Ella say, “What a nice dinner time interlude.”

      All I can do is laugh.
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      “Sorry I’m late,” Cole exclaims. His face looks flushed, and I can only imagine how fast he was rushing to get here.

      While he still had one more lecture to teach, I had my last class with him yesterday. I’m glad to get a break with the semester ending, especially since I’m getting progressively bigger, more tired, and much more grumpy.

      “You’re just in time,” Dr. Johnson says from where she sits in a chair beside me, having the ultrasound machine all set up.

      Cole pulls up a chair to the side of the table I’m lying on, reaching out to grab my hand before Dr. Johnson begins working.

      “Ready? It will be a little cold,” she says, picking up a tube of some jelly like substance I know to be used for the ultrasound.

      “I’m ready,” I say, a smile of nervous excitement arising on my face as I watch her work.

      While I’m very aware I’m pregnant and what it entails, this feels like a whole different type of proof that I imagine will have some sort of effect on me, whether good or bad. I’d like to think that I’ll have a positive reaction, but fear can make a person do crazy things.

      Dr. Johnson spreads the cold jelly on my bare stomach, and I wait in anticipation as she moves the wand around my stomach. I’m filled with conflicting emotions. Something I think describes my entire experience being pregnant.

      I think it strange how I didn’t want to be pregnant, but now worried sick that the doctor might find something wrong with my baby. That would break my heart, and I know Cole’s, too. I’ve been making conscious choices to take better care of myself since I found out I was pregnant and I hope it shows with my baby’s health.

      Looking over at Cole, I see the way his own eyes are focused on the monitor with the black-and-white image I assume to be the inside of my uterus. I can’t quite make anything out yet, and don’t think I could without assistance, but Cole seems like he knows exactly what he’s looking for.

      Suddenly, the room fills with a steady thud. My eyes widen at the sound, knowing what it is but being shocked all the same.

      “That’s your baby’s heartbeat. Would you like to know the gender?” Dr. Johnson asks us. The smile on her face is a good sign.

      “We’re going to keep it a surprise,” I say, thinking about the conversation that Cole and I had on not wanting to know the gender of the baby until it is born. We just want a child that is happy and healthy. Yearning for a specific gender isn’t something either of us is interested in.

      “So, is everything okay?” Cole asks, the question eating away at the both of us.

      “The baby looks perfect. Happy and healthy,” Dr. Johnson says, the smile on her face being contagious as Cole and I look at each other with matching smiles of our own.

      When Dr. Johnson finishes, she wipes off the jelly from my stomach. She gives us more information about this stage of my pregnancy and schedules the next checkup.

      We say bye as Cole and I leave the room, high off the excitement of knowing our baby is alright.

      “You’re doing so well. Why don’t you let me cook you dinner now?” Cole says, latching onto my hand as we head to the parking lot to get into our respective cars.

      “Dinner sounds amazing,” I say, while placing a hand on my stomach. The thought of food makes me feel famished.

      When I get back to my apartment, it’s only a few minutes before Cole comes knocking at my door.

      “Took you long enough,” I say as I let him in.

      “It hadn’t been that long. You just can’t resist me,” he says, heading straight to my kitchen to see what I have for him to make dinner with.

      “I need to go grocery shopping, but hopefully you’ll be able to find something to work with,” I tell him, cringing as I see the sparse contents of my fridge.

      “Don’t you worry about me. Why don’t you sit down, and I’ll figure something out,” he says, not having to tell me twice as I sit down on a stool at the small peninsula in my kitchen.

      It’s always when I’m seated that I realize how tiring it is to be on my feet. I’ve already started to show, and it’s like I can feel the extra weight that I have to carry around. Right now, I can hide myself using larger shirts, but I know it’s only a matter of time before everyone around will know that I’m with child.

      Despite not wanting to, I know I need to avoid Melonie for now. At least until Cole figures out how to let his children know. I had coffee with her a few weeks ago, and she was griping at me for being so scarce. I blamed it on the schooling.

      It’s hard to feel as though you’ve done something wrong when the outcome is something you’re excited about. As much as I feel horrible for Melonie, every day I’m filled with a growing eagerness about welcoming the baby. I wish I could share my excitement with her… my best friend. That part of this whole thing sucks!

      “It looks like I can whip together chicken Alfredo,” Cole tells me as he holds up a frozen pack of chicken breasts he must have had to dig through my freezer for.

      “Sounds delicious. I’ll pay close attention,” I tell him, jokingly widening my eyes at him.

      “What an excellent student you are,” he fires back as he grabs the rest of what he needs.

      Watching Cole cook is mesmerizing. Even when he’s just throwing together food at home, he has this look of concentration that I love to see. It never mattered what I had in my fridge. I knew Cole was going to whip together something delicious.

      “Are you sure you don’t need me to do anything? I can chop something,” I offer, watching Cole as he puts the chicken in the microwave on thaw.

      “You just sit there and look pretty. You can learn a lot by watching,” he tells me, shooting me a smile over his shoulder.

      Though I know that, it’s hard to focus on the food when the chef is so nice to look at. Cole, who is still dressed in straight leg grey slacks and a light blue button up from work today, looks devilishly handsome.

      Though he’s always been handsome, the farther along I get in my pregnancy seems to increase just how much I think that. I know I’ve just been extra horny, but it isn’t an unwelcome feeling. Maybe when Cole is done making me dinner, he can do something else for me.

      Cole sets a pot of water on the stove, then turns around and catches me staring at him.

      “Have you been paying close attention?” he asks me with a knowing look on his face.

      “I’ve been paying close enough attention,” I tell him, knowing that this student would fail from just ogling the professor.

      He’s about to say something back but is cut off by the sound of his phone ringing, so he narrows his eyes at me as if to say “I’m not done with you yet” as he picks up his phone.

      “Hey Sam,” Cole greets his son.

      I can’t hear what Sam is saying, but get the gist of the conversation from Cole’s replies.

      “I’m actually not at home,” Cole answers, his face seeming to fall as he talks to his son.

      “Yeah, I’m still at the office,” Cole quickly says, and I wince at the lie.

      I know he feels horrible about lying to his kids. He’s in a tough spot right now with wanting to be there for his newborn child and me while knowing how much keeping such a secret will hurt his kids.

      “Okay. I’m glad you called,” Cole tells Sam, ending the call.

      He looks crestfallen as he gets off the phone and my heart goes out to him. This is a lot for me, and I know it’s a lot for him, too.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him, feeling bad about him having to lie to Sam.

      “Don’t be. We’ll tell them soon enough,” Cole says, trying to sound upbeat, though I know it’s the opposite of how he feels.

      Despite the reassurance, I know that clearing up the one problem of secrecy will only bring on a whole new set of issues to handle. I dread that.
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      “Think of this as a gift to prepare you for the next semester,” I tell Ella as we walk into my house.

      “I do like dinner and a movie,” she tells me, making a B-Line to the couch and grabbing the remote control to the television to find a movie for tonight.

      With the next semester starting in only a few days, I wanted to spend a relaxing night in with Ella. Between planning for the baby’s arrival and keeping up with our own lives, we have spent little intimate time together in a few weeks. I’m hoping that tonight, I can cook her dinner, watch a movie, and then take a bath together, all before taking her to bed.

      I head to the kitchen with the groceries I picked up from the store before picking Ella up from her apartment. Ella jumps up from the couch and follows me in.

      “You can’t make me believe you wanted me to come over just so you could cook me dinner,” Ella says as she gets back up to follow me into the kitchen. At five months pregnant, her baby bump has begun to really show. She’s able to hide it behind larger shirts and sweaters like she is right now, but I know that once I get my hands on her, I’ll be able to really admire it.

      “I may have some ulterior motives,” I tell her as I put away the things that I don’t immediately need.

      Though I am eager to undress Ella later, I’m ecstatic to have her try my Shepard’s pie. It’s always been a comfort food for me and the kids, and I hope maybe it will be one for her and our child, too.

      “I’m sure I’ll enjoy all you have in store for tonight,” she tells me, nibbling on some trail mix she grabbed from one of the grocery bags.

      I’m sure you will too.

      I set out the things I’ll need for the meal. It’ll take some time to get it ready, considering all the steps I’ll have to go through, but it’ll be worth it in the end.

      As I am just getting ready to rinse the potatoes, I hear my front door opening, causing me to freeze. Looking over at Ella, she has the expression of a deer caught in headlights. It has to be one of my kids. They are the only ones with a key.

      Ella stands back up from the stool she just sat down on, and tries to lean nonchalantly against the counter. I also stop what I’m doing, standing by the sink as I wait for whoever is here to walk into the kitchen.

      Ella and I both know she doesn’t have time to hide, so our best bet for whoever it is, most likely one of my children, is to act natural. If we do that, I doubt their thoughts will jump to the idea that I’m seeing Ella and she’s pregnant with my child.

      “Hey dad. Ella, what are you doing here?” Melonie asks, confused as she comes into the kitchen.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      Looking over at Ella, I know she can’t come up with an answer soon enough.

      “Um, I ran into Ella on campus today and had some information on culinary apprenticeship programs I thought she may like.” I tell Melonie, hoping that as long as I stay composed, she’d believe me.

      “Oh,” she says, almost convinced until she adds, “I didn’t see Ella’s car in the driveway.” I hadn’t even thought about that. I’m preparing for shit to hit the fan, but then Ella speaks up.

      “Yeah, I was having car trouble this morning, so I hitched a ride. Your dad said he’d take me home once we swung by here to get me the information,” Ella says calmly, gesturing to her bag.

      Melonie seems convinced, but then says, “I didn’t think classes started until next week.”

      Ella doesn’t miss a beat as she says, “Yeah. I was just finishing some class registration stuff. But we were just about to leave.”

      Melonie looks at the two of us, and I’m so grateful for Ella’s choice of attire. I don’t know what we would have done if Melonie caught sight of Ella’s swollen belly.

      “Well, why don’t you just let me take you home,” Melonie offers, throwing her thumb over her shoulder to gesture to the front door.

      Knowing that I need to speak with Ella about this debacle, and not to mention our plans for dinner, I say, “That’s alright. You just got here. Just sit down and I’ll be right back.”

      Ella and I don’t wait for Melonie to protest as we head out the door.

      “See you Melonie,” Ella offers, getting a small wave from Melonie as we make it out the front door.

      From the time we get in the car to the time we make it about a mile down the road, we’re silent. But finally, I pull over to the curb; the street being mostly trees as we exit my residential neighborhood.

      “You don’t think she suspected anything, right?” I ask Ella as I place the car in park, still in shock at that encounter.

      “I don’t think so. Or at least, I hope not,” Ella replies, her face looking just as spooked as I feel.

      That had been an extremely close call. I think it reminded the both of us how this secret is bound to come out.

      We sit in silence for a moment, trying to calm ourselves down. That could have been extremely bad. Though I know Melonie must find out at some point, I wasn’t prepared in the slightest for it to happen tonight.

      “Well… that was terrifying,” I finally let out, following it up with a small chuckle, just thinking about how much differently that could have gone.

      “Why are you laughing?” Ella asks, confused, but looking over at her, I can see a small smile beginning to form on her face.

      “I don’t know. Fear I guess,” I answer.

      “We really need to figure out how to tell them,” Ella says softly as she stares at me from across the console of my car.

      I release my sigh. Just the prospect of doing it feels overwhelming.

      “I know. I promise we will before the baby is born,” I tell her, feeling as the beating of my heart finally slows down to a normal pace.

      “You better get me home soon. You don’t want Melonie to get suspicious,” Ella tells me as she refocuses her gaze out the windshield.

      “But what about our night together?” I ask with a small pout.

      “It will have to wait, I guess,” Ella tells me with a sigh, bringing her hand up to rest on her belly. The site reminds me of how excited I had been to see her completely bare tonight, her small baby bump on full display for me to admire.

      “Give me ten minutes,” I tell her.

      Ella looks over at me, a look of confusion on her face. I don’t waste time trying to explain as I dart over the console and press a searing kiss against her lips. She releases a small yelp but otherwise sinks into the kiss.

      “What are you doing?” she asks as I tug on her to climb over into my seat.

      “Take your pants off,” I breathe out as I pull back from her.

      Though she still seems a bit confused, she works to peel her pants off, having to remove her shoes first. I also work on undoing my pants, lowering them down enough to pull my cock out.

      We probably shouldn’t be doing this after what happened, but I don’t think I could go another whole day without having Ella.

      She doesn’t waste any time as she climbs over the center of the car so she can straddle my lap. It’s a tight squeeze even after I’ve moved the seat back but it’s enough. I rest my hands on her hips and in one move but in slow motion; she settles herself on my lap as my hard cock slides deep inside her.

      I can’t help myself as my hands reach out to lift her shirt, baring her slight bump to me so my eyes and roving hands can take it in.

      “This is so perfect.” I breathe out at the site, sitting back and staring as Ella works to bring herself up and down over me.

      I try to support her movement by placing my hands on her hips, but somehow, they always wander back to her stomach. Instead, I try my best to bring my hips up to meet hers.

      “I can’t believe we’re doing this right now,” Ella says, letting her head tilt back as she releases a sharp gasp.

      “I just couldn’t help it. I have to have you,” I pant, wishing we weren’t having to do this in my car, knowing that if someone was to pass by, they would probably see it shaking. I just hope that doesn’t happen. We’ve already had one too many close calls today.

      When her hips come down against mine, I hold her there, not letting her come back up. She looks confused for a moment, but that look quickly changes to one of pleasure as I work on grinding up against her stationary pelvis. I just want to feel her for a second, see how deep I can be inside of her before speeding up my movements again.

      The thrill of fucking in public is tantalizing. It’s a heady feeling, and a dangerous one.

      “This will give you something to think about when you’re home alone,” I tell her, resuming my movements of bucking into her, suddenly shooting my essence inside of her body.

      Ella has her eyes closed when I come, yet she says, “I felt you come up in me,” and then she falls apart in my lap, where we sit in the front seat of my car, with her pregnant belly resting between us. I know I won’t shake this image from my mind for the rest of the life.
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      Classes start again tomorrow, and I’m sure the fact that I’m carrying a child will be obvious to everyone, no matter how big my shirts are. It’s not a bad thing, considering I am an adult, as long as people don’t find out who the father is. And I’ve got to keep avoiding Melonie, too, who is getting peeved at me. If I’m not careful, I will lose her friendship by default. We have got to tell her about the baby, period.

