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      This is the beginning of us, I think to myself as I press the accelerator in the Audi, sneaking a glance over at Megan where she gazes out in front of us onto the stretch of Interstate 44 outside Springfield, Missouri. The end of everything that has hurt us—of everything that’s conspired to delay our plans. She’s chosen me. 

      Our life. 

      Our family. 

      And I can’t help but gloat a little bit.

       Me, not him.

       Not Ian. 

      I feel like a kid who’s just won a playground fistfight over the prettiest girl in school, and I chuckle silently, realizing that I’m okay with that.

      Megan and I can finally have the life we should have, starting with this road trip. The life we’ve earned with blood, sweat, and tears. The life I'll continue to fight for every day. And at this point, I’m not so naïve that I take anything at all for granted. We’re still in transition as long as we’re on the road. Our new life technically hasn't actually started yet. But this is the cusp of a new beginning that will lead to the culmination of everything we’ve decided we want for ourselves. I catch myself chewing the inside of my cheek, admitting to myself that this kind of train of thought would normally result in my calling Katie and having her either talk me down or lift me up. But I have to get used to dealing with things on my own. I’ll be the man of my own house—no more leaning on my dad, or my college counselors and professors. No, Megan and I and our baby on the way will be completely on our own. We've left everything behind—family, school, jobs, and familiar geography. But I realize that I feel solid and proud on the inside, at the core of me, and I know I wouldn't hesitate to do the same thing a thousand times over for us to be together.

       Megan is mine. We're meant to be.

      "Are you okay?" she asks, and I can tell something is going on behind her soft green eyes. I take a second to truly see this woman who's changed the whole course of my life for the better. I ignore the little voice in my head that says or the worst. 

      Now’s the time to preemptively set her fears to rest—I’ve had enough of the seeds of doubt blossoming into troubles we don’t need. “I’m better than okay,” I tell her, taking her hand in mine and bringing it to my lips. I make a conscious effort not to tighten my grip on the wheel too much with the other. I’m ‘white-knuckling it,’ at least until we get to our destination, but she doesn’t need to know that. She smiles, but there’s still that question in her eyes—the real question—and it makes my insides clench.

      Is she sure about this?

      Does she want this?

      Does she know she made the right choice?

      The questions swirl through my mind, looking for answers I’m not sure I have to give. I’ve never been plagued with doubt before. Not as a kid, not during my undergrad study, not in the business dealings I’ve done with and for my father, not ever. For an instant, I wonder if the nagging uncertainty is coming from somewhere outside of me, like Alana’s intrusions on Megan’s interior life. I push all of those thoughts out of my head and focus on the present. The truth is, I don’t know if Megan does honestly feel that she’s doing the best thing for herself and the baby, running away with me. She said yes when I gave her the ultimatum in Chicago, and she held her peace while I enlisted my dad’s assistance with the logistics and when we were ready to go. I asked her one last time if this was what she wanted; the way she held me and kissed me told me she was on board a hundred percent.

      And now, Arizona-bound and making good time, her smile when she looks at me says she’s happy, but I’m having a problem convincing myself that she has no doubts, that she really wants this. The thing is, I don’t know whether I’m reading my own fears into her expressions or simply picking up on nonverbal cues from the person I’m closest to in the entire world. I shift lanes and gun the engine to pass a row of eighteen-wheelers, deciding that it doesn’t matter which. Either way, it’s my job to make her completely at ease. I can grapple with doubt as long as I let myself with no real ill effects, but with Megan, I’ll do anything to prevent a visit from the other one.

      I know exactly what I have to get Megan to see—that choosing me is the absolute right choice. I kiss her hand again, swearing inwardly to make her believe that every day.

      She’ll forget about her and him, eventually.

      She’ll have to. Right?

      Farmland and one-exit towns whiz by, and with each passing mile, my resolve solidifies. We’re literally and figuratively leaving our troubles behind. Megan has her hand resting gently on her stomach, and my heart swells in my chest with love, pride, the urge to protect and nurture, and a connection to another human life—two of them, actually—stronger than any I’ve felt in my life. 

      She’s beautiful. 

      She’s perfect. 

      She’s a mother, a woman who is amazing beyond words, carrying my seed.

      I throttle the voice in my head that says maybe your seed.

      It is mine, I counter back. I mentally take inventory of the facts. First, the moment Megan said yes to me, agreed to be my wife, to leave her old life behind, to leave him behind. 

      She chose me. 

      And I have chosen her.

       We are first before everyone else in each other's lives. 

      That’s the unshakeable foundation on which I’m going to build my future thoughts. Then, the other relevant facts—we’ve left our jobs, academic careers, and even our families behind. We are all each other has now.

       Nothing else matters.

       No matter how different our lives turn out from what we’ve always imagined, she’s the woman I love, the only woman for me, and I’m that man for her. She can’t help but be a wonderful mother and a fantastic wife—it’s just the other woman inside her mind that I’m worried about.

       That terrifies the hell out of me.

      Alana, the one I try to pretend doesn’t exist, the one beneath the surface of my fiancée’s  psyche, is the one that threatens everything. She’s the real reason we had to leave, because she’d already made a perfect woman tainted and miserable. She insists on finishing the job.

      I swear I’ll never even say her name again. She’s gone, and she’s not welcome back.

      “I’m so excited for Arizona,” Megan’s feminine, gentle voice cuts in, and I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. She rests a hand on my thigh, and I let the sensation reel me back in from wherever the hell my head was going.

      “Yeah,” I say, remembering the photos I have on my phone of the property and the house. “I like the fact that it’ll become your place and mine at the same time.” I sense her eyes on my face. “As a matter of fact, if memory serves, I believe we’ll have four bedrooms to christen.”

      She smiles and grips my leg. “What?” she says, “Not the kitchen or the living room? The bathrooms?”

      Then she moves her other hand from my thigh to the bulge that’s grown in my pants from the mere thought of all the sex we’ll be having in our new place. She gives an appreciative hum and says, “It looks like someone’s excited about the idea?”

      I open my mouth to quip back, but the rush and throb my body has started in reaction to her touch leave me breathless. She unbuckles my belt. I tilt my seat back far enough to give her full access, but not so far that I can’t see the road. I get my left hand back on the steering wheel. She teases and takes her time, massaging my balls and stroking my dick through the fabric as she eases my pants open and fishes my erection out of my boxers. It springs upward, and she catches it in her delicate hand. I groan at the pleasure. I force myself to keep my eyes open and focused, though all I want to do is close them and concentrate on the motions she’s making. She finishes me off like a pro and pulls out a napkin just in time to avoid the mess.

      “Holy shit,” is all I can say.

      “I take it you enjoyed that.” She smiles as she sits back up. She looks fantastic when she’s unkempt.

      “Holy shit!” I say again, this time involuntarily. “We’re doing one-thirty!”

      I decelerate so quickly that we almost start to fishtail. My attention is focused only on the road for a moment, but once we’re back to a smooth and easy seventy miles an hour, I can’t help but laugh. 

      If this is the beginning of married life, I’ll take it.

      With Megan’s help, I get my pants zipped and belt buckled again, and we just drive in silence for a while, both comfortable with the intimacy of it. The first signs for Joplin begin to appear. I remember my first college roommate telling me that Bonnie and Clyde made a historical stop in that town, and the residents there still talk about it all the time. I feel like an outlaw, just hitting the road come what may, and I know I couldn’t have ever found a partner-in-crime better than Megan if I’d devoted every second to dating everyone I could find for a solid decade.

      “We’re going to be free, Sweetheart,” I mean it from my heart, but I still have to fight against thinking about all the time that was stolen from us.

      “You seem to be deep in thought,” she says almost lazily, the mid-morning sunshine on her face making her seem angelic.

      I’ve got to pull it together.

       It must be written all over my face every time I think of Alana or Ian or any of the difficult situations, the white lies, the unspoken questions that come with all that. I force a smile that becomes easy when I look at the beautiful, kind face of the woman I fell in love with and her smile that wipes away every uncertainty I’ve ever had.

      “I am,” I say. “I’m thinking about how great it’s all going to be. How you’re going to be an amazing mother, and how our little boy or girl is going to be absolutely perfect.”

      “Maybe we can set the bar a little bit lower than perfect,” she says with a grin, her eyes focused on her belly. I reach out to touch it, and she holds my hand there. I notice the glimmer of her engagement ring and feel a rush of pride and something else I had never felt before.

      Possession.

      “That’d be impossible,” I assure her. “You’re already there.”

      She makes a dismissive sound but doesn’t take her hand away from mine. And there it is again—it doesn’t take a genius to know that Megan must also have a million thoughts going through her own head.

      And just like that, I’m down the rabbit hole again.

      What if it’s like her?

       What if it’s like Alana?

      Stop it!

      Megan has told me about her color-reciting coping mechanism, and I’m starting to wish I had something like it. It's only with serious effort that I’m able to push away those thoughts and gather my wits to begin telling her more about the house in Arizona we’ll be staying at—the one that will belong to us, no matter the names on the deed. How beautiful the house is with its huge pool, jacuzzi, state-of-the-art kitchen, four bedrooms, and a view that will make any sunset we’ve seen before seem like a pale imitation of the real thing. I tell her how Arizona will be a fresh start for us, away from the stress, the bullshit, the things that have hurt her, me, us.