      All these thoughts are keeping me awake, and I need to go to sleep. I don’t want to have a long day at school tomorrow on my first day back. However, now not only are my thoughts keeping me awake, but I am having a dull ache develop in my back.

      I get up and go to the bathroom, thinking I need to have a BM. After peeing, nothing else happens so I wipe. Out of habit, I look at the toilet paper and see dark brown blood.

      “Shit.”

      Though I remember learning that spotting is normal early in pregnancy, I’m not sure what to think about the site of blood while I’m this far along.

      I find myself a clean pair of sweatpants to throw on and grab my bag, while the whole time quietly praying that there isn’t anything wrong. As nervous as I am being pregnant and knowing I will have to provide for another human being, I still want my sweet baby.

      Briefly, I consider calling Cole, but decide that it can wait, and I can get myself to the hospital faster. I’ll call him later. Plus, if it isn’t serious, no need for him to be tired for his first day of classes, too.

      Since it’s the middle of the night, the drive to there is quick. I try staying calm with breathing exercises, knowing that freaking out right now won’t help my situation. Once I reach the emergency entrance, I quickly park my car and walk into the hospital to the woman at the front desk.

      “Hello, I’m pregnant and experiencing some bleeding,” I tell the woman calmly, though I hear a quiver in my voice.

      The nurse gives me a clipboard and asks me to fill out the attached papers. She then tells me a doctor will see me soon. I go back to my seat and begin working on filling out the papers to the best of my ability. Luckily, I am only sitting for a few minutes before a nurse calls out my name and I am taken back to a bed.

      I tell the nurse what happened and soon the doctor joins us, and I have to repeat myself. As I tell the doctor what happened, I work myself into a frenzy and cry. I wish I could see my regular doctor, but in this kind of emergency, I don’t have a choice.

      “It’s most likely ok. Bleeding during a pregnancy happens to some women, but let’s take a look to calm your fears,” the doctor tells me. Her messy bun bobbing around as she tries to reassure me.

      Following her instruction, I wait in anticipation as the doctor puts the cold jelly on my stomach. Soon, I am relieved when I hear a strong heartbeat.

      “Well, that sounds like a very good heartbeat. Let me move this around, now,” she says while looking at the monitor. “Look there. Do you see your baby moving his arms?”

      And yes, I do. I cry at the grayish image of my baby moving inside of me.

      “And do you know the sex of your baby?” she asks, and I’m grateful for the inquiry before she says anything.

      “I don’t. It’s going to be a surprise,” I explain.

      Shutting off the machine, she grabs some paper towels to help wipe my belly. After, she grabs me a paper gown and hands me the attire.

      “Well, you change into this, and I’ll be back to look you over some more. But you shouldn’t worry too much,” she tells me with a small smile before stepping out of the room.

      Though I know I’m not completely out of the woods, I feel a lot better than I did when I left my apartment. Which reminds me I should probably call Cole. Though it’s almost 2 am, I’m hoping that he’ll take the time to look at who’s calling and pick up.

      I quickly change into the gown before I call Cole. I’m happy he picks up on the second ring.

      “Ella? What’s wrong? It’s late,” Cole inquires, his voice filled with sleep and worry.

      “Don’t be too alarmed,” I begin, knowing that even with my words he’ll probably still freak out, “But I’m at the hospital. There was some bleeding, but the doctor said everything should be fine. She’s—”

      I’m cut off by Cole’s frantic words, listening to the rustling on the other end that lets me know he’s already jumping out of bed.

      “Bleeding. What do you mean probably fine? Which hospital? I’m coming right now,” Cole says, his voice sounding just as worried as I imagined it would.

      “I’m at Lincoln. She still wants to run some tests, but she said everything was probably fine based on an ultrasound,” I explain, hoping that it eases some of his worries.

      It doesn’t seem to be from the sound of his voice as he says, “I’ll be there soon.”

      I don’t have time to say anything else as the line disconnects, just in time for the doctor to come back in.

      “Okay. Why don’t you place your legs in these stirrups?”

      The examination doesn’t take long, and the doctor confirms that everything looks good. She says it was just some spotting but if it happens again to come back in, reminding me it’s always best to make sure even if things don’t seem that bad.

      I’m glad when I can finally get dressed again and leave with the peace of mind that everything is okay. I just walk out to the lobby when Cole comes rushing in.

      “Ella. Why are you up? Is everything okay?” he asks with a look of pure worry on his face as he grabs onto my shoulders.

      He’s still in his pajamas under his coat and his hair is all mussed, telling me he simply rolled out of bed before coming here.

      “Everything is fine. Just some spotting,” I tell him as he quickly pulls me into his arms for a hug.

      “I was so worried. Why didn’t you call me first?” he asks, leading me out of the hospital.

      “I was a bit distracted,” I explain, thinking about how I just wanted to get myself to the hospital.

      He releases a sigh of understanding. “Well, let’s get you home. I’m driving. We’ll get your car in the morning,” Cole tells me, leading me to his own car.

      I don’t argue as I’m ushered to Cole’s car.

      The drive back to my apartment is filled with silence, and I can practically feel the worry that is still oozing from Cole. I just know he’s going to be coddling me even more than he already has been.

      He doesn’t let go of me as we head up to my apartment. He helps me through every single motion, from getting out of my clothes, to climbing into bed.

      “Do you need anything?” he asks, staring down at me with concern after putting the covers over me.

      “No Cole. I’m fine. Everything is fine,” I try to reassure him.

      “Maybe I should just stay here for a bit. You know, until the baby is born,” he explains as he climbs into bed with me, quickly pulling me into his arms.

      Though Cole regularly stays with me, we both haven’t confirmed our future living situation, figuring we couldn’t until after his kids know about us. However, with the way I feel right now, all I want to do is keep him here with me forever.

      “I have no problem with that,” I tell him, nuzzling deeper into his arms.

      I know that it’s only a matter of time before our secret is out. But right now, I only want to lay here next to Cole and try to ease the worry that I still feel about the scare.

      “We’ll talk more about it in the morning. Go to sleep,” he urges, placing a kiss on my forehead.

      He doesn’t have to tell me twice. After the night I’ve had, it isn’t long before I’m falling into a deep slumber.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            18

          

          

        

    

    







            COLE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cole

      

      

      

      The curve of Ella’s bare belly seems to beg for my gaze. It sends me back to another time when I used to stare at my ex-wife’s pregnant belly, yearning for the day I’d be able to meet the little human resting inside of it.

      I hadn’t experienced that feeling in years and had already accepted that I never would again. Then Ella happened.

      I was scared. I am scared. And I know things will only get tougher when it comes time for my children to find out. But during moments like these, I’m filled with a deep sense of joy at becoming a father to an infant again.

      This time with Ella.

      I had already prepared myself to co-parent again. But looking at Ella, I’m struck by the fact I want to do more than just co-parenting. I want to be a family with her.

      “My belly can’t be as entertaining as you seem to find it right now,” Ella says from her position, resting against the headboard.

      “I can assure you, it is,” I argue, not letting my eyes stray from the stretched skin that enables our child to be comfortably cradled inside of her.

      But even my words can’t seem to convey the feeling inside me as I stare at her swollen belly. It gives me a chance to yearn for a life I never thought I’d get to have again.

      “Is it the stretch marks or the weird discoloration of my belly button that does it for you?” Ella jokes.

      I place a kiss on her belly button before responding.

      “All of the above. And the fact such a beautiful woman is carrying my child,” I explain, finally looking up at her.

      Since Ella’s scare at the hospital two weeks ago, I’ve ramped up my attentiveness to her. I imagine she finds it somewhat annoying, but I can’t seem to help myself. Even if she didn’t have the scare, I imagine I’d still be like this. The bigger she gets, the more I want to be around her.

      “Well, don’t you have a way with words,” she tells me as she lets her hand reach up to stroke through my hair.

      Everything feels so perfect as we lie here in bed completely naked. Though I know eventually, we’ll have to get up, for the moment, I can imagine a world that stops so that we can bask in each other’s presence.

      “I have a way with a lot of other things if you’d like to find out,” I tell her. I know if I move my body down only a little, I’ll be met with the inviting heat between her legs.

      “Like cooking. Speaking of, I could use something sweet right about now,” Ella says, completely halting me from what I had been hoping to do.

      With a sigh that’s followed up with a smile, I ask, “Like what?”

      “Cookies, brownies, pie. Anything will do,” she says, a cheeky grin on her face telling me she’s aware of my disappointment that I don’t get to try the something sweet I was hoping to.

      Though, I don’t know if I’d describe the taste of between her legs as wholly sweet.

      With one last kiss to her belly, I heave myself out of bed.

      “Well, I’ll need a sous-chef. So, you’re coming with me,” I tell her as I slip into a pair of boxers.

      “You don’t want to cook me something and bring it to me?” she questions, but works to get up anyway and slip into a pair of cotton shorts and my t-shirt.

      “Maybe another day,” I explain, grabbing her hand and leading her out to the kitchen.

      I’ve been staying over here since the hospital visit, not wanting to leave Ella’s side when I don’t completely have to. Though my house provides us with a little more room, my kids still have a key to it, and I don’t feel like enduring another surprise visit with Ella so visibly pregnant. I figured that if they came looking for me, I’d just claim to be out before heading back over.

      “It looks like we can make chocolate chip cookies,” I explain as I look through Ella’s cabinets for what ingredients I’ll need.

      “Sounds perfect,” she explains as she parks herself on a stool.

      I get out all the ingredients and set them on the counter in front of Ella. It’s a simple recipe that I know by heart, so I don’t have to waste time looking up the recipe.

      Ella too seems to find the task simple, each of us effortlessly moving to add things to a large mixing bowl to make our batter.

      I’ve always enjoyed cooking, but doing it with Ella makes the experience so much better. While my ex wasn’t much of a cook at all, Ella seems to be a natural. It makes me wonder why she hadn’t started culinary school sooner.

      “Can I ask you something?” I question, interested in Ella’s decision to start school so recently.

      “Of course,” she says, not stopping her job of pouring sugar into the mix.

      “Why didn’t you start culinary school sooner?” I ask, hoping the subject isn’t too touchy.

      Ella doesn’t answer the question immediately and one look at her tells me she’s trying to think of the answer. I worry that the question is one that’s too uncomfortable and am about to take it back when she answers.

      “I’m not sure. I was young with my ex, and after we got married, I was too focused on being a good wife. When I started working at a bakery, it seemed enough. After Zach though, I wanted more for myself. I figured why not give culinary school a shot,” she says, trying to articulate the complicated feelings I know that come with marriage and divorce.

      “Well, I’m glad you decided to do that,” I tell her, wanting the conversation to not be so heavy right now.

      We go back to finishing up the batter in a comfortable silence. Though I didn’t particularly want cookies myself, working on this batter has made me crave them.

      “Our child is going to be fed so well,” Ella points out as she mixes the ingredients.

      I don’t point out that having a chef for a parent doesn’t always mean gourmet meals, but don’t want to put a damper on things. Who knows, maybe I will feed our child more intricate meals. I’m in a far different position now than I was when Melonie and Sam were kids.

      It’s not long before the batter is finished, and Ella seems to find an immense amount of joy when it’s time to place the batter onto the tray.

      “This has to be one of the best cooking tools ever created,” Ella says as she uses the cookie scoop to place balls of dough on the tray.

      “So, you’re telling me, as a culinary student, you think this has to be one of the best cooking tools ever created,” I say, as I stand back and watch her work.

      She pauses for a moment as she looks up at me expressionless, “Yes,” before going back to placing the cookie dough.

      When we’ve got twelve evenly spaced balls of cookie dough on the tray, I pick it up and set them in the oven, which has already been pre-heating.

      Turning back around, I find Ella staring at what must have been my backside as I had placed the cookies in the oven.

      “Well, we have ten minutes,” I say, looking at her, letting my tongue dart out to lick my lips while staring at Ella.

      Maybe she’ll let me do what I had been wanting to while we were in bed earlier before she stopped me.

      “What do you think we can do in ten minutes?” she asks me coyly, but the glimmer in her eyes lets me know she has some ideas herself.

      “A few things come to mind,” I say as I walk towards her, grabbing her stool and turning her away from the counter while she’s on it.

      She releases a yelp at the sudden movement, but otherwise sits still as I turn her stool so it’s facing me. She watches as I lower myself to the floor, so I’m crouching in front of her.

      I stay silent as my fingers dip into the waistband of her shorts and pull them down her legs. She raises her hips some to help me get them off and watches intently as I go to work.

      What I’m presented with is what I had been hoping to see earlier. But somehow, with the smell of chocolate chip cookies baking in the background, and a counter covered in ingredients we’ll have to clean up soon, this is better.

      I waste no time with teasing as I let my tongue take over. We only have less than ten minutes now and I don’t want to waste a single moment.

      I let my hand snake up under the t-shirt she’s wearing to rest over her stomach. I don’t let my hands stray from it for too long.

      Both of Ella’s hands come down to the back of my head, pushing me further in between her legs. I can’t tell if it’s more for me or for her, as I don’t fight back at what she’s doing. She can keep pushing my head as much as it will go.

      When Ella’s finally singing my name, her legs pressing together from how sensitive she’s gotten following her finish, I’m sure it’s been longer than ten minutes. That fact is only confirmed as the telltale smell of something burning fills the kitchen.

      “My cookies,” she pouts as I finally stand up from where I had been crouching, wiping the back of my hand against my mouth.

      I give her a quick kiss before going over to take the now burnt cookies from the oven.

      “Don’t worry. We’ll just make more,” I say, as I set the pan on the counter and open the windows.
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      The baby oil feels greasy all over my stomach, but if it helps me with my stretch marks, I’ll do anything.

      “I’m going to miss this,” Cole says from where he sits behind me against the headboard.

      “Rubbing baby oil all over me,” I question, snuggling deeper against his chest.

      “Yes. And you just being pregnant. I love seeing you like this and taking care of you,” Cole notes as his hands work to massage the oil into the skin of my stomach.

      “Don’t you worry. I’ll let you still take care of me,” I tell him smugly.

      Though I understand what he’s saying. There’s something that feels so deeply intimate about going through this together. Not just having him rubbing baby oil into my stomach, which I plan to let him do even after the baby is born, but just going through this pregnancy together as a whole.

      I wonder if he’ll ever see me pregnant like this again. Though it’s early on and I’m not even sure if I’d want another child, a part of me knows that if it were to happen, I’d want to do it with Cole. Even though I don’t know how things will be after the baby is born, I’m confident Cole will be just as good at all this baby stuff after the birth like he is now.

      “I’ll also miss how good you look pregnant,” he says, his voice sounding more husky.

      His head darts down to place a soft kiss on my neck, and I release a soft sigh at how good this all feels.

      “Really? You’ll miss me looking like a whale,” I say, hoping it doesn’t sound as self-depreciating as I think it does.

      “A cute whale,” he says, and I turn around to give him a dirty look.

      “I’m just kidding,” he starts, giving me a kiss on my lips before I turn back around.

      “I’ll miss how sexy you look with your pregnant belly. I can’t explain it. Seeing you like this makes me want to ravage you. Though I’m sure I’ll feel the same after you give birth.”

      “Well, let’s hope so,” I say, letting my eyes shut as I bask in the silence.

      I could fall asleep right now. Though, I’m going to force myself not to as I haven’t even been awake for that long.

      “I know we don’t know the gender, but have you thought about any names?” Cole asks me, and the question is enough for me to shoot my eyes open.

      I haven’t put too much thought into what I’d want to name our child. Not that I don’t care, but it just seems like such an overwhelmingly big decision to make. Should the name be meaningful or just something I think sounds nice? Should I have some picked out based on gender or do I want to go with something more gender neutral?

      I only have one chance to pick a name. Once the ink dries on the birth certificate, that’s the name my child will be known by. I don’t want to mess it up.

      “I’m not sure. How did you pick your kids’ names?” I ask, hoping his past experience will be of some help.

      “Well, Sam was named after their late maternal grandfather and Melonie was just a name I thought was pretty,” he explains.

      I give him a soft grunt of contemplation as I wonder what to name our child. It seems almost impossible to do when the baby isn’t even here. I feel like I need to look into the baby’s eyes to know the answer.

      It sends a shiver through me just thinking about how close that day is approaching. In about two and a half months, we’ll be able to meet our child. The size of my belly is indication enough, but I feel like there’s something else telling me that my baby will be here soon.

      Maybe it’s a maternal instinct or maybe it’s just all in my head, but I can just feel that soon I’ll be able to meet my child.

      “I don’t know if I’ll have any ideas until the baby is born,” I say, before following it up with, “Do you have any ideas?”

      “I think I’ll just wait for the momma to decide,” he says before pressing a soft kiss on the top of my head as he lets his hands continue their soothing motion on my belly.

      “We’ll need to set up the room,” I point out, thinking about how we only recently ordered things for the child who will be arriving soon. There’s a twinge in my chest when I think about how we can’t have a traditional baby shower. But there wouldn’t be many people for me to invite other than my aunt, Melonie, and a few other friends like Amanda. For obvious reasons Melonie couldn’t know and I’m not in a hurry to tell my aunt as I’m not sure she’d have much care for the fact.

      “I’ll start when the stuff arrives. We can just put everything in here for now,” Cole muses, presumably trying to imagine where everything should go.

      As much as I’d want the baby to have its own room, I’m not even sure how much longer I’ll be living in this apartment. I know Cole will want us to move in together as soon as possible, but that would require his kids finding out first before we do that. And all this time we have been saying we will tell them soon, soon needs to be now. There isn’t much more time left.

      “It’ll be nice having the baby close by,” I muse, imagining that when the baby wakes up in the middle of the night crying, I won’t have to go far.

      Cole’s hands slide up to massage baby oil into my tender breasts. He is gentle as not to hurt me. Though they are a little sore, I don’t want him taking his hands off of them.

      “Are we going to be no sleepover parents?” Cole asks off handedly.

      “Were you a no sleepover parent?” I question, not having ever put much thought into the question.

      “The kids’ mom was. But after the divorce I let them go to sleepovers,” he explains, and I nod in understanding.

      My aunt was a no sleepover aunt, and to this day I’m annoyed just thinking about it. I feel like it made it harder for me to create deeper friendships with other girls. I’m just glad Melonie never had an issue with it.

      “I don’t think I want to be a no sleepover parent,” I tell him, deciding that I don’t want my child to experience what I did.

      “Good. Me either,” he tells me, letting my nipples roll between his fingers.

      I could stay like this all day. Hell, I plan to stay like this all day.

      

      “Ella, I have another question,” Cole says, all signs of joking seeming to have left his voice.

      I tense up, worried about what he’s going to say. Questions that open like that can be good or bad. I can tell Cole notices my anxiety as he kisses the top of my head.

      “It’s not bad. It’s just…” he trails off as he tries to think about how to ask the question.

      “What should the baby’s last name be?” Cole finally blurts out, sounding flustered at the question.

      It makes me pause, as I had never thought about the baby’s last name. It reminds me of just the type of situation Cole and I are in, having been surprised with a child while the two of us weren’t together. Or I guess, not together in the way people usually are when having a baby. Hell, we aren’t even officially living together, either. And it’s not because we don’t want to, but because we can’t without hurting Melonie and Sam.

      “I’m not sure. I have no problem with the baby having your last name. That is… if you plan to be with me for a while,” I tell him, the insecurity about how precarious our relationship is bubbling up inside of me.

      Cole grabs the side of my face with his oily hands. He looks at me in the eyes as if he’s trying to stare into my soul, trying to see all the things I don’t say.

      “I don’t plan on letting you go anytime soon. Frankly, I don’t plan on letting you go ever. If you’ll let me,” he says, his voice sounding steady, but fear peeking through his eyes.

      Did I ever need to tell him? Was he just as worried about my feeling for him as I was about his feelings for me?

      “I’ll let you,” I whisper, hoping that he can tell in my eyes just how much he means to me, just how much…

      “I love you,” I tell him, not having ever said the words to him out loud. Though I know them to be true in every fiber of my body.

      “And I love you,” he tells me, any sign of fear leaving him as he gazes at me as if I were the most precious person in the world.
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      “You’re going to do great, sweetheart,” I say as we walk into the building for our first Lamaze class.

      This isn’t my first time for Lamaze classes, but I’m still nervous, though I try to hide it for Ella’s sake.

      “I sure hope so. Though I doubt anyone here makes a habit of shaming mothers,” she says as we walk into the room with all the other expectant parents.

      There’re about ten couples in the room and I’m aware I’m probably the oldest person here. For a moment, I’m self-consciousness coming in with my obviously younger partner. What if people think I’m some perv?

      I quickly push those feelings down and remind myself I’m here for Ella. If people think I’m a perv, so be it. I know my feelings for Ella.

      We find an open seat on the floor next to another couple that looks closer to Ella’s age.

      The woman shoots a smile over at us as we sit down.

      “Hello. I’m Jennifer and this is my husband Daniel,” she says to Ella and me.

      I wonder if most of these people are married to their partners. It’s likely that Ella and I are again the odd ones out, but I again remind myself to not think of such things.

      “Hi. I’m Ella and this is Cole. Is this your first time as well?” Ella asks the couple.

      “It is. How about you?” Jennifer asks.

      “It’s my first time,” Ella says, trailing off and looking at me expectantly.

      I can tell she wants me to share whether this is my first time, though I feel a little odd doing so.

      “I’ve done this before. I have two other kids,” I explain, a tight smile appearing on my face as I try to act like I’m not completely nervous.

      “That’s nice. Having someone familiar with all of this.” Jennifer smiles, and I release the breath I didn’t know I was holding as she makes it clear there’s no judgement in the room.

      “Hello everyone. I’m Elizabeth. Why don’t we get started?” The woman at the front of the class says.

      Ella and I settle into place, her settling in between my legs with her back to my chest. She leans up briefly to pull her hair up on top of her head, exposing her slender, pale neck. When she leans back up against me, I wrap my arms around her, letting my head come down to rest on her shoulder, kissing her neck for good measure.

      I can feel Ella snuggle further into me as we listen to the woman talk about the purpose of Lamaze class. Though I know I should be listening, I’m too caught up in Ella to really be paying attention.

      She feels so right settled in between my legs, and I sneak in a few more kisses on her neck while the instructor spoke.

      “Will you stop?” she whispers through a smile, not letting her gaze move from Elizabeth.

      “I can’t help myself,” I tell her in her ear, leaving a kiss at the back of it.

      What I wouldn’t do to pull Ella from this class just to have a moment alone with her. But I know how eager she is to be here, as it is her first time.

      “Okay everyone. We’ll start with some basic breathing exercises,” Elizabeth says before instructing all the pregnant women, and men, to breathe in.

      I hold on to Ella as I listen to her take a deep breath in before being instructed to exhale. I try to match her breaths.

      “You’re doing good, mama,” I whisper into her ear.

      I continue to hold on to her and match my breaths as instructed. It’s been so long since I’ve done this, but it seems like it really has changed little over the years. However, I am so glad that I get to experience it with Ella. There is just something so special about it.

      “Can I have everyone’s partner come around to the front?” Elizabeth calls out.

      As much as I’d like to stay flushed against Ella, I’m familiar with this next part. Moving in front of Ella, I give her an encouraging smile as I wait for Elizabeth to instruct us on what to do next.

      “Now, I want you all to focus on your partners. Breath in for five seconds, then exhale for five seconds,” she explains, to which Ella gives a serious nod.

      I can tell how important this is to her, so I keep myself focused so that I can match her determination. Keeping my eyes locked with Ella’s, I continue to match her breathing as she works to focus on me.

      “You’re doing fantastic, baby,” I say, though she doesn’t seem to break her concentration as she focuses on her breathing.

      “Everyone is doing great. Now, I want you all to close your eyes. Try to think of something that calms you to slow down your heart rate,” Elizabeth says, and I watch as Ella follows her directions.

      I stare intently as Ella closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. I can only wonder what it is she’s thinking about. What is it that calms Ella? What are going to be the thoughts flickering through her mind while she pushes our baby out?

      I stay quiet as I watch her, the entire room silent as all the expectant mothers work on their breathing. I’m going to miss this whole thing of watching Ella pregnant with our baby. It’s such a miracle. But when the baby is born, I know that sadness will immediately be replaced by that miracle.

      “You’re all doing great. Now slowly open your eyes, keeping your heart rate slow,” Elizabeth instructs.

      I watch happily as Ella’s eyes flutter open, seeming so calm. All I want to do is reach out and kiss her, but I know I shouldn’t right now.

      “What is it you were thinking about?” I whisper, hoping she’d make me privy to the information. It would be helpful for me to know come time for Ella to give birth. I’ll do anything to make the experience as stress free as possible.

      “You,” she whispers with a soft smile.

      The word makes me love Ella even more, which I didn’t think was possible. A large smile breaks out over my face, and I know I must look crazy to anyone watching.

      “That was a great class, everyone. I hope to see you all next time,” Elizabeth says as the class concludes.

      I stand up so that I can help Ella onto her feet, placing my hand on the small of her back once she’s upright. It stays there as I usher her out of the room.

      “It was nice meeting you,” Ella says to Jennifer and Daniel.

      “It was really nice meeting you two as well. Do you mind if I get your number?” Jennifer asks Ella, who happily replies in the affirmative.

      After exchanging numbers and promises to talk soon, Ella and I exit the room.

      Though I know I should probably take her home, I just need a moment alone with her. So, instead of heading to the front door, I quickly look around before pulling Ella into an empty corridor that keeps us hidden from other couples leaving.

      “What are you—” Ella’s cut off as I press my lips against hers, holding her bottom lip between mine.

      She quickly melts into it, letting her arms wrap around my shoulders as she lets our mouths mold together. I’ve been craving this since the moment we walked into the classroom. The feeling only intensified as I watched Ella practice the exercises.

      Pulling away from her mouth, I smirk at the small sound of protest that leaves Ella’s mouth.

      “Don’t worry. There will be more of that once I get you home,” I tell her from where my forehead rests against hers.

      Ella and I stand there in companionable silence, taking in each other’s presences for a bit. It’s perfect and peaceful, having her in my arms like this. Knowing we are still in a public building, somehow it stills feels like we’re the only two people around.

      “Why don’t you get me home and do some other things to help me calm down?” Ella asks suggestively.

      “I like the way you think,” I tell her, bending down to press a quick kiss to Ella’s neck before guiding her to the exit.

      Maybe if I didn’t pull Ella into the corridor, we would have already been on our way home. Or maybe if we chose a different class time, we wouldn’t even be out right now. But as fate would have it, I pulled Ella into the corridor, and we chose that class time. And now, we’re forced to face what we’ve been worrying about since the second we woke up from what was supposed to be a one-night stand.

      With my hands on the small of Ella’s back and an obvious baby bump sticking out from her, we’re met face to face with the last person we’d want to run into right now.

      Melonie.
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      Time is frozen as I stare at Melonie. Out of all the people who could have been coming in here at the same time as we were leaving, it had to be her. She stares at the two of us. Cole and I don’t even use the chance to move apart, Melonie having already gotten a good look at the two of us.

      “What… What is this?” Melonie says as she stares at where her father has his hand wrapped around my waist.

      “Hey Mels,” Cole says as he stares on wide eyed at his daughter.

      His body feels so tense as we wait to see how this will go. If we’re lucky, it’ll only be bad. But if we aren’t lucky…

      I don’t even want to think about it.

      “Don’t hey Mel’s me. What the hell is going on?” she asks again, her voice sounding far angrier than it had at first.

      I think about anything I could say that would make this situation not as bad as it probably will be. Maybe I can say I got pregnant, and Cole has just been helping me out because I was scared. Yeah. That sounds believable.

      But even as I think about it, I know it’s wrong. I can’t lie forever. We’ve been pushing off telling the truth for a long time now, and now we must come clean.

      “Melonie, why don’t we go somewhere else to talk?” Cole asks, his voice wavering as he anticipates the investable fallout that will come from this.

      “No. You can tell me what’s going on here. The both of you,” Melonie says, finally turning her attention to me.