      The hardest part about this is how much I will miss my family. The past few months have forced me to realize that even though I’ve technically been out of my parents’ house for a long time, I’ve never really left the nest—until recently. Even being in Chicago before things got out of control took some serious getting used to. My family has always been so close, and if I’m willing to admit it, not far from insular. Before Megan’s leaving and popping back up and the whole DID reveal, the longest I hadn’t seen my mom, dad, and Katie had never been more than a few days. Already, it’s put me through a whole brand of anxiety I’d never been familiar with before, and I know for a fact that the future is going to be an adjustment. A big one. I know that Megan and I have to be careful. Her newly acquired and filthy-rich family will probably be tapping resources I could never know about, trying to find out where we’ve gone. And eventually, they will, of course. Money can’t buy happiness, but it can sure get some things done. I just want my new family to be solid before it happens. By the time Cal and Dexter Jr. find us, Megan will be my wife legally, and our child will be here and all mine, no question about it. Her well-meaning brothers will get used to the idea of me, their sister, and our child together as a family, even if we had to do things to get to that point that they wouldn’t have approved of.

      I look over to see that Megan has fallen asleep. I wonder what it would be like if it was the other way around—if I were in her brothers’ position. I know that I’d sure as hell be upset, but on the other hand, they both know that I’m the better option than that Sons of Anarchy reject Ian. And even if they can’t get over the choices Megan and I have made, well, all that means is that they’ll miss out on having a relationship with our family. 

      We’ve just crossed into Oklahoma, the bright mid-morning sun shining behind us, when Megan begins to wake, looks at me, and smiles at me softly.

      “Hey, Sleepyhead,” I say. “What’s the first thing that you want to do when we get there?” I’m determined to keep our spirits high.

      She grins and makes a little thinking sound. “It’s going to be hot, right?” She says playfully.

      “Scorching. Even hotter than an Indiana girl in mid-Missouri,” I tease her, and she blushes.

      “Honestly, I want to lay by the pool in a bikini, working on my tan. You know, there’s only so long until I look like a whale.” She sighs teasingly, rolling her eyes and flipping her hair like we were headed for Hollywood and not Peoria.

      I take a peek at her belly, and right now, it’s still barely visible. Someone who didn’t know her might assume she just came from a four-course meal, so it’s hard to imagine her stomach getting the size of a beach ball.

      “A whale, huh? Hmm, well, we’ll just have to get a bigger pool,” I joke, and she swats me playfully.

      The phone in my pocket vibrates. It’s not my regular iPhone, which is in my suitcase in the trunk of the Audi; it’s a new one, a cheap burner, not on my old plan but prepaid. Only my family has the number, and it’s in no way connected to any of our names. We even took the further precaution of my dad, mom, and Katie purchasing prepaid phones and swearing to only call me from them and never their regular phones.

      Everything that can be traced to Megan and me, we’d left behind. I’m not carrying any of my debit or credit cards, and I’m not drawing from my old bank account. My dad gave me access to one of his business accounts that can’t be linked to me or even him. Having abandoned my own identity almost completely—on paper, at least—it’s scary but at the same time freeing. 

      When anything is possible, you stay on your toes, and even this early on in our escape, I’ve realized that any good dad to a newborn would maintain total awareness at all times. There are certain exceptions to the whole ‘going incognito’ thing. I still have my ID in case we’re pulled over, or there’s some emergency. But essentially, everything else linked to me or Megan that could give a clue to someone trying to find us is buried out back in a coffee can.

      All of this flashes through my mind during the first two rings of my burner phone. I’m tempted to not answer the call—I know it’s either my dad or Katie—but I want to enjoy this time with Megan with no interruptions. The energy between her and me finally isn’t so intense or guarded, and I don’t want anything to mess with the flow, that natural chemistry that drew me to her in the first place. But when the phone begins to vibrate again, indicating the second call in a row, it’s a little too much to ignore.

      “Go ahead and answer it, babe,” she says gently. “It’s probably your parents wanting to make sure we’re okay on the road.”

      I’ve lied by omission, so Megan doesn’t know it, but the truth is that it would only be one of my parents. My mother hasn’t been informed of the decision that me and dad made. Mom loves Megan and is ecstatic about her unborn grandchild. However, Dad insisted, and I agreed that since she doesn’t know the intricacies of everything that’s happened to get in the way of Megan and me being together, she wouldn’t understand why we had to do this. It’s a temporary fix at best because I know that when she does find out that I’ve exiled myself so far away from my previous life and that she won’t be able to see us for a long time, let alone be there when her first grandchild is born, she’s going to flip. And that’s putting it mildly.

      I press the button to connect the call and start with an easygoing, “Hey.”

      “You guys are on the road, right?”

      It’s Katie, and I’m a little surprised that she’s the first to call instead of Dad.

       “Yeah, everything okay?” I squeeze Megan’s hand without looking at her face. My eyes are flickering between the road ahead and the rear-view mirror; a distracted-driving ticket isn’t something I need right now.

      “Fine, so to speak. How’s Megan?” she asks, but it sounds more like an afterthought than genuine concern. Katie got on board with the plan after some urging from Dad, but she wasn’t happy about it, especially since we weren’t including Mom. At the end of the day, Katie and I are not only siblings but best friends. We’ve been each other's secret-keepers since she’s been old enough to talk. Honestly, it’s pretty likely that she was happy enough to have been brought in on the big secret herself to push the envelope and wreck Mom’s rose-colored joyfulness by tattling to her right away.

      “We’re both holding up. You know road trips. We’ll be counting cows by the time we get there. What’s up?” I ask, sensing the urgency in my sister’s demeanor, even over the phone. I want to know what she has on her mind, but I know it’s probably not going to be anything good. I have to feel her out, let her tell me on her own time.

      “Um, do you have me on Bluetooth?” she asks.

      “No, go ahead,” I tell her, giving Megan a smile as she looks at me curiously.

      “Blue and that Ian guy came here,” Katie blurts.

      My chest tightens. It’s not a surprise —Megan and I both knew that Ian stopping at nothing to find Alana was inevitable—but I can’t help feeling alarmed that things are already happening so fast. We haven’t even been gone a day. Katie’s news isn’t shocking. Still, I didn’t want my sister to have to deal with that alone, especially not her own ex and Megan’s phantom’s boyfriend at the same time.

      “How did things go? You okay?” I ask, trying to keep my voice calm, feeling my grip tighten on the wheel. If they did anything to hurt my sister in the slightest…

      “Oh, yeah, it was awesome. After I told them you skipped town, we all grabbed beers and threw a couple back. What the hell, Kameron? How do you think it went?” she shrieks.

       “I’m sorry, Katie,” I tell her, absently glancing over at Megan and dreading the questions she’ll have when I get done on the phone. I wanted to keep Katie out of the whole three-person foursome from the start, not to mention its fallout. Still, Katie at the time had an agenda for wanting to hand off the letter to Ian—it meant she’d probably get to have a face-to-face with Blue. No surprise that that fell through, either.

      “It’s fine,” she says, a little quieter. I don’t say a word. I hear her take a deep breath before she continues, “That’s actually not even why I’m calling, Kam.” I can sense some kind of resistance or tension in her voice, a hint of something bigger, like the visible part of an iceberg that’s the only sign of a huge unseen danger.

      “Okay…?” I say, trying to keep the defensiveness and just plain fear out of my tone, unsure of what Katie is about to lay on me. I sense Megan tensing a little, and with a glance, I see that she’s quit pretending to look out the window and her eyes are on me.

      “You didn’t tell us that she could be pregnant by Ian,” my sister says in a harsh whisper.

      I swallow hard, her words hitting me like a punch in the gut.

      What the fuck?

      “Let me call you back,” I tell her quickly. I need to do some damage control, now.

      “Right back, Kam,” she says sternly.

      I hang up the phone. Megan’s eyes are wide, and they’re not leaving my face.

      I have to leave her hanging for just a second. I need to think.

      I can’t believe Blue told Katie!

      What am I thinking? Hell, it was probably fucking Ian. I let out a deep breath and try to focus on the road, but I can barely do that, much less call Katie back while I’m dealing with all this on top of keeping the Audi in my lane. Trying to keep my expression neutral for Megan’s benefit, I pull off the highway at the next opportunity, a rest stop I remember seeing the sign for a couple miles back, as luck would have it.

      Fuck!

      She can’t tell my dad. If he finds out that it’s possible that Megan’s baby isn’t a Davis by blood, he won’t support this, and this all falls apart without his support.

      “Kam, what happened?” Megan asks tightly.

      “It’s nothing, sweetheart. It’s- Katie’s just being a crybaby about us leaving,” I say, pretending to adjust the side view mirror to keep her from reading my face too closely. We’ve pulled into a parking lot at the rest stop, in front of a couple picnic tables and a gray-haired lady walking two Irish Setters. I slowly push the gear lever into park and lean my head back on the leather headrest. The fatigue in my neck and shoulders from driving for several hours straight is real, but I play it up a little, not wanting to have the discussion that’s about to happen. When I glance over at her, I can tell she’s not buying it.