      I want the whole ground to open up and swallow me. Well, if there was some way for me to take the baby out and leave it with Cole beforehand, I’d want that.

      Thinking about the baby, I rest my hand over my stomach. This is who I must do it for.

      “I’m pregnant,” I say with a soft smile, hoping she’d be more excited than mad. But that’s not the case.

      “I can see that, Ella. But what are you doing with my dad?” Melonie asks, her voice raising as she crosses her arms over her chest.

      My eyes dart around at the few people walking around us, my body heating in embarrassment. I just can’t believe this is happening right now.

      It’s like I know exactly what to say, but my mouth stays completely shut. I always knew this was going to happen, but nothing I could have imagined would have prepared me for how I feel at this moment.

      “Mel, she’s just… Ella’s pregnant. And… the kid’s mine,” Cole finally says, rubbing at the back of his neck and looking sheepish, but I know just gives him something to do as he stands there terrified.

      Melonie just stands there in silence, making me feel worse. Her face is expressionless. But I can see what I know Cole must see, too. A twitch above Melonie’s right eyebrow betrays how upset she really is despite not fully showing it now.

      “You got her pregnant?” Melonie finally shouts, looking at the two of us with disgust.

      It’s horrible seeing her look at me like this, and I can only imagine how Cole feels. This isn’t the first time being at the end of Melonie’s wrath for him, which is something I know he wished he never had to experience again.

      Just remembering how she bad mouthed her dad when her parents split up, and how she will say those kinds of things about me, makes my skin crawl.

      “Melonie, I know you’re upset…” I begin, but get cut off.

      “You be quiet. At least for him, I can say I’m not surprised considering how he just let mom leave because he’s never cared about anyone other than himself. But you… you were my best friend,” Melonie says, her voice lowering and getting angrier as she continues to speak.

      I see Cole wince at his daughter’s words.

      “Mel… we are best friends,” I tell her weakly, but even as I say them, I know they won’t do much to remedy the current situation.

      Melonie scoffs at my words, “Yeah, sure looks like it!”

      She gestures at where Cole continues to keep his arm around me, it not having dared to move this entire time.

      “Melonie, please. I just need you to understand we didn’t want to hurt you,” Cole says, his voice cracking at the end as he looks at Melonie with pleading eyes.

      “You got my best friend pregnant!” she yells. Looking at her father incredulously, as if he just spoke in a foreign language that she couldn’t possibly understand.

      Seeing how people are slowing their steps to watch, Melonie closes her eyes and takes a deep breath before looking at us again.

      “Have fun with,” she gestures her hands at Cole and me, “whatever this is. I can’t be around either of you. This is sick,” she says, and spins around and stalks off in the direction where I assume her car is parked.

      “Melonie, please,” I say again, but she doesn’t turn around to look even a little, keeping her head held high as she works to get away from the two of us.

      Cole and I stay quiet as we watch Melonie’s retreating figure. We aren’t even concerned about the other people still lingering about as we take in what just happened.

      “Oh god,” Michal finally says, his voice sounding as if he just choked on a sob.

      Looking at him, I can see he hasn’t let the tears fall, but he’s close to it.

      “Why don’t we go home?” I ask, placing my hand on Cole’s back to help urge him to his car.

      I know one of us has to keep it together enough to make sure we get home. Just one glance at Cole and I can see that he is on the verge of losing it.

      I’m lucky that he still seems well enough to drive us home. Though, looking over at him, he’s anything but okay.

      “My kids are going to hate me,” he says, sitting ramrod straight in his seat as we stay in the car despite being home already.

      “It’ll get better with time,” I try to assure him, but by the sound of my voice, it seems I’m still trying to convince myself.

      “Didn’t you see her?” he asks, whipping his head to the side to look at me angrily.

      “Of course, I saw her. You don’t think it hurts me that she hates me too? She’s my best friend. But right now, I’m having a child and need to focus on that,” I say, hoping that me saying the words out loud will help to make them true.

      But I know that this fight with Melonie isn’t leaving my mind anytime soon. It will eat away at me as I try to keep up a brave face to prepare for this baby.

      “I know,” he tells me softly, “But I actually have kids right now that I need to focus on.”

      His words make me still. Though I understand what it is he’s getting at, it doesn’t stop my blood from running cold.

      “What does that mean? This is also a kid you need to focus on,” I tell him harshly, pointing at my protruding stomach.

      Cole sighs. “You know that isn’t what I meant. But I have to deal with this, Ella.”

      His words are earnest, but it doesn’t stop the anger I feel at the thought of him not prioritizing our child right now.

      “I know Cole. But your kids are adults and can work through this themselves for now. Maybe Melonie just needs some space. She’ll tell Sam and they can talk about it,” I try to rationalize, but as I look at Cole’s face, I can tell he isn’t buying my words.

      “Ella. I need to do this,” he looks at me, his words sounding final.

      I feel like my body is shaking as I stare at Cole. Maybe I just don’t want to deal with that fallout any more than I already had to today, because all I want to do right now is to go lay with Cole.

      “Fine,” I say, opening the passenger side door and ambling out of the car as quickly as I can in my state.

      “Ella, I’m sorry,” Michal says, but I don’t reply as I shut the passenger door behind me.

      As I walk up to my apartment, I keep my back turned to Cole as I wipe at the tears escaping my eyes. I know I need to calm myself down as stress isn’t good for me or the baby.

      But thinking about Melonie. Thinking about Cole, and how in less than two months I’ll be pushing a child out of me, I feel so overwhelmed. And I don’t know how to shake it.

      By the time I get inside my apartment, I’m letting out loud choking sobs while simultaneously trying to get myself to stop. But I know that the only thing that will stop it is sleep. Or Cole.

      And one of those isn’t an option right now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            22

          

          

        

    

    







            COLE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cole

      

      

      

      Standing on my daughter’s doorstep, I know I’m going to get much of the same that I’ve already gotten.

      I didn’t want to leave Ella like that, but how could I not talk to my kids? Seeing the look on Melonie’s face was like déjà vu. I can’t lose my daughter again. It took her forever to let me back into her world after the divorce. This thing may break up our relationship completely.

      When Melonie opens the door, it only takes one second before she tries to shut it again.

      “Melonie, please,” I say, placing half my body between the door and the threshold, to keep her from shutting it.

      “Sam, come help me,” Melonie calls out, letting me know her brother is also in the house. I’m not surprised. I’m sure the first thing that Melonie did was call Sam after seeing me and Ella.

      Before Sam can get up to join his sister, I’m already pushing my way into the house.

      “Don’t you have some bastard to raise?” my son sneers, completely taking me aback.

      “Watch your mouth,” I growl.

      I may be sad about Melonie and Sam right now, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to let them talk about my unborn child like that.

      “Oh yeah, because that’s what matters. I don’t know if you realize this, Dad, but you slept with my best friend,” Melonie says, scoffing at my warning before raising her voice at the end.

      My expression of anger falls at her words. Every time she says it, it sounds worse and worse. While Ella has become so much more to me than my daughter’s best friend, it doesn’t change the fact that she’s still that to Melonie.

      “You think I don’t know that? It’s been killing me,” I say, my pleading words not doing much based on the expressions found on both of my kids’ faces.

      “Not enough to tell us the truth,” Sam adds, not having moved from his spot on the couch as Melonie and I are in a standoff.

      “Of course, I didn’t. I knew this would be the reaction. We didn’t intend for this to happen, but Ella and I love each other and we’re going to raise this baby. Your brother or sister,” I say.

      “Please,” Melonie scoffs again, at my words, “You think that makes this better?”

      “Look guys, I know you’re mad. But this is what’s happening.” I sigh, trying my best to maintain my composure as it’s clear this is not even close to the last time I’ll have to have this conversation.

      “Maybe for you. I don’t have to be a part of this,” Melonie says, getting agreement from Sam.

      “Come on, guys. Our family is just growing,” I say, hoping it sounds more positive than cliché.

      “Well, obviously, we don’t want to be a part of it,” Melonie shouts, and if I focus enough, it’s almost like I can see actual fire in her eyes.

      “I don’t appreciate how you both are acting,” I say, reminding myself that I’m their dad.

      “Well then, get out of my house,” Melonie barks, gesturing towards her front door.

      I open my mouth, wanting to say something else. Yell, scream, plead, anything to get them to understand. But the two aren’t budging.

      So, I just keep my mouth shut as I leave. When I get outside, I consider turning back around and trying harder, but it seems futile at the moment. Right now, my kids hate me.

      All I want right now is to go home and lie down with Ella. This day has been so long, and probably won’t end for a while. I’ll be stuck everyday thinking about how much I’ve hurt my children because I couldn’t just leave Ella alone.

      Was it worth it? As I drive back to Ella’s apartment, I imagine the faces of Melonie and Sam and how much they’ve fulfilled my life. But then I think of Ella and our unborn child and get so excited about what the future holds for me.

      I want both things and I don’t think I could handle losing either.

      Pulling up to Ella’s building, I don’t waste any time. Despite having been gone for a little over an hour, the entire time I still wished she was with me. I know she may be a little mad because of my leaving, but hopefully pulling her into my arms will make this all somewhat better.

      When I get into her apartment, she isn’t on the couch or in her kitchen, so I head to her bedroom, which has the door cracked open some.

      Walking in, I see her curled up on her bed, clutching her belly as she tries to lay comfortably on her side. She looks so peaceful like this, and I imagine it’s a reprieve from the day she had been having.

      Slowly, I climb onto the bed, trying not to wake her. I just want to lay down behind her and pull her into my chest. But I don’t seem to be doing a good job at not waking her, as I watch her body stir. I stop moving, but it doesn’t send her back to sleep. Instead, I watch as she works to get herself to sit up as she looks around.

      “Cole?” she says groggily as she rapidly blinks her eyes to get the sleep from them.

      A smile grows on my face, probably the first one since we left the Lamaze class, as I look at Ella. It’s a wonder how she can change my mood so easily.

      “Hello,” I whisper, still not wanting to be too loud in case she wants to go back to sleep.

      I’m all excited to stay in bed for a bit with Ella in my arms. I had been hoping she would want to cuddle, too, but the sleepy look on her face quickly is replaced with one of disdain.

      I reach out, wanting to touch Ella, but she quickly flinches away from me. With her sitting up like this, I’m able to see the stains left behind by drying tears on her face. It makes my stomach drop.

      “Why are you here?” Ella asks as she tries to scoot away, working to swing her legs over the side of the bed so she can climb off.

      I want to stand up and help her, but her demeanor lets me know she isn’t interested in my help right now.

      “Why wouldn’t I be here? Of course, I’d want to see my pregnant girlfriend,” I ask, confused, climbing off the bed myself to follow Ella.

      She doesn’t look at me as she walks to the kitchen, grabbing a glass and filling it with water. I watch her drink half of it as she turns to look at me before setting it down. The irritated look on her face didn’t seem to leave as she drank her water.

      “Well, you had no problem leaving me before,” Ella bites out, and I note that she’s angrier about my leaving than I had thought she would be.

      Great. First my kids, now this. I just can’t win today.

      “I know you’re mad, and I’m sorry. But I had to talk to my kids. They needed me,” I explain, keeping my voice even.

      “No Cole. I needed you,” she says, her voice raising. She’s only getting angrier and angrier as this conversation goes on.

      “And I’m sorry Ella. But how was I supposed to choose between you and my kids?” I ask.

      “You mean how do you choose between me and your unborn child or two of your fully grown, adult kids?” she points out, and I cringe at her conclusion.

      “Ella, I,” I start, but am quickly cut off as Ella continues.

      “And I didn’t ask you to choose between your kids and us, Cole. I asked you to choose between adults who obviously didn’t want to talk to you and us,” Ella explains.

      I watch on helplessly as angry tears silently stream down her face. How is it I’ve hurt everyone I care about in about two hours?

      What do I even say to Ella now? Sorry feels pointless as I’ve already said it and any explanation I have she isn’t concerned with. I feel so tired and beat down, and all I want is to lie down right now with Ella in my arms and for a few hours forget about the situation we’ve found ourselves in.

      But I can’t.

      “Ella, please,” I say as I take a step closer to her.

      She flinches away as her tears pour faster.

      “Don’t,” she growls as she swipes away the tears.

      “Ella,” I try again, only to be met with the same response.

      “I said don’t,” she shouts, her chest heaving up and down as she stares at me in anger.

      “Just leave. I don’t want to look at you right now.”

      I consider staying put and trying to get her to see. Or even to not see, but to be okay with me holding her. But, isn’t this the situation I found myself in with Melonie? Just wanting me to leave?

      Why is it that everyone seems to want to push me away? All I’ve done is the best I’m able to, but it doesn’t seem it’s ever enough.

      With one last forlorn look at Ella, I turn away and don’t take a moment to look back.

      Getting to my car, I sit down in the driver’s seat and look out the window.

      “Ahhh!” I roar, as I hit the steering wheel repeatedly with my hand, hoping it would relieve me of all the negative feelings from the day. But it doesn’t. So, I head home to sit in my big, empty house. Alone. I’ve done it for years, and I can do it again. This isn’t the first time I’ve been hated like this by my kids and my partner.
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      “You look horrible,” Amanda says as she looks at my state of being.

      I will say, the sweatpants and stained t-shirt combo isn’t my best look, but with my enormous belly and the time I’ve spent crying, I wasn’t worried about my looks.

      “Thanks,” I tell her drily, not waiting for her to say anything as I push into her house.

      “Hey Ella,” Ethan says as I walk into the living room.

      I’m surprised to see Ethan there. He and Amanda have been doing this on again off again thing since high school. He’s nice enough and I never really thought he was bad for her, but I didn’t realize that they were still at it.

      Amanda looks over at me sheepishly but doesn’t say anything. The two of us drop onto her couch, situating our bodies the best we can to look at each other.

      “I’ll be in your room,” he says quickly, obviously seeing that Amanda and I are having a serious talk. He presses a quick kiss onto the side of Amanda’s head, his shaggy brown curls dragging across her face, before rushing off into the direction of Amanda’s room.

      I give her a smirk as she blushes at me.

      “What was that all about?” I ask her, this being the closest I’ve been to having a smile on my face in days.

      “We’re talking about you here,” Amanda says faux sympathetically, as she rests her hand on my knee.