      “You don’t think I know you better than that?” Megan asks, sounding hurt.

      “Yeah, well, Megan, I would think I’m owed a little white lie after all the ones you told me, don’t you think?” 

      Shit. 

      I sure as hell shouldn’t have said that. I look over at her, feeling like we’re under water, and she’s got a hand on her cheek like I just slapped her. 

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart, I didn’t mean that,” I tell her, and I’m sincere. This drama around Megan’s doppelganger and that idiot Ian fucking sucks but lashing out at Megan is shitty.

       I’m miserable. 

      She stares straight ahead, now holding her stomach and rocking a tiny bit as if to steady herself. “Megan,” I say, “Really. I shouldn’t have said that, and I didn’t mean it.”

      “You did mean it, Kam, and it’s okay,” she says quietly.

      “It’s not. I don’t know what made me think I could or should talk to you like that. I’m sorry, Megan. I- I just….” I trail off, feeling like every word is just digging a deeper grave. There’s a long stretch of silence between us as we stare mindlessly at the rest-stop grounds. The sky has clouded over. The Irish Setter lady has climbed back into her RV. A man with two small children leads them toward the main building. The treetops behind the rest area sway gently—Wave goodbye to the easy times, they seem to tell me. When I reach out for Megan’s hand, it’s not a conscious movement; even when she’s involved in the source of my stress, it’s still her that makes everything better. I’m relieved when she squeezes my hand and turns to meet my gaze.

      “What I meant is that it’s okay for you to be angry with me,” she says. “It’s okay for you to feel sad that we’re leaving everyone you love behind. It’s okay for you to not be okay.” I nod, waiting for her to go on. She gets a faraway look in those sea-green eyes and says, “If we’re going to make this work, we have to say how we feel and be honest, even if it’s something that wouldn’t make either of us feel good now. It’s just us now. We have to be honest with each other.”

      I pull her to me and embrace her and kiss her on the top of her head, on her forehead, on her cheek, and finally, tenderly, on her lips. I’m blown away. I don’t know what I did to deserve this woman.

      “I just don’t want to worry you,” I say. I pause to try to articulate what I’m feeling. She starts to speak, but I hold up a finger. I tell her, “It’s like I’m constantly choosing, judging what’s going to add something and what’s just gonna lead to a fight. I don’t want to stress you out.”

      “Don’t spare my feelings if what you’re leaving out is gonna come back and haunt us ten times stronger. Don’t buy time if the time comes at that kind of price. And I’ll promise the same for you.”

      “You are amazing, you know that?” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat. “That's why I wanted to be your husband.”

      She pats her belly softly. “A little more than just my husband,” she says.

      “A lot more.”

      “I’m about to go in and pee about a gallon,” she says, “but babe, really, what did Katie say?”

      I let out a deep breath. “Okay, no sugar coating it. Katie- she knows that there’s a chance that Ian is…involved with our baby,” I say, not even letting myself put ‘Ian’ and ‘father’ in the same sentence.

      Megan fixates on her door handle, fidgeting, not able to hide the guilt in her eyes. “They told her?” she asks quietly.

      I let out a stressed breath, still furious that Ian had the nerve to show up at my old place, and pissed at Blue for even thinking to bring him there. I say, “I don’t understand it either, but there’s no other way she would have found out. They were there.” I leave a lot unsaid about what I would have done if I’d been the one to have answered that door. I’m seeing red and playing a fantasy in my mind about crushing Ian’s skull into a bloody pulp, but I know that’s a movie that Megan wouldn’t want to watch. 

      She’s quiet again, her hands once more resting on the subtle curve of her stomach. “Will this change things for us, your family knowing?” she asks, her eyes not meeting mine.

      “No, of course not! Absolutely not a chance in hell,” I tell her adamantly, lifting her chin up so that she’s looking at my face…

      Her voice is a sad whisper as she says, “Kam, I can tell when you’re lying….”

      I’m struck. Am I really so sure that this won’t change things, or do I just wish I was? “Megan,” I say, moving my hand from her chin to her hair, “you’re right. The truth is, I’m not sure what it will do. I think the strength of my feelings is more related to how hard I’m willing—and ready—to fight for us, for everything that we are, and I will win. Circumstances may change. I can’t look into the future for any guarantees about that. But will my feelings about you be affected in the least? That’s where the ‘absolutely not’ comes in.”

      Her eyes glimmer like emeralds as she silently nods. Then it seems like another thought comes to her mind. “I’m so embarrassed,” she says, fighting tears. “Kam, you have to know, it wasn’t me who made the decision to go and….” Her voice cracks as she blurts out the rest, “It was that stupid bitch Alana!”

      Shit, this is exactly what I didn’t want to happen. I pull her to me again. “Sweetheart, it doesn’t matter to me,” I simply hold her close, feeling her body trembling as she weeps.

      “Of course, it matters to you,” she says between breaths that are more like moans of sorrow.

      “It doesn’t,” I insist gently, stroking her back. “If it mattered, I wouldn’t be here. Don’t worry about what my family thinks. Don’t worry about what anyone thinks.”

      “They’re going to hate me if—Kam, I can tell. Katie already hates me,” she says as her shoulders are wracked with stifled sobs.

      “They’re not going to hate you. Not Katie, not Mom, not Dad. Maybe Ellie—she always was the jealous type.” Megan manages a giggle before she sniffs. The waterworks are in full effect. I reach over to the glove compartment, opening it and pulling out a packet of tissues. Megan takes them from my hand. As she works on pulling one out for her runny nose, I go on, “Sweetheart, they love you because I love you. Besides, I have a feeling in my gut—our child is and always will be mine. Just like you’re mine. Nothing can change that. I promise you, Megan.” I wait till she blows her nose, and when she looks at me, I still see doubts and arguments in her eyes, so I do the only thing that will mean more than any words I could say—I kiss her softly on the lips, letting my every emotion, every bit of strength and courage, even every vulnerability flow between my body and hers, and she kisses me back. I can feel everything that she’s putting into it, too. Finally, I draw back and grin at her. “It’s us—the three of us—against the world, and that’s all that matters to me,” I remind her. She nods, and I see the smallest hint of a smile on those rose-petal lips.

      “I really have to pee,” she says with a small laugh, and all my tension disappears, as if her adorable nature has broken some magical curse.

      “Well, let’s see how the bathrooms are in an Oklahoma rest stop. I swear I’ll go on Yelp in two seconds flat.” She giggles, and we both open our doors.
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      As it turns out, my joke about the rest-stop bathrooms was a little too close for comfort—they’re straight up disgusting. I can’t fathom using the men’s room, and that’s without even having to touch anything, so I can only imagine what’s happening in the next room over. I step out to wait, and a second later, Megan comes out of the ladies’ room, obviously having decided she’d rather wait for a cleaner one farther down the road.

      Luckily, we only have to go two exits before we see some blue ‘Food’ and ‘Lodging’ signs that are full of franchise icons. And it’s less than a mile from the exit itself to an area that’s just as commercial as any you’d find in any city of a certain size in the entire United States, with everything from Starbucks to Target to Chili’s, even a big-box discount wholesale store. I ask Megan if she’d rather us just go and check into one of the chain hotels I can see from the big box-store parking lot. We’ve been on the road for at least four hours, which isn’t unbearably long for most people, but I have to consider how comfortable any given period of travel is for a newly pregnant woman. We’re a safe distance from Chicago, and I have to admit that I would really like to put my feet up, flip on the TV and get room service.

      “No,” she assures me, “I really just want us to make it halfway before we settle in.” She seems certain and confident, and I’m glad. The further away from our old life, the better. 

      She asks if I want anything while she’s inside, and I tell her I’m fine. I can hold my water for another few hours. When I see her make her way into the store, I pull my burner phone out and prepare myself for whatever bombshell my sister is about to drop in my lap.

      She picks up on the third ring. “Yeah,” she says expectantly.

      “Listen, I want to talk to you about all this and answer all of your questions if I can. I would only ask that you recognize it’s a lot for all of us to process, not just you and me. I want to ask you to please be open-minded—the circumstances are not your everyday ups and downs. Know what I mean?” I tell her all this while trying to keep the tension out of my voice.

      She lets out a small gasp. “It’s true then? Damn it, Kameron, I knew it! What on earth are you even thinking?!” she huffs, and I realize I’ve been played.

      “No one told you, did they?” I ask, already aware of the answer to the question. My stomach starts to churn and grind as I come to terms with the realization that Katie wasn’t explicitly told about any doubts about my biological paternity. She must be the smart one, not me, I think. She’s come to the correct conclusion all on her own.

      And now that there’s blood in the water, Katie comes on like the shark that smells it. “Does Dad know? Wait, he can’t know. He wouldn’t be helping you if he knew, would he? Jesus. Kam, you need to come home, like right now. You need to know if this baby is yours or….”

      “Could you shut up for one minute!” I can’t help but shout, and when I hear silence, I immediately want to apologize. Still, I need her to know exactly how serious this is and how important it is to me to handle it correctly. In a calmer voice, I say, “You, Mom, and Dad have all accepted that I'm marrying Megan. She’s going to be my wife. Let that sink in. And what that means, is that the child she’s having is going to be mine. Period. End of story.”

      She scoffs and says, “You’ve been so focused on you marrying her, but Kam, have you even stopped to think if you should marry her?”

      I try to push down my annoyance, irritation, and anger, holding the phone away from my face as I growl in frustration. Then I concentrate on breathing, knowing that Katie will wait a second until I speak. Deep inside, I know she’s speaking to me from a place of love and that at the heart of it, she’s really just concerned, maybe even scared for me. Hell, if the situation were reversed and she was running off to start over with a guy who might not be the father of her unborn child. In that case, I know that I wouldn’t support her, and neither would our parents. I recognize the clear misogyny, the double standard, but I can’t apologize for it in this case. This conversation isn’t about societal norms. It’s about my life. Our life.

      I put the cheap phone back to my face and take a deep breath. “Katie, you know I love you. Nothing can change that. And I really want you in my life like you always have been. But if you can’t get on board with this decision and all that it entails, then I hate to say this, but maybe it’s time for some…distance between us.” The words are hard to say, and feel bitter coming out.

      There’s a long silence. I know that Katie is fuming, but like she and I have both always done, also trying to maintain her composure and civility. It’s like waiting for a jury to read their verdict—all I can do is wait to see how she feels.

      Finally, she blows out an exasperated breath. “Wow, Kam. An ultimatum? I’m either for you or against you? Not much of choice there is it. Well, I’m not willing to lose my only brother just because he’s being stupid and pig-headed. But don’t think I’ll forget how ready you are to just throw me out of your life. Just because I’m trying to be the voice of reason.”

      I rub my forehead, knowing exactly how Katie’s face scrunches up when she sulks and how all I’ve ever been able to do about it is be kind. “Katie, I didn’t say I was throwing you out. And I didn’t mean to pressure you one way or the other…that’s a lie, I was pressuring you, but only because the situation is urgent. I need you on my side, but if you won’t or can’t be, I just had to know right away. It’s just, like….”

      Katie sighs and interrupts me. “Okay, I get it. But even all that is just part of the story. Kam, you’re also asking me to lie to Dad. So if I want to be in touch with you and be your sister, which I do, it means being dishonest every day to the other two most important people in my life. Dad, for obvious reasons, and also Mom! I still can’t believe you two have left her completely in the dark. I feel like a total fake talking to her now. That’s your fault, Kam. Your fault.” She says these last words with her voice wobbling with anger.

      “I’m going to come clean with everyone about everything. I’m just asking you to help keep things calm until I can do that,” I say, my voice half ordering and half pleading.

      The line is quiet again, and each passing second feels like another cinder block on my chest as I lie on a bed of nails.

      “Okay,” she says tightly. But Kam…I'm worried that you’re making the biggest mistake of your life.”

      I try to lighten my tone, saying, “Well, one good thing, this isn’t the first time you’ve been wrong.” The joke is childish, and she reacts like the adult she’s been for some time now, letting out a dry chuckle. We both know that I’ve put the ball in her court, and her lack of response tells me that she’s simply not playing. I clear my throat and say, “I’ve got to go. Tell Dad we’re fine. We’ll call when we get there and settle in. And, I love you, sis. Thank you, this means a lot to me, Katie.”

      I hear her make a noncommittal noise, and I hang up the phone. I know I wasn’t exactly stellar, but at least that’s one fire I put out. Katie’s pissed, but she’s loyal. She won’t tell my dad about Ian’s bullshit claims, and that’s as much as I can ask for, for the time being.

      I get back in the Audi and turn on the satellite radio, tuning in to a favorite conservative talk-jock of mine, one I normally listen to every day while I’m having lunch. Normally. It strikes me that what was once normal, almost everything about my established everyday routines and patterns, is changing right now and will continue to change until Megan and I truly create a routine for ourselves and our child, far from everything we’ve known. For a moment, I imagine what our marriage ceremony will be like, specifically the moment when I’ll vow ‘in sickness and in health.’ What would happen if I got sick, mentally or physically. Then what? How would Megan be able to handle it, considering the fragility of her own wellbeing? I push those thoughts away and take a breath. I feel strong and free. I know we’ll make it, in every sense of the word.

      I look at my watch. I can’t believe a half-hour has passed already.

      I pull up her new phone number on my screen and dial it. After a few rings, it goes to her voicemail, which is a recording that tells me it hasn’t been set up yet. I call it again, thinking that she may not have heard it the first time, and the same thing happens. Okay, so maybe she’s not getting a strong signal in the store. 

      I head into the box store, which is surprisingly busy for late morning on a weekday. I begin a systematic walk through the store under the roof-high shelves, first scanning the checkout lines to see if I can spot her. She’s taller than most women and has that glossy dark hair, so she’d be easy to see even in a crowd, but she isn’t in any of the checkout lines.

      My next strategy is to head to the restrooms. I find the door with the ‘ladies’ icon on it and wait a second. A woman comes out, but it’s not Megan. Once she’s gone, I push the ladies’ room door partially open and call Megan’s name into it. No answer, even after another try.

      Shit! I concentrate on controlling my breathing as I wander around the store on a constant lookout. I troll the ‘Infant and Maternity’ aisle, but aside from a heavily pregnant woman with what looks like her mother picking through maternity blouses, there’s no one there. My heartbeat and footsteps both speed up as I head to the general women’s department and scan every aisle but still come up empty.

      She’s here. She can’t not be here. Just calm down. I do a quick check of the ‘Home Goods’ section. Nothing. I grab my burner phone, now in a straight-up battle to stave off panic and call her again. The useless voicemail taunts me again. I want to smash the damn thing on the tile floor and just start screaming Megan’s name at the top of my lungs. I’m doing a slight jog as I pass through, my head sideways so I can view the length of every aisle as I go by, on the possibility that she wanted to get some snacks and drinks for the road—and thinking what an idiot I am for not checking there first.

       Still no sign of my beautiful girl.

      My throat feels tight as I head back to the front of the store. My heart is running like an Olympic sprinter at this point, but I command myself to calm down as I approach the customer service desk, which has a full line. I don’t have time to wait my turn. I make my way past the people in line, making polite excuses and, when one obese lady with a fuzz of beard starts to grumble about my cutting in line, I’m sorry, it’s an emergency.” I say, racing to the front of the line.

      Finally, I’m in front of the one manned counter, facing an older blonde lady who would remind me of one of my mother’s friends, if her financial luck ever took a distinct turn south. The lady greets me with a tired smile. As I’d hoped, she’s both charmed and curious. She waits for me to speak.

      “Hi there. I’m so sorry, but this is really urgent. I’m looking for my fian…for my wife. She’s prediabetic, and I think her sugar levels are crashing somewhere in the building. Would you mind calling her over the intercom, please?” I maintain eye contact, hoping that my story of a medical issue will win her sympathy.

      She agrees and asks me for Megan’s name. A second later, she’s on the PA system asking Megan to please come to the customer service area ASAP. I thank her and stand to one side, craning my neck to be ready to spot her whenever she arrives. Five excruciating minutes pass, my hope hemorrhaging from my body with every heartbeat like blood from a wound, and I find that I’ve developed a serious headache. I’m out of options. All I can do is go back to the car. There’s a chance that Megan and I just passed each other by somewhere in the store, and she’s outside waiting for me with no idea that anything’s wrong.

       I pull out my phone to call her one last time as I head for the main doors, when I’m stopped cold as if I’ve run into a brick wall. At the same time, I’m hearing the ringing signal in my ear, I also hear a phone ringing nearby, its musical tone sounding familiar. I feel a flood of relief as I get closer, expecting to see Megan about to answer her phone, practically seeing the confusion on her pretty face. Then I realize that the ringing is coming from inside a garbage can by the store’s exit. In that one second, the bright future I had before me earlier is dark and loathsome, like I’m a death-row inmate whose final bid at a stay of execution has been denied. My hands tremble as I reach into the trash bin and grab ahold of the ringing phone. Sure enough, it’s Megan’s burner phone, identical to mine except for the burnished style ring she’s affixed to the back of it.

      My world cracks and crumbles around me as I realize I’ve been played.

       Alana, that miserable fucking bitch.

       I’m so angry I’m shaking.

      I sprint to the Audi and tear off into the road, blowing a red light and nearly running an old Ford pickup off the road. In seconds, I’m at the highway overpass. I catch a glimpse of a homeless man with a cardboard sign and slam on the brakes, screeching onto the median and almost running him over. I jump out of the car and approach him, where he now stands clutching the metal post of a traffic sign, keeping it between himself and me as if I’m there to kill him.

      I put my hands up and try to sound gentle and reasonable as I say, “Hi. I’m sorry, it’s okay.”

      Not buying my nice-guy schtick as he casts a fearful look behind him as if he’s about to run for it, the man drops his handmade sign and stumbles over it, almost falling on his ass.

      I quickly draw a twenty-dollar bill from my money clip and hold it out to him. I can see he wants it, but he still has his doubts. There are probably urban legends about crazy rich guys hunting homeless men for sport.