      I roll my eyes at her. “I’m bringing this up again later.”

      Ignoring my words, Amanda clears her throat as she asks me, “So, what’s going on? Talk to me.”

      I let out a deep sigh as I let my head drop to the back of the couch, staring up at the ceiling for a moment. Resting my hands on my stomach, I turn my head to look over at Amanda.

      “What isn’t wrong?” I say, as I try to figure out where to start. My pregnancy has only exacerbated my anger, and I’m trying my best to figure out how to work through that.

      “After we were leaving Lamaze, Melonie ran into us. She didn’t know about us yet.”

      “Oh God,” Amanda gasps, already being able to picture how bad that encounter was.

      By the time I finish telling her what happened on the sidewalk, I already feel like I want to give up talking about this. Knowing I haven’t even mentioned my anger at Cole makes me tired.

      “That had to be horrible,” Amanda says before adding, “This was always going to be rough, anyway, the way Melonie is with her dad.”

      “That isn’t even all of it,” I burst out, a newfound anger thinking about what Cole did.

      I explain how he left me at my apartment while I was crying to go back and talk to his kids after the run-in with Melonie. Amanda listens intently when I explain how Cole showed up at my apartment like things were okay, but we had a fight and I told him to leave.

      Despite his calls and texts that I’ve been ignoring, we haven’t seen each other in three days, which is the longest we’ve been apart since he found out I was pregnant.

      “So, what now? With the baby and all,” Amanda says, asking me the million-dollar question that I’ve been asking myself.

      I know I’ll have to get over it eventually or risk him not being around in the way we had expected for him to be to help me raise the child. The problem is, though, I’m not ready to forgive him.

      I know he wanted to talk to his kids, but at that moment, I was the one who needed him. Both me and his future child did.

      “I’m not sure. I’m just pissed he would leave me like that,” I explain, hoping that my anger at the situation is conveyed.

      “Was it the leaving or because he was leaving to deal with his other family?” Amanda asks softly, making me pause as I try to think of the answer.

      I was never really worried about the dual commitment that Cole would have for both me and our child and his own kids. I never thought he’d give up on either, because he loves us all so much. But I still feel like he’s going to have to change the way he does things, considering differing needs.

      “I’m not sure. Both probably. I just can’t have him rushing out like that,” I explain, trying to remind myself that my anger is warranted.

      No matter if it is or isn’t, this is how I feel.

      “Would you be okay with raising the child alone?” Amanda questions cautiously.

      I try to imagine what it would be like. From the moment Cole consoled me when I told him I was pregnant, I had thought he would be in both me and the baby’s lives. Now, I’m not so sure.

      “I guess I’ll have to be,” I tell her dejectedly, needing to admit the hard truth to myself.

      The thought of raising a child alone doesn’t make me immediately blanch, but I would be lying if I said I wouldn’t prefer doing it with Cole. But thinking about our current situation, it just may not be the case.

      “Well, you really won’t be alone. I’ll be here,” Amanda says to lighten the mood.

      Though her words are sweet, I still can’t shake the fear in my chest at the thought of raising a child by myself.

      “Thanks Amanda,” I tell her, hoping that it doesn’t sound completely glum.

      By the time I leave Amanda’s apartment, a part of me feels lighter at having gotten some feelings off my chest to someone not immersed in the situation. Though it would never stop me from thinking about what is really plaguing me right now.

      Cole.

      While I feel bad for Melonie, for the time being, I need to focus on my child. It will be here soon and there are still a ton of things I need to prepare for on top of finishing my semester. I’ve already skipped one day of classes and will have to go tomorrow and face my professor.

      My professor… Cole. He was supposed to be a part of all the plans. Not knowing where he stands makes this a lot more complicated.

      All I want to do right now is take a bath and wash the last few days away. Maybe getting out of these rumbled clothes will do me some good.

      Going into the bathroom, I strip out of my clothes that I may or may not have been wearing for the last two days. As much as I know I should have been changed out of them by now, it’s just been one of those times.

      Turning on the tub, I watch as the water fills the bath. Just the site helps me to relax somewhat, knowing that soon I’ll be submerged in the steamy liquid.

      Grabbing some bubbles, I dump some by the faucet and watch as they quickly fill the tub. It only makes the bath look more inviting.

      Once I deem it full enough, I carefully climb into the water, holding onto the handle attached to the wall of the shower. Slowly, I sink down until I’m comfortably settled into the tub, leaning back against the wall.

      A deep breath escapes my body as the water relaxes my muscles. I didn’t even realize how tense I really was.

      Cole, Cole, Cole.

      Even though I am so angry at him, I see his handsome face in my mind when I close my eyes. It’s like he only gets better with age. Not that I actually found him attractive as a kid, but even as a teen, I could appreciate how hot he was for his age.

      Now the thought of him heats my whole body up.

      It feels so wrong thinking this right now. I don’t want being horny to break my resolve. I feel that what he did was wrong, and I’m not sure I can handle that kind of behavior in a long-term relationship. I never thought I’d be with someone with kids, much less grown kids.

      But even then, my body, despite being so tired and swollen, wishes he could be here holding me. Caressing me. Kissing me. Loving me.

      I let my hand slide down my stomach, to the apex of my legs, hidden under the water. My fingers swipe back and forth through my folds before settling them over my clit where I do most of the work.

      I need to do this. I need to relax. Who knows, maybe things will be different in a few days and I won’t have to get myself off with my hand. Or maybe it won’t, and I’ll have to do this again. But now, I’m a pregnant woman with needs that I’m more than capable of filling… to a certain extent.

      So, trying to set my anger aside, I imagine Cole outside of his recent actions. I think of the times of us in his car, in his office, in my bedroom, and of all the other places we’ve christened with our bodies.

      What I wouldn’t do to be doing that in this bathtub right now.

      I let my fingers move fast as I work towards a goal rather than trying to prolong the pleasure. This is serving me a practical purpose. Like I said before, I need to relax. Remembering how the sweat drips down the side of Cole’s face when he drills into me, along with the rapid pace of my fingers, quickly sends me over the edge. I let in one sharp exhale as my eyes flutter back while I’m encompassed by pleasure. Everything is perfect.

      For the moment.

      But when I come back down from my high, I’m left with the brutal truth. I’m approaching eight months pregnant. I’m mad at the father of my child, and it’s going to take mass amounts of effort to get myself out of this bathtub.
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      After years of accepting my fate of never being in another serious relationship, I was finally gifted with Ella. But somehow, in one day, I screwed it all up.

      Maybe I never really had her. Maybe we were only on borrowed time, considering we were keeping such a tremendous secret from my kids. This was bound to happen. But I wish she would at least pick up her phone.

      I considered just going to her apartment and banging on her door. She is pregnant, so I don’t think it would be wrong of me to want to check up on her. But just as I was grabbing my keys to head that way, she responded by text: I’ll call you when I stop being mad.

      Ella is all I can think about as I take another sip of my bourbon. I don’t particularly want to be the sad middle-aged man drinking alone. It feels pathetic, but if I was going to drown my sorrows, I may as well do it at the place we met. Or should I say, re-met.

      The club is in full swing, which seems odd to me, since I was in bed just about an hour ago. After trying and failing to go to sleep, I figured a drink might help, even though I have classes tomorrow and shouldn’t be here. But if I can’t sleep, I can’t sleep. I don’t think a drink or two is going to hurt anything.

      I don’t know if it is the bourbon already kicking in. Or remembering how I ran into Ella that fateful night, but my mind calms as I rehash my time with her. I caught myself even smiling, rethinking about our adventures with each other in the short time we have been together.

      “You look lonely,” I women says as she climbs onto the stool next to me and snaps me out of my thoughts.

      “I’m alright,” I say, finishing my glass before flagging a bartender down for another.

      The woman looks very nice and age appropriate, but for obvious reasons, I’m not interested. She looks to be in her mid-thirties, and her knee length but form fitting black dress is a lot more conservative than other women’s outfits in here. Brunette bangs hang in her face, almost long enough to cover her eyes.

      “I’ll have what he’s having,” she says to the bartender when he comes to set my drink in front of me.

      Great. She must be hanging around for a bit.

      I don’t initiate a conversation, hoping she’ll become uninterested. However, I’m disappointed when she just does it herself.

      “There has to be a reason you’re here by yourself?” she asks nicely, and I almost feel bad for the woman. There’s no need for someone as nice as her to be chatting up random men sitting alone at a bar. She seems like she could do better.

      “Just trying to think through some stuff,” I tell her, hoping that us having to shout over the din in the club will eventually make her too annoyed to talk to me. But she persists.

      “Cheers to that,” she says, lifting her drink and taking a sip.

      Her words somewhat pique my interest. I wonder what it is she’s trying to think through. Though, I don’t care enough to inquire.

      I can tell she’s waiting for me to dig further into her comment, but eventually I think she realizes I won’t. It’s only a few more minutes when she excuses herself with her drink. I’m alone again for only about ten minutes before the seat is being taken over again.

      “You shouldn’t be drinking alone,” the woman says, and I scoff under my breath.

      I have to give it to these women for their confidence and choice of pickup line. It’s simple, yet classic.

      “Well, I am,” I say, hoping the sardonic nature of my words will scare her off.

      They don’t.

      I applaud how bold these women are, yet abhor their inability to take a hint. Can’t they tell I just want to be left alone to wallow in my self-pity?

      But maybe this is a taste of what I’ll have to do, eventually. Move on. Though, I hadn’t been great at doing it since my last divorce. I had been turned off to the idea of another committed relationship, or at least actively searching for one. Who needs that shit?

      But then one day Ella just fell right into my lap. If I were to lose her, that would be it for me. A life as a hermit.

      “Well, why don’t you tell me why that is?” The woman asks, resting her elbow on the bar as she leans in closer to me, giving me an eyeful of cleavage.

      I feel like telling her why I’m here would be a real turnoff for her, which is a plus. But I’m not much of an over-sharer, so I don’t want to make things weird. However, maybe I do just need to say it out loud to someone outside of the situation.

      “I was hooking up with my daughter’s best friend, who was also one of my students. I got her pregnant, and my daughter recently found out. When I tried to work things out with my kids, they were still pissed at me, and now my girlfriend is furious with me for leaving her to talk to my kids. So everyone hates me and now I’m here,” I explain in one big breath.

      “Your daughter’s best friend? Your student?” she asks, and my eyes widen as I realize how it may have sounded.

      “Oh, she’s twenty-five. I work at a culinary arts school, and she was my student there,” I quickly explain, not wanting her to think that I sleep with underage girls.

      “Oh,” she says, her expression morphing to one of being only somewhat taken aback, “I guess that’s better.”

      Neither she nor I say anything for a few beats before she asks, “Well, what are you going to do?”

      What am I going to do?

      “I’ve been calling her and texting her and she’s not picking up,” I reply, not having imagined that I’d be getting into this discussion with a stranger tonight.

      She looks very intrigued by my problems though, and asks, “So you want everything to work out?”

      “Of course, I do. I didn’t even realize that she would be this mad. I know she’d want me to stay with her, but I needed to talk to my kids,” I explain.

      She contemplates my words for a moment before saying, “Yeah, that is tough. I see where you’re coming from, but I also understand her. Those pregnancy hormones can be a bitch, too.”

      I give her a dry chuckle. “They can.”

      Then, I think about her words, “Have you been pregnant before?”

      She smiles as she fishes around inside her purse. Pulling out her phone, she opens it up to pictures of two boys, neither of them looking like they could be older than ten.

      “That’s Jackie and Thomas,” she says with a smile.

      Oh, what it will be like to have kids that small again.

      The woman doesn’t stay much longer, and I finish one more drink before my phone notifies me that my Uber driver is outside waiting for me. I pay my bill and stumble out of the bar to go home.

      By the time I get to my bed, I’m sure I’ll be able to sleep. While the alcohol did wonders for my mood for a time being, the conversation I had before I left proved that I didn’t have the power to keep Ella from my mind, though.

      I don’t think anything could. I know that it’s likely that my sleep won’t even give me a reprieve from thoughts of her, whether I remember my dreams or not. She’ll always be there, our unborn child accompanying her.

      So instead of worrying about how I screwed up, I’ll let my dreams wonder to Ella and hope I get to see her in class in the morning. I think thoughts of the woman I love may just be what I need to soothe me after this long day. Hopefully, they’ll give me the strength I need to fight to get her back.
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      “Can’t you come over and watch a movie with me?” I ask Amanda as I pace around my living room.

      “Hmmm… I can,” Amanda says, faux exasperated. “What are you watching?”

      “That new movie with Tom Cruise,” I reply. I really just needed someone to talk to, though.

      I haven’t spoken to Cole in days. The second day after the confrontation with Melonie, I tired of his calls and texts and finally sent him a single text back that said, “I’ll call you when I stop being mad.”

      After that, there’s been complete radio silence from him.

      However, I had to go back to school, so I snuck into the back of the classroom only after he starts explaining a cooking technique to the class. For a split second, when he saw me enter, he stopped speaking before continuing his lecture. It bothered me he looked weary and not quite himself, but I made sure that five minutes before class was over, I left before he could try anything. The school was not a place for us to talk.

      When I hang up with Amanda, I busy myself putting on some actual clothes. I throw on a pair of cream linen pants and a white V-neck sweater I can only barely get over my stomach, before trying to tidy up my home a little.

      This past week I had an urge to go through every crook and cranny of my apartment. I cleaned and boxed up anything that I wasn’t in love with or needed. When I finally finished, I had ended up with four boxes of clothes and other items that I now need to drop off at the thrift store. The whole time I was cleaning and sorting, I couldn’t keep my mind from thinking about Cole and our relationship, and how it could end.

      I wouldn’t say I’m still mad at him, I just feel icky about the change of trust that’s occurred. I don’t want Cole not to be in our baby’s life, but I know no matter what our co-parenting arrangements will be, I have to place boundaries.

      It’s not long before I hear a knock on my door. I figured it would take Amanda a lot longer to get here. Of course, it’s after eight in the evening and traffic has already died down.

      “Coming,” I call out, excited to have company. She’s been a lifesaver as of late with all that I’ve been going through. I need to remember to do something nice for her to show how much I appreciate her.