      “Hey man, I’m sorry,” I say. “Here, this is for you, no strings attached, promise. I’m just looking for my- a woman, tall, beautiful, dark hair, green shirt? Have you—”

      His eyes light up as he shambles up and grabs the bill. “Yeah, man,” he says. “I thought she was an angel, you know, thought I done died! Then I thought you were the devil come to claim me….”

      “No, no, it’s alright,” I say, fishing out another bill as he watches. “This is very important. Did you see where she went? Was she on foot? Here, take this, just tell me what you saw…please.”

      The man glances at the rubberneckers who stare at our exchange like we’re sideshow freaks as they drive by. He rubs his unshaven chin and says, “Yeah, she was walking, but not for long. I saw she had her thumb out, and she hitched a ride in no time. Faster than I’ve ever seen it done. No big secret why, huh?”

      I give him a fifty this time. “The car,” I say. “The car that picked her up.”

      He grins a toothless grin at whatever the ninety bucks will buy him. Then he screws up his face trying to remember. “Red,” he says. “Or blue. But definitely a Nissan…or a Toyota. Shit, sir, I’m sorry….”

      His eyes actually get wet, and I can’t help but feel for him. The truth is, a highway chase after a stranger’s vehicle wouldn’t end well anyway. Besides, Megan has vanished into thin air, but if Alana’s back exactly where she’s going, and as much as it hurts to admit, rather who she’s going to.
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      Three days of hell.

      I’m sitting in my kitchen with remnants of a cold cup of cheap coffee in front of me. Blue, the guest that never seems to leave, does I don’t care what at the stove. Hell. Hell incarnate. That’s what it’s been like since Megan and her fucking Prince Charming, that douchebag Kameron, went under the radar and took off. And I don’t know what the fuck I can even do since even with all the money Megan’s new family has, they haven’t been able to find a clue.  Dexter Jr., who granted me an audience like he was the man behind the curtain, assured me that it’s only a matter of time before Kam and Megan leave a trace that will put them back in communication, if not force them to come all the way back from wherever with their tails between their legs. Crestfield seemed confident, but then again, with his kind of people, it’s like they’re all Oscar-caliber damn actors—you never really know what’s on their minds.

      In any case, even if Daddy Warbucks is right and we just have to wait, it’s not going to happen as soon as I want. And I want it so bad I can taste it. I finish the coffee, bitter as hell, like myself. 

      My mom would be pissed if she knew I was wasting just sitting around, fuming. She’d pull out her sternest teacher face and stare me down like I was still five years old, and she’d tell me to try to think clearly, to take a closer look, and see the good in any given situation. Well, I guess it’s probably good that I have no fucking clue where Davis is with my girl because the way I feel right now, the likelihood of multiple felonies taking place would be pretty high if I knew where to find them.

      My girl. 

      Well, not exactly my girl. I didn’t think Megan could ever make me feel worse than Alana did the day she left me. Still, Megan’s grown a pair somewhere along the line—she’s managed to destroy my world multiple times now.

      How long can I wrack my brain trying to figure out what to do? How long can I sit around and wonder?

      I knew Megan was afraid of what she felt when we first kissed. It’s why she hauled ass and almost got herself killed. I was never was stupid enough to convince myself that she was really in love with me. But I did believe that she at least gave half a shit about me as a person, as a man. But then that fucking letter. That was more than assertiveness. She had to have chilled her blood to ice water to decide to run off forever with a baby that could be mine inside her. And to gloss over the entire paternity issue altogether and appoint her fucking Ken-doll boyfriend to father my child? To imply that he’d be a better father than me? That’s what really has me feeling like I’ve been thrown into a swimming pool filled with razor blades, only to be dunked in another one full of rubbing alcohol a second later.

      The bald ass truth is that even now, even after catching a glimpse of the unstoppable forward motion of life itself that came from my friendship with Lauren, even after letting Hillary get close to me and seeing that my perspective isn’t the only one, at the end of all of it, I still need Alana.

      Where the hell is she? Is she okay with the crazy shit Megan and Asshole are pulling? I have to admit that it’s a distinct possibility—she abandoned me at just the thought of sticking around to be a mother to my kid. It could be one reason why Megan seems to feel perfectly justified in her current fucked-up course of action. Regardless, I don’t give a shit. 

      I’m so heated I’m surprised I haven’t physically exploded. The second I find them, I’m gonna rearrange that Kam dude's face. And Megan? I don’t care if I have to pay Blue to scrounge up one of those house-arrest monitors and strap the thing around her fucking ankle myself. She is not getting a chance to disappear again. This time, it’s gonna go down.

      Blue sets a plate of scrambled eggs in front of me. I’m pretty sure it’s well past morning, but this mess that he’s peppered the shit out of is about as much as I probably have left in the fridge. I’m not a big shopper on a normal day, much less when I’m pissed. I fork a bite into my mouth, and then another—I can’t even remember the last thing I ate or when it was.

      He sits down at the table beside me and begins to devour his own plate of eggs without a word. 

      “So is the plan to sit here with our thumbs up our asses the whole day?”

      I don’t even look at him. “You’re the computer genius, man,” I say. “Can’t you find a way to pinpoint their car’s GPS or something, some way to track their location?”

      He sighs around a mouthful of eggs. “We’ve been over that, Ian. Not only would I need to find Kam’s or Megan’s name attached to a VIN, which there doesn’t seem to be on any car that hasn’t been parked for the last three days here in Chicago, but I’d also need law-enforcement level clearance to access any such car’s computer system. That’s a solid ‘no can do, compadre.’ I’m up to my neck in badges right now, anyway. It’s another dead end.”

      I do vaguely remember already having had that particular idea and being shot down in this exact manner, yesterday, the day before, who the hell knows? At least I recall clearly how Blue clammed up and got all bitchy, the last time he hinted that he was under some kind of legal scrutiny, so I do shut up about it. But I’m still spinning my wheels. I push away my plate so hard it clatters.

       “Then what would you suggest I do, O wise one?” I say. “You haven’t found any fucking leads. This shit is supposed to be what you do, isn’t it?”

      Blue scowls at me. He knows I can afford to keep him on retainer for the near future—my photos have been falling off the gallery walls into pockets that are lined with gold. I don’t mention the fact that Lauren and Hillary have been asking for more work. Everything I’ve shot recently has been absolute crap—on top of everything, I’m fucking blocked, like a writer who stares at a blank page for weeks, tearing out his hair and gulping whiskey like it’s water. The difference is, this shit with the disappearing act and everything makes it impossible to even enjoy a good being drunk. 

      So I’m fucked.

      Blue finishes his meal and lays his fork and knife neatly on his plate. “I can’t pick up a trail that doesn’t exist. If Kam and Megan, or anyone, is off the grid, I don’t care how good you are, the computer is useless. A paperweight,” he says, irritated.

      “There is something you can do,” I grumble.

      “Fuck, Ian! You’re not going to bring that shit up again, are you?” he says, slamming his fist on the table, making our dirty silverware jump. I don’t say anything because even in my emotionally unreasonable state, I realize it’s a fucked up thing to ask. However, right now, it’s still our best lead.

      He leans in, his eyes squinting and his jaw tensing. I know I can take Blue in a fight—I’ve done exactly that at almost every family reunion since we were kids—but he does have an impressive glare. Like Clint Eastwood, if he lost forty pounds and inhaled a little helium. I stifle a chuckle as Blue says, “You’re really are so fucking selfish that you want me to swallow my pride—for the second time in a week—and go suck up to a woman who not only broke my fucking heart and stomped it into the ground, but also already told our asses that if we showed back up, she’d call the cops? Not to mention, in case you forgot, the first time we tried this bullshit plan, all we managed to do is piss Katie off!”

       “And she won’t figure it out. She’s too invested in her candy-ass brother’s happily ever after.”

      Blue’s laugh is humorless. “You go back to that apartment if you want, but I won’t. I’d do pretty much anything for you, cousin, but not that. Not again.” I say nothing, standing up and throwing the dishes in the sink with the pile that’s already there. I don’t push it with Blue because I know it really is insane to ask him, but that doesn’t stop me from wishing he’d do it. She’s our only hope for information. Besides Katie, the only ones who would probably know where Kam and Alana are, are his and Katie’s parents. I can’t really see myself confronting them...yet. Rich people have a way of practically conjuring the cops out of thin air.

      Blue has apparently found a stray beer in the fridge. He’s leaning against the counter, sipping it thoughtfully. “We gotta remember too, it’s only been three days,” he says.

      “Yeah, seventy-two of the longest hours of my life,” I grumble. “How ‘bout telling me something I don’t know, jackass!”

      A banging at the door interrupts our shouting match. I’m sure as hell not expecting anyone. Blue gives a shrug, so I know he isn’t either.

       “Should I answer it, or should I just yell through the door to whoever it is you’re still being a sulking asshole?” Blue asks.

      I only glare at him, and he goes to answer. “Fuck,” Blue says.

      I turn around and see that pansy Kam in my doorway, glowering like he thinks he’s a tough guy. “Speak of the fucking devil,” I mutter.

      “Is she in here?!” he demands. His fists are balled up. I’m surprised to see he has his thumbs on the outside.