      Opening up the door, I’m shocked when Melonie rushes past me and says, “Come on. I’m mad but I’m here,” as she takes me by the arm. “Do you have a bag I need to grab? Are you in pain?”

      I stand there, confused. What could she possibly be going on about?

      “What?” I ask as I take in her frantic nature.

      “Amanda said you were going into labor. She’s stuck in traffic,” Melonie says with a flush, her frantic behavior gradually declining as she realizes how calm I am.

      That liar. I take back what I said about wanting to do something nice for Amanda.

      “I’m not in labor. I had thought Amanda was coming over,” I sigh, now feeling highly aware that Melonie is in my home right now.

      I hadn’t felt like getting into a fight today. But I guess Amanda had other plans.

      “Oh,” Melonie says, trailing off, leaving the two of us standing there in silence.

      It’s completely awkward and I would definitely have preferred to not experience this right now. I don’t think I’ve ever experienced this with Melonie. The anger, the long-estranged silence. It just isn’t us.

      “I had thought it weird. I figured my dad would just take you,” Melonie says, surprising me as she broke the silence.

      Though she seemed cold as she said the words. The sad part is, I can’t blame her. I know I’m in the wrong. I know I’d be upset too if I were in Melonie’s situation.

      “No, we actually aren’t talking right now,” I offer, my voice sounding small as I say it.

      I hate having to say that to Melonie. It seems wrong that after what we put her through, our relationship is faltering. It’s like we hurt her and Sam this way just to throw in the towel soon after.

      “Oh,” she says, again surprised at my admission.

      There’s a momentary pause before she asks, “Why?”

      How do I explain this without making it sound like it was her and her brother’s fault for stealing away Cole’s attention? It feels asinine to say.

      “He just left me… when he went to talk to you,” I tell her sheepishly, feeling like the least I can do right now is tell her the truth.

      She reflects on that day. Her facial expressions moving through a host of emotions. From understanding, to anger, to sadness, to some weird combination of them all.

      “I hadn’t realized,” she tells me, put off by the fact herself. “I didn’t even want him to come over.”

      “I figured you wouldn’t,” I say, letting out a light chuckle despite Melonie not being amused at all.

      “How could you go after my dad?” she asks, finally getting at what I’m surprised has taken this long for her to ask.

      “I don’t know Melonie,” I tell her sadly, letting my head hang in shame.

      It’s how I feel. Shameful. I knew it was wrong and still continued to hook up with her dad, anyway. It feels stupid to say I was willing to hurt my best friend for love, but that’s just the truth.

      “You don’t know? There has to be more to it than that,” she says sharply, the contempt dripping from her words.

      I lift my head up and look at Melonie as her eyes shoot daggers at me. It’s making my stomach feel queasy, and I can feel the baby moving around in me as another occurrence of Braxton Hicks contractions hit. They’ve been happening occasionally for the last couple of weeks. They don’t really hurt, but I don’t enjoy them.

      “I just… the first time we said we wouldn’t do it again. Then class started, and we went back on our words. I actually started to like him. Then I found out I was pregnant, and after that I fell in love with him,” I explain, trying my best to piece together how we got here today.

      The series of events that led to this were surprising, but not wholly unwelcome. For the first time since my divorce, I was genuinely hopeful about my future. I had school, a man I loved, and a baby on the way. I should have never gotten my hopes up so high.

      Melonie just looks on at me, not seeming to find any solace in my words, but also not looking like she’s going to yell at me. I’m not sure if it’s any better, though. Not knowing what she’s thinking only puts me more on edge.

      “Melonie, I never meant to…” my words are cut off as I feel a wet sensation trickle down my legs.

      This cannot be happening to me right now.

      “What’s wrong?” Melonie asks tersely, noticing how I cut myself off.

      “I think… I think my water just broke,” I say, glancing down at the puddle beneath my feet.

      “This better not be another joke,” Melonie mutters before her eyes widen when she sees what I am looking at.

      “Are you in pain? Are you sure you didn’t just pee yourself?” Melonie asks frantically as she moves closer to me.

      “No. Let me go to the bathroom and check,” I say, trying my best to keep myself calm. Though, I know I must sound anything but.

      When I go to the bathroom, a bunch more water comes out. Not like pee though, but it’s too early. I’m only thirty-two weeks along.

      Trying to stay calm, I take off my wet pants and panties and put on some fresh ones before heading back out to the living room with Melonie.

      “It was my water, I’m pretty sure. But it’s not my due date. You think something’s wrong?” I ask, my eyes widening as I think about the prospect of me going into labor right now.

      “We’ll just keep calm and get you to the hospital,” Melonie says as she leads me out the front door.

      This isn’t how I imagined this would go down. I figured I’d be in chronic pain with contractions as I was being taken to the hospital. But besides my water breaking, I feel mostly normal.

      “Let me get by bag,” I say, opening the closet door in the entranceway to grab the bag that Elizabeth from the Lamaze class told us to always have ready.

      “Let me have that,” Melonie says before grabbing the bag out of my hand.

      The drive to the hospital isn’t filled with any frantic cries of pain as I had imagined it would. Instead, there’s just an eerie silence that only works to increase my concern.

      When we get there, I’m grateful that Dr. Johnson, my regular doctor, is on call.

      “Ella? What are you doing here, sweetheart?” she asks me when she comes into the cubicle where the nurse had placed me.

      “I think my water broke,” I tell her worriedly, seeing a look of surprise appear on her face that only makes me feel worse.

      “Any contractions yet?” she asks.

      “No,” I say as she and Melonie help to lower me down for an examination. “Well, I thought they were Braxton Hicks contractions. I had them for about two weeks now. Nothing bad.”

      The checkup isn’t anything new. An ultrasound, a quick look between my legs, same old, same old. However, instead of feeling excited, I feel worried.

      “Are you feeling any contractions right now?” Dr. Johnson asks me as she concludes the exam.

      “Not besides the Braxton Hicks ones,” I say again.

      “Ella, I think you’ve already started your contractions. Sometimes in the early stages, they aren’t that bad and can go unnoticed. It isn’t surprising you confused them for Braxton Hicks. But you’re going into labor,” she explains softly, leaving me stunned in the hospital bed.

      “But it’s too early,” I plead with her, my eyes beginning to water as I worry about my child.

      “It is early, but this isn’t uncommon. We’ll make sure you and your baby are safe,” Dr. Johnson says to me as she tells her nurse to get me to a room. “You just stay here. The contractions will be getting stronger soon, but we will get you into a room in a few minutes.”

      Melonie looks at me wide eyed as Dr. Johnson leaves the room. I must have a matching look of shock and concern as I stare back at her. I hadn’t been prepared in the slightest to go into labor today.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            26

          

          

        

    

    







            COLE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Cole

      

      

      

      The sound of ringing from my phone wakes me up, doing nothing but exacerbating the pounding feeling in my head.

      I need to stop drinking. I haven’t done it every night, but my anxieties about Ella seemed to be worse last night. Not to mention, waking up at three in the afternoon feels pathetic at my age. Days when I don’t have classes are the worst.

      Reaching out for my phone, I do a double take as I look at the name on the screen. I rub at my eyes, trying to make sure that what I’m seeing is real and not some vestige of sleep. But after I move my hand from my face, Melonie’s name is still there.

      I quickly swipe the phone.

      “Hello,” I say, hoping my voice doesn’t completely give away my behavior for the last week.

      Why would Melonie be calling me? I try not to get my hopes up. There’s a large chance she just needs nothing but some type of information only her dad would have before quickly hanging up in anger.

      But maybe, just maybe, she wants to work things out.

      Instead of hearing the beginning of a question or a quick dig at me, all I can hear is Melonie yelling, “Ella is going into labor! We’re at Lincoln.”

      The words make my blood run cold. But only for a moment as I’m hopping out of my bed trying to find clothes to put on.

      “What?” I ask dumbly over the phone, not being able to formulate a better response as my body moves to get ready.

      “What do you mean ‘what?’ Hurry,” Melonie shouts, her words sharply followed by a piercing groan I can only guess to be Ella.

      Melonie quickly hangs up after that.

      I’m simultaneously putting my shoes on while rushing out to the car, my body running on autopilot as I hurry to the hospital.

      My head is filled with too many emotions as my mind replays over and over that Ella is going into labor. There’s excitement, a little fear, and an intense urge to see my family.

      But I feel sick to my stomach as I think about how I wasn’t there. Though I know she didn’t want me to be, I should have disregarded that in order to help take care of her. Even though neither of us thought she’d go into labor this soon, I should have been there just in case.

      Which brings me to my next concern. Why is she going into labor so soon? The thought of something being wrong with the child or Ella puts knots in my stomach.

      When I get to the hospital, I’m lucky I don’t slam into any cars as I try to find a space to park. Luckily, I don’t and settle for a poor parking job before I’m rushing out of the car to go into the hospital.

      I know I must look crazy in my sweatpants, old culinary school t-shirt that has a medium-sized hole at the bottom of it, and hair that probably needs combed.

      Being in the hustle and bustle of the hospital, knowing that a pregnant Ella is close by, works to perk me up from my hangover. With the focus I have on the situation at hand, my brain has seemed to ditch the headache I woke up with.

      “I’m looking for Ella Riley. I’m the father,” I say to the woman at the desk.

      She quickly tells me what room I can find Ella in. It’s only as I’m rushing away that I wonder if she thought I was the baby’s dad, or Ella’s. The thought makes me cringe.

      Finding Ella, I’m struck at the state she’s in. Dressed in a hospital gown, she looks to be drenched in sweat as she takes some deep breaths between what I imagine being painful contractions. I wish she hadn’t insisted on a natural birth.

      Melonie sits in a chair in the corner, seeming to keep her eyes trained on the ground. By the look of things, it seems like Ella’s been going through this for a while.

      “Okay Ella. You’re eight centimeters dilated. You’re almost there,” Dr. Johnson says before standing up and noticing me.

      “Cole. So glad you’re here,” Dr. Johnson says as she leaves the room.

      It’s followed up by a sharp groan from Ella, who has yet to acknowledge my presence.

      “How long has this been going on?” I ask, directing my question at Melonie.

      She gives a small shrug as she says, “A couple of hours.”

      I’m taken aback. Ella has been in labor for hours and Melonie just now called me?

      “Why didn’t you call me sooner?” I ask, getting little reaction from Melonie as I say it.

      It would be her to maintain her anger in this situation.

      “I told her not to,” comes from Ella as she grits her teeth, these being the first words she’s said to me since I came in.

      “And why would you do that?” I ask, letting the tone of my voice calm down as not to put any more stress on her than she’s already in.

      “It wasn’t bad earlier. I was just waiting until I was closer to actually giving birth,” she says, her words doing nothing to make me feel better.

      I wish she had called me sooner. But right now I need to focus on what’s going on, and I’ll deal with how it made me feel another time.

      Watching Ella groan in pain is a horrible sight, but it also warms me seeing what she’s doing to have our child.

      At some point Sam shows up, having probably been called by his sister. Not long after that, Dr. Johnson and a few other nurses come in dressed in scrubs, looking to be ready to deliver a baby.

      She looks between Ella’s legs, who looks like she’s about ready to pass out.

      “We’re at ten centimeters Ella. It’s time to push. I’ve brought scrubs and everyone needs to put these on,” Dr. Johnson says, followed by Melonie, Sam, and I being handed scrubs.

      I’m glad they get to stay for this. We may not be on the best terms right now, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want them to witness this.

      Everyone stands around, not saying anything as we wait for Dr. Johnson to work. It’s so nerve-wracking, me not having experienced this in almost twenty-five years.

      “Are you ready, Ella?” Dr. Johnson asks as she settles between Ella’s legs, the few other nurses in the room positioned around her.

      “No,” Ella says truthfully, looking like she’s about to cry.

      I rush over to her side and grab her hand despite our unresolved issues. Dr. Johnson instructs Ella to push.

      Ella lets out a long grunt as she pushes, following it with a piercing scream. Her hand grips tightly on mine as she does it.

      “You’re doing amazing,” I say, trying to encourage Ella.

      However, the kindness of my words seems to be the last thing on her mind.

      “Be quiet. I’m still mad at you,” she says tersely before going to push again.

      “That’s alright. I’m here anyway,” I tell her calmly, knowing there isn’t any point in trying to argue with her while in this state.

      “Yeah. Now,” she scoffs, it obviously being a dig at how I left her at her apartment to talk to Melonie and Sam.

      “Okay Ella. I need another big push,” Dr. Johnson instructs, though by the way Ella’s head droops before jolting back up, it appears she’s on the brink of knocking out.

      Though she doesn’t let it stop her as she lets out another long groan, her head falling back as she gives another push.

      “I was just trying to be there for all my kids. I know you’re upset, but I don’t regret my decision,” I tell Ella, letting my hand reach up to brush a sweaty piece of hair off of her face.

      “I’m pretty sure we were fine without you,” Sam chimes in, his voice sounding irritatingly calm with the backdrop of Ella’s grunts.

      “Well, I don’t care. I was checking on my kids,” I say, my voice stern.

      I try to reel myself back in, reminding myself that I need to stay calm for Ella. I can’t let this situation rile me up when Ella is in the middle of giving birth.

      “I see a head. I need another push,” Dr. Johnson calls out, earning another guttural yell from Ella.

      “Yeah, after hooking up with my best friend,” Melonie says that I think was supposed to be more for herself rather than the argument.

      But it doesn’t change my irritation.

      “Listen here, you selfish brats. Yeah, you’re adults. So are Ella and I. So, you can be nice, or you can leave. I don’t have time to argue about why I should be allowed to be with someone I love,” I bark. Ella following it up with another push, her screams sounding louder than any of them before.

      I’m expecting to watch Melonie and Sam leave. But the two are silent, seeming to decide that the subject doesn’t need to be pushed further right now. The sight warms my heart. They chose to be here with us rather than leaving.

      For the first time in the last week, I feel everything will be okay. Maybe not soon, but eventually.

      “The baby is coming,” Dr. Johnson calls out, forcing all of our attention to the site at hand.

      Seeming to happen in a single moment, I watch Dr. Johnson gently help guide our baby out of Ella by the head. The sound of cries filling the air immediately causing tears to well in my eyes.

      “It’s a boy,” Dr. Johnson calls out as she carefully wraps the baby up and hands him to Ella.

      Ella stares at our son before she glances up at me and smiles. “He looks like you,” she says.
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      My head feels like it’s full of cotton as my eyes flutter open to take in the fluorescents lights above me. It takes some effort, my vision blurry at first, but I quickly remember what’s happening.

      I’m in the hospital. Melonie, Sam, and Cole were all here. I gave birth.

      I gave birth.

      The thought forces me to fight through the grogginess to become more aware of my surroundings. My eyes quickly dart around the room to find my baby.

      In the corner of the room, my eyes finally land on my baby… in Cole’s arms. He doesn’t know I’m awake, and he is cooing and talking sweetly to our son.

      “Hey,” I say.

      Cole’s eyes flit away from the newborn in his arms to me. His face flashes with recognition as sees me looking at him.

      “Hey mama,” he says, standing up out of the chair he was sitting in, keeping the baby properly cradled in his arms.

      I make a note that “the baby” can’t stay “the baby” forever. Now that he has joined us, it’s time to give him a name.

      I’m terrified as I watch him lower the baby down to me. I am so afraid of hurting him. I wonder if I will feel this way for long. The fear subsides as I feel the weight of my newborn son settle against me.

      He is so precious, I can already feel my eyes welling up. I can’t believe it’s probably been hours since he’s been in this world and this is only the second time I’ve held him. I wish I hadn’t fallen asleep.

      He looks so comfortable swaddled in a blanket, and I’m almost one hundred percent convinced I won’t be setting him down or letting him go anytime soon.

      “He’s excited that you’re awake,” Cole chimes in, though I don’t look up at the words.

      I’m too busy staring at the small human in front of me.

      I had been so worried about how I’d feel once the baby was born. You hear so many stories about women with postpartum depression and how they have such a hard time connecting with their child. I was worried that it may happen to me. But that is definitely not the case.

      Suddenly, his tiny little facial expression turns from one of serenity to one of anxiety, as he quickly lets out a healthy shriek as he turns his head toward me.

      “Oh baby, what’s wrong?” I ask, even the sound of his wails sounding like music to my ears. Though I know that won’t last for long.

      “I think he’s hungry,” Cole points out shyly, and I’m again reminded that this isn’t his first time raising a baby.

      With Cole’s suggestion, I realize that this will be my first-time breastfeeding.

      I’m both nervous and excited. On one hand, I’m eager to have this experience with my newborn, but at the same time, I worry he won’t latch on because of something I may do wrong.

      However, when I pull my nipple from my hospital gown, I’m surprised that it doesn’t take long for him to latch on and begin eating.

      “I’m doing it,” I say excitedly to Cole, keeping my eyes trained on the sight of my son feeding.

      “And you’re doing a great job,” Cole tells me kindly, instantly filling me with a sense of warmth at his words.

      We sit in silence as I breastfeed our son. It isn’t awkward, but I know we’re both thinking about how we left things.

      “Where are Melonie and Sam?” I ask hesitantly, hoping that their whereabouts aren’t because of a blowout that occurred while I was asleep.

      “They’re just getting something to eat,” he says calmly, seeming as if there’s something else he wants to say.

      I know what it is. Just thinking about all the calls and texts of Cole’s I ignored makes me cringe. He’s probably beating himself up over the fact that he wasn’t there when I went into labor, all because of anger I should have worked out with him.

      Looking at my son, it all feels trivial. What I need to focus on is how things will affect him and not just me.

      “Ella, I just—”

      I cut him off before he finishes.

      “I know Cole. I’m not really mad anymore. It’s going to take some time to work things out, but can we save it for another time?” I ask, only wanting to focus on our son rather than worry about other issues.

      “I appreciate that. But I need to tell you now that I didn’t mean to hurt you,” he tells me earnestly, his voice almost pleading.

      “I never thought you were actively trying to hurt me, Cole,” I say with honestly.

      “But it still did. And I want you to know that… that I never want to hurt you like that again. Especially not now,” he says, his eyes fluttering down to our son.

      He has since detached himself from my nipple in favor of falling asleep. Which must have been easy, considering the way he’s so cozily swaddled in a small blanket. It strikes me how I’ll get to wake up and look at this adorable image every day, hopefully with Cole by my side.

      Not knowing what else to say to get him to understand that it’s alright, I tell him, “Okay.”

      “Okay?” he asks, his expression looking optimistic but not convinced.

      “Okay Cole. I want us to be a family,” I tell him, my voice wavering as I think about all the time I’ve missed without him, even though it was only about a week. A week too long.

      “Well, that’s good to hear. Despite your anger, I never planned on leaving you,” he tells me, a serene smile back on his face, so different from the expressions of worry that he’s been sporting.

      “We still have Melonie and Sam to deal with,” I add, remembering that it’s a whole other issue we need to tackle.

      I don’t know if Melonie completely hates me anymore. Though taking me to the hospital, and staying with me could be written off as someone just being nice to a pregnant woman, I know Melonie still cares, even if it’s not in the same way that she used to.

      “I think it’ll take time. But they’ll get used to it,” he explains, a bittersweet smile on his face. “I’ll never feel wrong about having my son and loving you.”

      The words are sweet, and I can’t understand how I could let myself be so upset at a man who has only ever loved me.

      “I just wish they didn’t hate us,” I say, hoping it comes out lighthearted but knowing it probably just sounds defeated.

      “We don’t hate you… much,” a voice offers.

      Looking up, I find Melonie and Sam standing in the doorway. They look like they don’t quite know what to do with themselves as they stand there deciding whether to move further into the room.

      “Deeply angry and mildly disgusted, sure. But hate is a strong word,” Sam offers, words I know he meant to be more reassuring than they sounded.

      Finally, they seem to decide to move closer to us. Standing around my hospital bed, they gaze down at their new baby brother.

      “We really didn’t mean to hurt you guys,” I say, though it doesn’t seem like enough.

      I don’t think there are words to express how sorry I am to these two.

      “We know. There’s nothing that can be done now, though. So, I guess we just try to get over it,” Melonie says, still sounding unsure about her words.

      I think about the things Melonie and I used to get into as kids and teenagers. Even as adults, we’d find time to meet up and pretend like it was old times. Now, I wonder if things will ever be the same.

      I can’t imagine they will be. I’m seeing her father and am the mother to her half-brother. One day, I may even be her stepmom. Even if I wanted things to be the same, they never could be. That was the decision I made when I decided to continue hooking up with Cole.

      Maybe one day, if I’m lucky, we can get back to something akin to normalcy.

      “Have you come up with a name yet?” Sam offers, trying to cut down on some of the tension in the room.

      “Do you have any ideas?” Cole directs the question towards me.

      It feels so high stakes knowing I’ve got one shot at this. I think back to the baby name books I’d looked through and think about the names that stood out. Looking down at my son, I try to think of a name to truly describe him.

      Then it comes to me.

      “Theodore,” I say, a small smile appearing on my face as I say it.

      “Theodore?” Melonie questions, “Why that name?”

      “It means ‘gift of God,’” I explain, knowing it’s the perfect way to describe my son.

      The perfect gift.

      “I love it,” Cole says resolutely as he gazes down at our child, “Theodore.”

      As we speak the name repeatedly, using his true name rather than “the baby,” I know that no matter what happens, things will be okay.

      How can they not when I’ve been gifted the best present of my life?
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      “Aren’t baby showers supposed to happen while you’re pregnant?” I ask as I bounce Theo in my arms.

      “They are, but Theo just had to come early,” Ella tells me, bringing a forkful of vanilla cake to her lips.

      I’m surprised how quickly Daniel and Jennifer were able to pull this together, especially with their own daughter recently being born.

      The last couple of months have been hectic, with Theodore being born and moving our lives around to accommodate that. It only took about a week of Theo and Ella staying in her apartment before we agreed for them to move into my house.

      During the time she’s been living with me, she has become close with Jennifer after meeting her at the Lamaze class. When we didn’t show up for our next class, Jennifer reached out to Ella and was surprised to find she had already given birth.

      Jennifer was disappointed to hear that Ella never got to have a baby shower, so as a surprise, Jennifer organized a small get together in her backyard. With the couples from the Lamaze class, as well as some of our friends, Ella got to experience what it was like to be pampered for bringing a new human into this world. And she shined as she opened the gifts for Theo.

      The couples from the class have already given birth, so it’s funny seeing so many newborn babies around. The site is absolutely adorable, and I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many babies at one time.

      “Are you enjoying the party?” Jennifer asks, materializing at Ella’s side.

      In her arms, she’s holding her newborn Charlotte, who has these adorable wisps of blonde hair that almost look white.

      “Of course I am! I still can’t believe you did all of this,” Ella exclaims, reaching over the best she can to give Jennifer a side hug with a baby and cake between the two.

      “I had to. Every pregnant woman deserves a baby shower,” she says resolutely.

      Jennifer talks about the baby shower her mother-in-law had thrown for her. Seeing how engrossed the two women are, I quickly excuse myself with Theo.

      “Why don’t we go play for a moment,” I tell him in the soft, cooing voice I reserve for him.

      I find an area where there are other small babies lying out on their blankets outside on the grass with their mothers or dads sitting next to them. Considering this is my third child, I have no problem setting Theo down to join them.

      I have him sitting and holding him up with his chubby little hands. He seems very transfixed by the grass and the moment is a bittersweet one for me. As cute as it is right now, I know how quickly he’ll be moving out of my house.

      Which reminds me, I should invite Sam and Melonie over for dinner before they leave the shower. Things are not near as tense anymore, and they drop in once in a while to check on Theo. Sam’s gift for Theo today was a small, green motorized jeep. Everyone laughed about how it will be awhile before Theo could use it, but soon, all the dads were checking it out.

      The rest of the baby shower consists of me keeping Theo happy, so Ella can enjoy the party. Her “mother to be” sash is comical to me, though the gesture from the other women is very sweet.

      By the time we leave the house, Theo nods off as soon as I start the vehicle. Ella and I cross our fingers, hoping he’ll stay down for at least a couple of hours.

      The move to get inside the house once we’re there is slow as we try to not wake Theo. Pulling him out of his car seat feels like an impossible task, but we manage it.

      “There you go,” I whisper, lowering him into his crib.

      I quickly creep away to where Ella stands leaning against the door frame to Theo’s room.

      “Quick, let’s take a nap before he wakes up,” I say, grabbing Ella’s hand to drag her out of the room.

      Following Theo’s birth, our relationship has gotten better. But Ella still has a lot of anxiety about the role I will have in her life as the father to her child, even though she has already moved in with me. I figured that would help, but I can still sense her uneasiness. We need to discuss our feelings and expectations for each other since we’ll be in each other’s lives forever, one way or another through Theo.

      Though, I know for a fact I don’t just want to be with her because of Theo. I want to be with Ella because I love her and want to commit myself to her.

      The two of us quickly strip down to our underwear before dropping onto our bed.

      “This is so nice,” Ella says as she snuggles up against a pillow.

      I don’t reply to her comment, still thinking about our long-term relationship goals.

      Instead, I throw out without thinking, “Would you marry me?”

      Ella’s eyes widen at my words.

      “If you think that was a proposal, then no,” she says sternly.

      I let out a laugh at her comment.

      “Noted. But I meant, like eventually, would you want to marry me?”

      She looks at me as if I had grown a second head. “I figured I would, eventually. Theo is just a handful right now.”

      “But eventually?” I further, scooting closer to her in bed so that I can pull her against my chest.

      “Eventually,” she concludes, letting her eyes drift shut, knowing she needs to sleep while she can.

      She looks so serene, I almost feel bad at disturbing her. Almost.

      “You know,” I begin, watching as she begrudgingly opens her eyes at my voice.

      “We could sleep. Or we could do something else we can never find the time to do.”

      “And what would that be?” Ella asks, trying to play coy, though the small smile on her face tells me she knows exactly what I’m getting at.

      “Why don’t you take your panties off and find out,” I whisper huskily, my voice deepening as I think about how long it’s been since I got to have her.

      We couldn’t have sex for six weeks after the pregnancy. Since then, we’ve only done it less than a handful of times, using our free time to sleep instead.

      “Fine, but I don’t want to do any work,” Ella says lazily as I watch her shuffle around to remove her underwear.

      “Say no more,” I reply, quickly doing the same before moving back on top of her.

      Sinking into her feels like home, and I can’t believe there was a time where I thought I could never do this again. I should’ve known that wasn’t going to happen; I would’ve never really let Ella leave me without putting up a fight.

      “Oh,” she says, her breathy moans like a gift as I strain my ears to catch all of them.

      “What if I put another baby in you?” I ask, staring deeply into her eyes as I consider the possibility.

      If I’m being honest, I wouldn’t mind another child. I’m sure Theo would enjoy someone to play with.

      “Don’t you dare,” Ella says, her words serious, though I can see the amusement on her face.

      Knowing that we both still will want some time to sleep, I speed up my movements as I reach down in between us to massage at her clit. Hearing the way her moans come out more abundantly has me grinning. At forty-two, I still got it.

      “Let go, darling,” I whisper, staring deeply into Ella’s eyes as I feel her convulse around me.

      It’s like magic how that feeling so easily pushes me over the edge. I know only Ella can do this to me. She’s completely broken me. No other woman could make me feel the way she does.

      I think about all it took for us to get here. The fighting, the fear, the secrecy of it all. But I’d do it all again if it meant being here right now, with Ella under me and my son Theo in the next room.

      “Now why don’t you let me sleep,” Ella says as I roll off of her.

      She turns over onto her side, but I don’t let her get too far as I pull her up against me, letting her bare back press up against my chest.

      “Of course, my love,” I whisper, pressing a kiss against her shoulder as the both of us drift off into sleep.

      Luckily, we’re given three whole hours of rest before Theo’s cries wakes us.

      “I went last time,” is all Ella says as she keeps her eyes shut.

      “Don’t worry, I was going anyway,” I say, pressing a kiss to her cheek as I climb out of bed.

      Going to Theo’s room, I find him wailing in his crib. Reaching down, I feel his diaper and find it soaked. Quickly, I change him and can see that he is hungry. Walking back to our room with Theo, I watch as Ella groggily sits up with a sullen look on her face.