      “Bad timing,” I growl, taking off my watch and throwing it behind me. This thorn in my side is about to learn a lesson in where he shouldn’t put his up-in-the-air nose. I barrel towards Kam, already seeing that his face is going to be his weak point—pretty boys worry about getting their looks messed up. He flinches and puts up his hands, and I’m about to lead with a left jab and clock him with a right cross, but I slam into Blue, who’s jumped in between us. I knew he was gonna want to be a peacekeeper, but I didn’t expect him to actually get physically involved. That’s alright, I’ll take both of them.

       I’m in the mood. 

      Blue and I begin tussling. It’s not him I want to really mess up, so I’m just trying to overpower him enough to throw him aside so I can get down to the business at hand. But when I feel Rich Prick’s hand on my shoulder, I stiff-arm Blue and throw my right with no lead-in at Kam’s jaw. My fist connects hard against bone.

      To Davis’s credit, he doesn’t hit the floor. But he staggers and has to catch himself on the door frame. Much to my satisfaction, he doesn’t look so eager to fight anymore. I make sure he sees my eyes and recognizes that I might just step up and finish knocking his ass out.

      “Ian, fuck!” Blue screeches, pulling me to the other side of the room. I don’t mind. I made my point. He scoops up my watch and shoves it in my chest, saying, “Get yourself together, bro! Did you hear what he said? He’s asking if she’s here, which means she’s not with him.”

      “I admit I probably deserved that,” I hear Kam grumble as he rubs the left side of his face.

      “You deserve a hell of a lot more than that,” I growl. “And that’s a bill that’s gonna come due soon. Now spit the silver spoon out of your mouth and tell us what the fuck you’re talking about.” I calm my anger down—easier now that Davis has my knuckle marks on his jaw—and the meaning of what Blue said finally dawns on me.

       She’s not with him.

       A rush of relief washes away the rest of my adrenaline, but it’s followed by the cold grasp of fear. If Alana’s not with Kam…

      I open my mouth to speak, but my cousin beats me to it. “What the hell do you mean ‘is she here’? She was with you!” Blue yells at him. For a second, I think Blue’s about to change his mind and help me kick Kam’s ass. But no, he’s just waiting for the guy’s answer. So am I.

      I keep my eyes on the guy who tried to fucking flee with my wife and baby. Well, possibly my baby, but regardless, he tried to steal her. I have to admit, however grudgingly, that he’s got a real set of balls, showing up here now, looking for the woman that he’s now somehow lost track of. My silent hope is that the reason for her taking off on him is that Megan was forced to give over control to Alana. But that still doesn’t answer the question of where she is.

      I see the misery on Kam’s face, and I think, Welcome to the club. Out loud, I simply growl, “Speak the fuck up.”

      “She was with me,” he stammers out.

      “Then what the fuck happened?”

      “She’s not here then?” His old habitual arrogance has found its way back into his tone now.

      I shake my head, having to chuckle at the audacity. I say, “And if she was? Tell me there, shitbird, do you really fucking think I’d let you anywhere near Alana?”

      Kam glares at me.

      Blue crosses the room and grabs a half-full bottle of tequila out of the fridge. Once again, I’m surprised by what he can find in my fridge. The kid seems to summon alcohol from some other realm. I just watch as Blue carries the bottle back to where Kam’s standing.

      “For your face,” he says, with a sigh, handing it to him.

      “You’re a little asymmetrical,” I say, still staring Kam down. “Let me know, and I’ll fix that for ya.”

      Blue rolls his eyes, holding one arm out toward each of us like a referee. “Ian, get off it! Now listen, both of you. Megan or Alana, whichever one she is right now, she’s gone. The priority—both of you, assholes—is to find out where the hell she could be. Now, we all know that the whole thing is some fucked up shit. But you both claim to love her above anything else. So start fucking acting like it and put your aggressions on the back fucking burner. Like it or not, Ian, Kameron, we’re gonna have to work together to figure out where she’s gone. The good news is now that she’s not on that stupid escape mission, she’s probably leaving a trail I can finally follow. But in the meantime, as resourceful as Megan and Alana are in their own ways, her being out there somewhere alone, whether she wants to be found or not, could mean she’s in danger. That’s where we start, and that’s why you idiots can’t afford any more fucking bickering.”

      Kam and I glare at each other. My girl is gone, and as much as I hate this fucktard I know that as long as he’s where I can see him, she won’t be able to run to him without finding me, too. I wouldn’t mind handcuffing him to me just to be on the safe side. He’s already proven how slippery he can be. But in the meantime, I can’t really poke any holes in what Blue just said. He’s just my dumb old cousin, but Blue is actually a very smart dude. I nod at him, and he turns to look at Kam, who hesitates for a second before he takes the bottle of tequila and puts it against his jaw and cheek like it’s a fifty-dollar prime rib. When he gives a curt rich-guy nod like he’s passing his butler in the hall, I know we’re all in agreement. For now.

      “Alright, good,” says Blue, relaxing a little and leaning against the wall. “When’s the last time she was with you, Kam?”

      “Yesterday,” he mumbles, clearly not used to being anywhere but the top in any hierarchy.

      “Where at?” I ask.

      “Oklahoma,” he answers shortly. He reminds me of a kid who got busted stealing from the cookie jar, but his shit is gonna stop being cute very soon. 

      “Okay,” says Blue. “Then that’s the center of the radius, but she’s had over ten hours, I’m guessing, to go in any direction from there. She could be on a goddamn plane for all we know. We gotta do better than that.”

      Kam lifts his eyes off the floor and moves the tequila bottle so he can speak. “She couldn’t have gotten far,” he says. “All she has for money is a prepaid card with five hundred dollars on it. Well, and whatever’s in her purse. We were supposed to stash every card that could identify us, but…anyway, she left with no phone and no passport—I found that in her suitcase in my car.”

      “Jesus,” I say. “You really don’t know Alana at all, do you? She lives in the same place most people do. In the real world, where if you have the right friends—and Alana does—you can get documents. She’s gone her whole life evading and escaping like a goddamn Black Ops bitch, man. Wake the fuck up. She could literally be anywhere.”

      “My simian friend has a point, Kameron,” says Blue. “Alana would have access to money and resources someone like you wouldn’t understand.” He sounds exasperated, like the whole thing is a difficult hacking problem, and we’re not helping him solve it.

      Watching Blue’s mind run, I can’t help but remember the fact that he actually knew Alana before I ever did. She was the friend he never talked about, not even once, and I’m starting to get pissed off all over again at how he played me.

      “You know something we don’t know, cousin?” I ask him.

      He looks away from me, embarrassed. “Ian, let’s not do this now.”

      I resist the urge to get belligerent again. I have to hang on. Whatever the three of us figure out, it’s not gonna help me get Alana back if I lose my shit and get myself arrested.

      “Wait a minute,” Prince Charming breaks in. “If Megan is Alana right now, wouldn’t she just come back here? She’s supposedly in love with you, right?” His voice is nothing but condescending.

      Well, Kam may know nothing about his girlfriend’s alter, but Blue and I do. We exchange a glance. That’s the thing—Alana isn’t simple like Megan. She’s unpredictable, and nobody, not even I, can be sure what’s going through her head now. I do know she didn’t want to have my kid, so there’s not a snowball’s chance in hell that she’d want to carry Kam’s.

      The thought of the unborn baby, and the fact that I may be his or her father, rises to the top of my consciousness again, like an erupting volcano. My heart starts to pound, and my throat is suddenly dry. I’m giving Kam shit for not knowing one half of Megan’s psyche, but what the fuck do I even know myself? Would Alana come back here, assuming she’s now in charge of her body? Would she fight as hard as I have been for our love and whatever we could salvage of our life together to build some kind of future…or would she go rogue and try to fix things on her own, wanting to go on with her independence and that defiant freedom of hers that rocked my world when we first met? That’s the possibility that terrifies me.

      “Maybe she’d go to her brothers—if she’s still Megan, I mean,” I say quietly. Jesus, if I keep swallowing pride at this rate, I’m gonna shit a whole humble pie. But I hope the reality of the woman’s current whereabouts is something that simple. I doubt it myself, but it is still possible. Fuck, just about anything is.

      Blue looks at me like he’s sizing up a dog with a history of biting. “I can try to contact some of our old connections,” he says, almost under his breath. I know he means the people he and Alana knew before I came into the picture. Still, he’s read my face correctly—at this point in time, I’m not gonna hold things up by bitching about that old shit.

      Kam, however, is oblivious to the subtext. Not for the first time, I’m glad that I got half a brain instead of countless riches. He passes a hand through his hair and says, “I don’t want to do it, but I can let my dad know she’s gone. He has law enforcement connections that he can put on the lookout for her—and probably more.”

      “No! No cops, Alana won’t like that,” Blue interjects. I’m getting more than a little sick of his little proprietary ‘I knew her first’ bullshit. He and Kam both have very little time before I indulge in the pleasure of flying off the handle. I already feel like breaking something.

      “‘Alana’ again! This isn’t the time to worry about what Alana wants. She’s reckless, dangerous, and running around while she’s pregnant with my child. And that’s assuming that it’s her in charge right now. That in itself is a shaky conclusion, at best!” Kam yells. He still hasn’t outgrown his upper-echelon fucking entitlement

      “Fuck you, asswipe,” I spit. “You don’t know shit about Alana, and the more you deny her part in your own life, the less you deserve either her or Megan, dickhead! Not to mention, we’re not sure the baby is yours.”

      Kam takes a step inside the apartment and sets the tequila down on the catchall table by the door. He uses the hand he’s freed up to point at me as he counters, “Well, we do know that Megan chose me as the father!”

      “Cut the shit!” Blue jumps in as I take a step toward Richie Rich. Blue is still trying to stop what could become a hell of a lot more than a heated argument.

       “What I’ll do is I’ll call Lauren to see if she’s contacted them. She has no reason not to be honest with me.”

      Blue and I both look at Kameron. He lowers his finger, touching his collar as his eyes flicker back and forth between the two of us. I’m still utterly disgusted by the mere sight of him. “Kam, instead of the police, why don’t you go home to your apartment in case Megan does go back there looking for you,” Blue suggests.

      Kam immediately shakes his head. Apparently, he never learned that compromise involves both sides making concessions. He still thinks he holds the cards. “No,” he argues, “I think we should all stay together. If she comes back as Alana, I need to be around.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I yell, and I’m about to go off with a few more choice words, but then I see the gray curls, prune face, and pale blue terry cloth robe of my upstairs neighbor Mrs. Emmanuel as she peeks around the side of my door from the hallway. She has her phone in her hand.

      I gesture violently for Kam to shut the damn door, but it’s too late. The old lady has taken in the scene with a glance, probably concluding that we’re all in the midst of planning a heist—probably one that involves taking her hostage. Mrs. Emmanuel watches a little too much true-crime TV.

      I paste a smile on my face, seeing that she’s about to speak. “Is everything quite alright down here, young man?” she asks.

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say sweetly as Kam and Blue finally get the damn picture and stand down, each of them fidgeting. “We were just having an argument about the Bears.” I know my neighbor is a dedicated busybody, but she’s also a huge sports fan. I wait, hoping that she takes the bait and forgets about making whatever call she was about to make. Her eyes light up at the mention of the NFL, and I ask, “What year was it that Chicago was on TV with that video, ‘The Super Bowl Shuffle?”

       “Nineteen eighty-five,” she says wistfully. “I doubt any of you boys were even born yet.”

      “No, ma’am,” I say. “I mean, yes ma’am, you’re absolutely right. But we love the game. My cousin here, he thought it was eighty-three.” I make a show of rolling my eyes at Blue.

      He’s quick enough on the uptake to ham it up for her, too. “Guilty as charged,” he says with an exaggerated shrug.

      She peers at the three of us in turn but lowers her phone and adjusts her glasses. “Very well then. Boys will be boys.”

      I cross quickly to the door and hold it as I say, “Thank you, Mrs. Emmanuel. Have a nice afternoon, now.” I smile again as she withdraws, but I hold the door open a crack until I hear the elevator doors open and close at the end of the hallway. I shut the door and lock it.

      Blue, Kam, and I just stand there for a minute.  “That’s Megan-slash-Alana in fifty years if neither one of you manages to snag her,” Blue says.

      He chuckles at his own joke. Kam hides a grin by putting a hand back to his bruise. I cover my own smile by making it like I have to cough, telling my cousin, “Fuck you.” Then I swipe the tequila bottle off the catchall and open it. I take a swig. I hold it out to Davis. 

      When the douchebag hesitates, Blue grabs the bottle from me and says, “Like this.” He takes a deep draught and winces as he lowers the tequila. Then he holds it out to Kam. Finally, looking like he’s the only white guy and the only one without a gun in a back-alley Mexican tavern, he takes the bottle and sips.

      What a pussy.

       At least he doesn’t cough. I take the bottle and give a ‘follow me’ gesture with my arm as I shove my armchair back a little with my foot and turn around, ready to sit down as long as he and Blue do. Half of me can’t believe that I’m offering the damn olive branch here—if I’m maturing, I’m gonna buy some hockey skates because hell and everything else has frozen over. I drink again, and as the warmth of the liquor hits my insides, I realize that when I say I’d do anything to get Alana back—and yes, even get Megan back, as long as it means she’s still alive with my girl in there somewhere, and my child in her belly—I mean anything, not just acts of aggression or grand romantic gestures, and that includes what little fucking diplomacy I know.

      My cousin and my rival both sense that a sit-down is most likely a good idea, and they each take one end of my ratty but beloved sofa. Blue puts his feet up on the coffee table. Kameron crosses his legs like he’s about to give an interview with GQ or some shit.

      “Fuck, that’s about all I got,” I admit. “We obviously need to talk. You know I don’t like it. But I know that fucking hulking out isn’t going to help anything, either. So, what the fuck—Davis, I wanted to kill you when you said it. Still, you mentioned that you wanted to be nearby in case it was Alana we’re talking about, and she comes here looking for me. Let me see if I can put this gently. When we do find her, she’s gonna have her own ideas about who the fuck she wants to be with. Obviously, Megan is going to want you, and Alana will stick to me like glue if she sticks to anyone. So I suggest we let her, whichever one she appears as, decide which one of us she’ll be with. And the other one—and trust me, we’re both gonna hate it like a motherfucker—I think the other one should have the right not to get screwed out of any future contact. The reason for that, I don’t have to explain to you.” I take a drink of tequila and wipe my mouth with my wrist. “This is the fucking shit,” I say, thrusting the sloshing bottle at Blue.

      He’s a little slack-jawed from my speech, but he recovers fast and leans forward, picking at the bottle’s label with his thumbnails. “This is about the most serious I’ve ever been involved in when it comes to relationships and all that,” he says. “Reminds me of fucking King Solomon, except my word isn’t law and never will be. All I can do is try to be here for both of you, even if it's just to keep you from killing each other. Ian, I owe you my life several times over. Kam, when I was with…your sister, you were good to me, and you gave me respect. But, I mean, some kind of happy ending? You guys both are gunning for victory over the other like it is a damn football game. Whatever happens, someone I care about is gonna get hurt. Really badly. Fuck, hold on.”

       Blue’s phone is buzzing in his pants pocket. He leans back to pull it out, looks at the screen, and refuses the call. He sips on the tequila, thinking, and goes on. His phone is buzzing again, slowly sliding across the glass surface of the coffee table as it does so. He pokes at the button to refuse it again. He swirls the contents of the bottle and says half to himself, “Fuck it, if I end up the only casualty of this fucked-up war, at least I knew both of you guys for a while.” He tips back the bottle to drink with one hand as his phone, now in his other hand, goes off yet again. He places the bottle in Kam’s hand, stands up, and says, “Fuck. I have to take this.” He heads for my bedroom with his phone, leaving Sir Galahad and me alone. So much for the fantastic fucking benefits of being willing to talk.

      I look at his moisturized Ivy-League face, wondering what the hell goes on in a head like that. He’s staring at the tequila bottle like he’s afraid he swallowed the worm by accident. “Conch shell,” I say. “You know, fucking Lord of the Flies?”

      He finally turns his head as if he’s been startled. “Lord of…oh, right, yeah. Piggy. Hunting wild boars with wooden spears sharpened in the fire. I was in eighth grade.”

      At a fifty-grand-per-semester private school?

      “Alright,” he finally begins. “If you can make an effort to talk it out across the table, then I can, too. I do appreciate that. And, uh, yeah, I can admit that it was a bad idea to try to disappear under the mistaken impression that Megan and I could simply outrun any further involvement with Alana, with you—I really thought it was going to work. ‘Love conquers all,’ you know? Come to find out, not exactly, huh? Come to find out, that’s actually a dangerously naïve viewpoint. Love is great, but it’s an unavoidable fact that certain practical considerations cannot be ignored.” He sets the bottle on the coffee table without taking a drink and stares at it for a second. He looks at me with what he probably thinks is a serious expression and goes on, “So…in the interest of observing practical considerations and their importance, I have something that may make a difference.” He clears his throat, reaches under his blazer into his shirt pocket, and fishes out a slip of paper. Then, holding it out to me between two fingers like he’s tipping a valet, he says, “This is a cashier’s check for five hundred thousand dollars. It’s yours if you—”

      “Stay. Right. There,” I say, my tone low and deadpan. I’ve known that some integral things inside me have broken since this whole thing started. Now, something else has, too. And I know that whatever it was, it won’t be the only thing that gets broken today. I stand silently and walk toward my bedroom. Blue is outside on my tiny deck with his back to me on the other side of the sliding glass, so he doesn’t see me reach into my closet and pull out my Louisville Slugger. I turn and walk calmly but briskly back to the living room. Davis is already standing. When he sees me coming toward him ready to swing for the fences, he shrieks—actually shrieks—and falls all over himself, trying to make it to the door. I close the distance easily, wound up to crush bone, and swing.

      By some miracle, in that exact instant, the idiot trips and falls to one knee, and my well-loved bat splinters one side of my door frame and smashes the mirror above the catchall into an explosion of glittering shards. I wind up again and turn to see my door slam as the lucky prick sprints down the hallway. I have one hand on the knob, ready to follow him and catch him in front of the elevator, but I feel the bat wrenched from my grip.

      “Ian!” Blue screams as he dances away from my attempt to grab the baseball bat back from him. He yells again, “Fuck, Hudson, I’ll tell your fucking mother!”