      “He’s hungry?” she asks, already positioning herself against the headboard and reaching out for Theo.

      Setting him in her arms, we watch in awe as he quickly calms down once he’s latched onto a nipple.

      Climbing into bed next to them, I watch intently two people who I love so much it hurts. And I think about how lucky I am that I get to spend the rest of my life with them.

      With Ella, Theo, Melonie, and Sam, I know that no matter how tough things get, I’ll always, always, love them.
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for picking up a copy of The Bully’s Secret Baby and giving it a read. I would love your feedback so please feel free to leave me a review here:

      amzn.com/review/create-review?&asin=B0C5JYV4VK
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        * * *

      

      Did you like this book? Then you’ll LOVE the Once a Bully. Check out Once a Bully blurb below here:

      
        
        Once a Bully

      

      

      
        
        He hates me... He hates me not.

        My tall... dark... handsome boss.

      

      

      

      After battling my ex husband in court, an identity thief destroyed my life. And I ended up sleeping in my minivan with 3 dogs and a turtle!

      

      I swallowed my pride and took a job working for my attorney. Who unfortunately happens to be my former childhood bully. He is still bullish… but easy on the eyes, if you know what I mean.

      

      So when I heard that he wasn’t eligible for partnership because he wasn’t married, 

      

      I got to thinking.

      

      He needs a wife and I need a break… a win-win situation.

      

      That is... until I didn’t want to leave.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Start reading Once a Bully now!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        SNEAK PEEK

      

        

      
        Elaine

      

        

      
        While placing a box of my belongings into the back of the SUV, the dogs whimper in excitement. I shut the hatch and walk around climbing in, scooching Titan, my Frenchie, off the driver’s seat, but in doing so I elbow Christy, my boxer, right in the jaw. But, as usual, she just wiggles all over… forgiving me of all my sins.

        Without my sweet pets, I don’t know if I’d still be sane after my divorce. Violet, my toy poodle, seems to read my mind and jumps into my lap and flops over for a belly rub. I dutifully supply, while glancing back at April, my pet turtle, safety secured in her aquarium. She was a birthday gift from my sister, named after my sister, by my sister.

        After Violet gets her fill of her belly rub, she jumps off onto the back floorboard. I put my key in the engine to start the car. Taking a deep breath, I close my eyes for a moment.

        And now… I, Elaine Taylor, am a twenty-nine-year-old divorcee... officially homeless.

        It all started a little over a year ago when I found my now ex-husband in bed with one of his college students, who was also my sister’s best friend. After a half-hearted attempt at excuses, Scott just shrugged his shoulders and said he wanted a divorce.

        I couldn’t even reply. The nerve of him cheating on me and then asking me for a divorce! I simply packed up, rounded up my pets, and sped off to my mother’s house. Luckily, she hadn’t touched my room since I had moved out.

        Getting served divorce papers at my mom’s was embarrassing and hard, but retaining a decent divorce attorney proved even harder. After a week of contacting law firms, searching for someone who would help me, my mother’s friend gave her the name of a lawyer she had used. When I called, I thought it was a blessing when the receptionist told me she had the perfect lawyer who could work with me. But… then it turned out to be just another curse in my life when I heard his name.

        Blake Michaels, the name of the boy who bullied me in middle school.

        At first, I figured the name was just a coincidence, since it’s not that uncommon. However, after a quick search on the internet my fears were confirmed. It was, in fact, the same person. The thought of Blake tormenting me still makes my blood simmer. Luckily for me, he moved out of town in the last half of eighth grade, and I never saw him again. However, with no other options for a lawyer, I reluctantly set up an appointment.

        When I arrived at his office, I could tell he knew exactly who I was, but remained very professional and didn’t say anything about our past. I followed his lead and pretended as if I didn’t recognize him. I noticed, though, right away that he grew up into a very handsome, quite sexy man. I should have known he would have, though, because he was a cute kid, with his chestnut brown hair and green eyes. Too bad he was as mean as a rabid raccoon!

        Blake proved to be a good divorce attorney, though. However, by the time the dust settled, there wasn’t much money left to split up between my ex and myself. I received enough that I could move into a hotel while I looked for a new place to live and kept my SUV.

        Mom invited me to just continue to stay with her, but I didn’t want to cause her more burden. She had a heart attack a year ago that left her disabled, and unable to continue working. I know she could use some help, but it turns out that she is very allergic to dogs. She didn’t say anything, but I saw her popping those little pink allergy pills like they were candy, and still sneezing her head off. Neither of those things can be healthy for her.

        After being in a motel for about a week, I found an apartment that was only a mile from Mom’s house. It was perfect, not too expensive, allowed pets, and even had a dog park nearby. I immediately filled out the online application and planned to deliver the deposit the following day. I was so relieved and excited that I celebrated and had dinner at a new restaurant that opened near my job.

        It turned out as delicious as I hoped, and I had plenty left over, so I asked for a doggy bag and my check. Of course, my babies need treats and absolutely love steak. So, while waiting on the waiter to return with my debit card, I cut the left-over meat into little pieces, assuring each dog their equal amount.

        The waiter returned and said, “Your card declined.”

        “Can you run it again, please?” I replied.

        “I did already, ma’am. Do you have another you can use?” she asked politely.

        I gave her my other credit card, grudgingly, making a mental note to pay it off as soon as I get back to the motel. I hate interest!

        I drank my water as I waited for my waitress to return. When I saw her, I could tell the credit card didn’t work either. A slight panic feeling shot through me, and my ulcer immediately raised its ugly head.

        “Ma’am, that didn’t work either. Do you have another way to pay?” she asked.

        “May I see the manager, please?”

        After what seemed to be an eternity, and after calling my bank to find out that I had no money in my account, the manager grudgingly let me sign an IOU. However, as I was signing the IOU, the asshole grabbed my doggy bag off the counter and walked away with it. I left there empty-handed and mortified. As soon as I sat in my vehicle, I called the bank again.

        Turned out not only was my money missing from my checking account, but all my savings were gone, too. The woman on the other end of the line sounded empathetic but really wasn’t any help, besides telling me I could file a report. Feeling sick to my stomach, I took an antacid and drove back to my motel, where I ate the small box of ice cream I had stashed in the tiny freezer.

        The next day I went to work, though a little black cloud was hanging over my head. I tried to be upbeat despite my plight, but all my smiles and good morning greetings seemed to fall short. I threw myself into my work and was moving along well on a file when I was called into the boss’s office.

        As I was walking through the lobby toward the office, I saw everyone looking at me. Most just glanced up and then back down, but a few co-workers leaned in and whispered to each other. It felt like middle school all over again.

        When I reached the boss’s door, I paused and took in a deep breath of courage. She is one of those bosses you see in movies where when she comes into the building, everyone panics and runs and hides. How I wish I could run and hide right now, but no, I can’t because I am broke!

        “Hello Mrs. Rainey. I was told you needed to see me,” I said as I entered her office.

        As usual, she looked well-groomed in her sage green pantsuit and picture-perfect pixie cut blonde hair, glued down in place with a whole can of hairspray. I swear the woman could jump up and do cartwheels through the office and not one hair would dare be out of place.

        “Sit down, Elaine. You know it is my job, your job and all our jobs here at ‘Keeping the Family’ to make sure that we maintain a good, wholesome reputation,” she says.

        “Yes ma’am, and I just want to say how awesome it has been to be a part of this establishment for the last five years,” I reply with a smile, hoping my apprehension isn’t showing.

        “Well, then you can understand why I must let you go,” she says matter-of-factly.

        “Let me go! Why?” I cry out as I jump up from my seat.

        Mrs. Rainey looks at me with squinted eyes, then pushes a few keys on her keyboard before her hand reaches up and turns her computer screen toward me. There on the screen was a woman who looked just like me getting screwed from both ends!

        “That is not me! Oh my God! I… I… I just got my money stolen from my bank account. Somebody is apparently trying to sabotage me! I swear that is not me Mrs. Rainey!” I cry out to her for mercy, but all she does is push a few more keys, as picture after picture appears on the screen with that doppelgänger doing every kind of imaginary thing a sexual pervert might think of!

        I couldn’t breathe, and I needed an antacid.

        “Nevertheless, these horrid images went out to all our North and South American clients this morning. I am sure you understand why I have no choice but to let you go. Please gather your things and leave,” she says.

        After gathering up my personal items and grabbing my purple orchid, I had to exit through the lobby, passing everyone. I literally walked the walk of shame, as everyone, who I used to consider my friends, stared at me without saying a single word.

        When I reached the elevator, I looked at the buttons and contemplated going to the top floor and just ending it once and for all. However, no matter how compelling that would be, I couldn’t do that to my pets, or Mom and April. So, pushing that thought down, I pushed the down button and headed to the lowest floor. Once I reached my vehicle in the parking garage, I broke down sobbing from the shame and sudden loss of my job.

        A receipt was lying on the floor inside the door when I walked into my room at the motel. Violet had already taken the liberty of using it as a potty pad.

        For the next two hours, I bathed the dogs, making sure they were dry, before I fed them. Then I washed the aquarium so April would have a clean environment for a few days. After that, I cleaned out the tub before filling it up for me, where I soaked for hours, turning on the hot water periodically as the bath cooled off.

        Finally, I climbed out of the tub and dried off. After putting on my coziest pajamas, I realized I forgot my socks. I gritted my teeth, preparing myself to walk across the nasty motel flooring with my clean feet, when I was bombarded by my dogs wanting to go outside. “Ok… ok… give me a minute,” I am telling them when I felt a warm gooey sensation slide up between my toes.

        The next morning, I slept in until it was time to leave the motel. After loading all my belongings into the SUV, I grabbed my pets, and we haphazardly moved into our new four-door home.

        I then called Mom to ask if I could drop a few more things off at her house, giving her the excuse that I was moving in with a friend until I can move into an apartment. Truth is, I have no friends. Scott made sure of that. He didn’t like me going out with anyone, and even hated that I worked. I should have left him years ago. Looking back on it, I knew he was a narcissist.

        My mother Annabeth lives in a two-story, single-family home, one that she bought and moved into before I was born. Working as a nurse, she’s always been able to make ends meet, despite my father not sticking around after finding out Mom was pregnant with me. It was just us two for years until a one-night stand left her pregnant with my sister April, who now goes to college about forty minutes away. She still lives at home though, to save money, with Mom having to drive her back and forth because she hasn’t got her driver’s license yet.

        Watching Mom struggle over the years with her bad choices in men left me scared of relationships and of being abandoned. I dated some but had those trust issues, to where in my later teen years, I toyed with the idea of being a lesbian. That wasn’t me, though, because when I met Scott, I fell head over heels for him and started dreaming about marriage.

        I shouldn’t have let my guard down!

        Before I even ring the doorbell, Mom bursts out of the house. “I watched you pull in,” she says as she ushers me inside. I don’t know how she is always in such a good mood after having such a hard life, raising us girls all alone.

        “Something smells good,” I tell her while I make my way to my old room with another box of stuff that I can’t part with.

        “It’s spaghetti. I figured you’d want some lunch,” she says while setting down two plates loaded with her signature dish.

        Though I love her spaghetti, I was hoping to get in and out before she could ask too many questions.

        “Come sit down. How has apartment searching gone? I know living in that old motel this long can’t be fun,” she says before taking her first bite.

        Here we go.

        “It’s going well, Mom. There are a few places I’ve looked at that I like.”

        Yeah, now that I have no money!

        “That’s great. Maybe you can take your sister to look with you,” Mom says, giving me the perfect subject change.

        “Yeah, April. How is she doing in school?” I ask.

        It works… I’m able to steer clear of all conversations regarding my housing situation for the rest of dinner while Mom tells me story after story about April and all her shenanigans.

        “Here is some spaghetti for later,” Mom says while handing me a plastic dish.

        “Thanks, mom,” I say while giving her a goodbye hug.

        When I sit down behind the steering wheel with tears swelling in my eyes, I tell myself to stay strong and not let her see me cry.

        As much as I want to run back into her arms and hear her say everything will be ok, I must deal with this situation myself without having her bail me out. She has enough issues of her own in her life and doesn’t need to add anything else. I will do this on my own. One way or another.

        After waving goodbye to mom, I drive around for a few hours searching for a place to spend my first night in my vehicle. I felt panicky that I wouldn’t find a safe place to park. As I pull over to the side of the road to grab an antacid out of my purse, I notice a parking lot near some office buildings. There were only a couple of parked cars, so I drive over and head all the way to the backside before parking.

        How did I end up here?

        After making sure my doors are locked and the back windows are rolled down an inch for ventilation, I turn on my hotspot on my cellphone and pull out my laptop.

        Time to find a new job and a new life.

      

      

      

      
        
        Start reading Once a Bully now!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Do you like FREEBIE Romance books?

        Sign up for my newsletter and get My Grumpy Bully free!

      

      

      

      
        
        New city… New job… New life…

        What could go wrong?

      

        

      
        Falling in love with my childhood bully!

      

        

      
        My nasty divorce left me devastated, so

        I returned to my hometown and moved in with my best friend.

      

        

      
        I snagged a great job as a sous chef but the owner turned out to be a Greek god

        – and my old bully from middle school!

      

        

      
        While burying my anger I had toward my new boss, I started seeing another side of him.

      

        

      
        Now I can’t hardly hide the chemistry that pulls us together.

      

        

      
        Will he hurt me again?

      

      

      

      Sign Up Now! https://dl.bookfunnel.com/r67jdkf2de
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Want to see the rest of my books?

        Go HERE! amazon.com/author/andeewray

      

      

    

  







            ALSO BY ANDEE WRAY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        My Grumpy Bully – A Novella

        A reader magnet that you can get for free by signing up for my author newsletter here:

        https://bookhip.com/BNCFDKX
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      Andee Wray lives in East Texas, and when she isn’t musing over story ideas, she spends her time gardening, fishing, and raising chickens.

      She has been writing stories for fun since she was just a child. After spending 25 years homeschooling her own children, and teaching them to be self-sufficient.

      Andee can now begin enjoying her craft once again… in peace.

      

      
        
        Please sign up for my Newsletter for updates, giveaways, and a Free book:

        https://BookHip.com/BNCFDKX

      

        

      
        You can find more about Andee here:

        https://andeewray.com
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