      In that moment, I don’t have a mother. I’m a stone-cold killer who wasn’t born but ascended straight from hell to exist only as the deliverer of death to my enemy. But I’ve been disarmed. I stand there like Frankenstein, feeling nothing. No breathing, no heartbeat, no emotion.

      Poor Blue can’t help but see that something is seriously off—as if the damage I did trying to kill Kameron isn’t obvious enough. He drops the bat and grabs my shoulders, shaking me as he says, “Ian! Ian! Jesus, dude…” He sounds extremely worried, but I only notice that in a sort of distant way, as if it’s happening on a TV program three rooms away. It isn’t until my cousin slaps my face that I come to. I start to lose my balance. My cousin half-drags, half-pulls me over to the couch.

      “What the fuck just happened?” He asks, leaning over me like I’m a heart attack victim.

      I shake my head, sitting up slowly. My hands shake as I reach for the tequila where it still sits on the coffee table. I know Blue is waiting for me to say something, but I can’t. Not yet. I raise the bottle to my lips deliberately, concentrating on steadying my grip. The flavor of the booze and the bite of alcohol in it, wake me up a little. I finally look at my cousin.

      “You tried to kill him,” he says accusingly.

      I keep my gaze on Blue’s face, more for my own benefit than his. I drink again. I regain the awareness of my breathing, of my body.

      He squints at me, shaking his head. “Shit, dude, say something. You’re scaring the hell out of me.”

      I nod and offer him the bottle. He takes it but doesn’t take a sip, still staring at me expectantly.

      “He tried to offer me money, bro,” I say, slowly and as clearly as I can as I feel a pounding headache begin behind my eyes.

      Anyone else would ask a stupid question like ‘how much,’ or ‘in exchange for what,’ but Blue demonstrates one of the many reasons he’s always been my closest cousin—screw that, closest relative, period. He understands. He lets out a long, slow whistle and takes a thoughtful drink. We’ve pretty much killed the rest of the tequila, and that’s a good thing. I know I don’t need to get wasted for a good long time. Fuck, maybe never. I lean forward with my hands clasped and my head down.

      Knowing better than to talk to me in my state, Blue retrieves the broom and dustpan from the kitchen and starts to sweep up the pieces of broken glass from the mirror. It’s not a nice sound as the shards slide against and over each other as he cleans them up, but it is a sound other than the screaming inside me that I can concentrate on while I make some kind of attempt to slow my breathing. I figure that if I can eventually accomplish that, I might try to think—maybe one thought a month for a few years, I don’t know.

      Alana, goddamnit, please come home. I thought I could make it without you, at least at some point in the future. Now I know I won’t. You’ll be the death of me or the reason I live. Come back, baby…

      As Blue drops the broken glass into the kitchen trash can, I hear a noise. Then he turns on the hot water in the kitchen sink—I can tell because it always makes a creaking sound as the ancient water heater struggles to function. 

      Something’s not right. 

      Blue can’t stand doing dishes the way some people faint at the sight of blood—he’d give someone a check as big as the one that fuck Kameron tried to give me, to get out of washing dishes.

      Slowly, like I’m deep underwater and swimming to the surface, but gradually like a scuba diver avoiding the bends, I raise my head so I can see Blue over the back of my armchair.

      “Alright, man,” I say, pleasantly surprised to find that my voice sounds like it usually does. “What’s up?”

      “Nothin’,” he mutters. “Just cleaning shit up.”

      “Fucker,” I say. “What’s up?”

      He sets a plate down and turns off the water. “Well, other than the fact you could have killed a guy. Everything's okay,” he says as he returns to the living room, wiping his hands on his jeans. “Busted. I’m just glad you’re back from wherever the hell you just were. You okay?” I see his eyes move toward the door before focusing on me.

      “‘Pretty fucking far from okay. But you and I are good.’”

      He chuckles, relieved. “Okay, Bruce. But Jesus, Ian, you might as well have had a samurai sword!”

      “It’s cool, Blue. You gotta go. We’ll talk soon.”

      He runs his fingers through his hair. “Damn if I haven’t aged ten years in the last two hours,” he mutters, half to himself.

      “Don’t let the door hit ya, piss fuck,” I say.

      He laughs. It’s a good sound. “Alright,” he says. “I gotta take care of some stuff. In the meantime, my phone does take incoming calls from yours.”

      I lean back on the couch and throw the backs of my hands up at him, blowing out a huge raspberry.

      “Had me worried, fucker,” he says, grabbing his coat off the stand and slipping out, shaking his head at the damaged frame.

      I slump back over and stay that way for a while. When I pick up my head, it’s getting dark outside. I drag myself to a standing position and shuffle to the bedroom. I crouch in front of my dresser and pull it open, revealing a jumbled mess of every phone charger, rubber-band ball, opened pack of paper clips, a stack of useless receipts, and general piece of detritus anyone could ever imagine, and I start to dig. By the time I find what I’m looking for, my floor is covered in a layer of random junk an inch thick. But I have it. My late grandmother’s rosary.

      I stand up, only to flop on the bed with the rosary tangled in my fingers. The wooden beads feel cool and solid. I don’t know my Hail Marys or my Our Fathers. I never even really believed in God. But somehow, I want to talk to him now.

      I lie on my back with my eyes closed. I let the silence be in my mind, just to see what comes, until finally, I hear the sound of my own thoughts. The power of the relief I feel, from knowing that I’m not lost forever in a psychotic rage, almost brings tears. But now that I can think, I want to start right now.

      I guess you already know me. Like, better than I do myself. You may know what I’m about to ask. I wanna say it anyway.

      Please, please, bring my girl back.

      Bring my girl back.
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      Ian’s truck isn’t hard to spot, especially since it’s a couple hours after dusk. For one thing, it’s a full-size Chevy Silverado with a V8—not exactly a low-profile vehicle. For another, his above-cab running lights are in a particular pattern—three in the middle and one farther out on each side. Not to mention the silver paint job, visible intermittently as he passes under the lamps along this section of Interstate 65 on the way to Nashville. He’s obviously been following me since I left Chicago. Just as I was taking off to go meet everybody’s number one girl, he’s been behind me since. I have to admit that his effort at tailing me isn’t half bad. He’s staying about four or five cars back, changing lanes from time to time, so he’s not always directly behind me. I honestly wouldn’t have noticed him shadowing me if I hadn’t been specifically looking for a tail.

      I grip the Challenger’s steering wheel, twisting it like a motorcycle’s throttle as the lambskin cover moves under my fists. Once I hit Nashville city limits, I’m supposed to call the unknown number that Alana or Megan called me from. Then she’ll tell me the exact address of where she wants me to go and meet her. I figure it’ll be easy to lose Ian in city traffic late at night. I could shake him now, but he actually might come in handy. If shit gets out of control, I can call him, knowing he’ll be a few miles away at most. Not a perfect contingency plan, but I’ve been in the world long enough to know that the concept of perfection is for kids and fools. I’ve been both in my life, but those days are gone. Get a few skeletons in your closet and try to maintain a soft-focus view of things—it can’t be done.

      Traffic slows as 65 passes through Louisville, and the same thought I’ve been thinking all evening comes back to my mind. What exactly is Megan or Alana doing in Music City, USA? I can rule out a visit to the Johnny Cash Museum, but that’s about it. I’ve known Alana for years, and she never mentioned having ties there, and Megan, well, her whole story can be told within the borders of Indiana and Illinois. I wish I knew which one of them called me earlier today when I was at Ian’s dealing with the shit show between him and Kam. But she was so brief that I couldn’t get a good read. 

      I don’t know what the fuck I’m getting myself into, except a shit load of trouble. No, a shit storm of shit, a tsunami of shit, because if Ian ever finds out—my tentative plan to use him as backup notwithstanding—let alone Kam, I’m dead. So why am I still here in the ‘fixer’s’ role? The same reason any guy ever does anything. Because of a girl—a girl who from the very start has done nothing but turn my life inside out, upside down, and backward. Yeah, she built me up after she tore me down, but fuck, I never signed up for a Marine-style boot camp. I just wanted a friend. Well, that’s a lie, I’ve always known that if I hadn’t been with Katie when I met Alana, I would have played every card in my hand to try to get Alana to bed as soon as possible.

      That’s one thing I can be thankful for—my faithfulness toward Katie when she and I were together, even if she sure as hell wasn’t faithful to me. But if Alana came first and we hit it off as lovers, she would have done the same thing to me that she ended up doing to my cousin. She would have made me into a sulking, pouting, whining little boy with nothing to hold onto but a Dear John letter. I don’t envy Ian his heartbreak. The guy is in a living hell. But I do believe that Alana could and still can take any man with half a milligram of testosterone in his body and lead him down the road to ruin, purposefully or not. But, since she and I were only ever just friends, I got to see who Alana is without the added dimension of sexual involvement. A fuckable friend that you don’t fuck. I got to see her badass attitude in action without worrying about being jealous of the men she played with at Code Black, without worrying about her getting caught stealing a wallet or even a car, without sitting up through the night sending a hundred text messages when she didn’t show up on time. None of that. Just a kick-ass chick who understood where I come from—the humblest of humble beginnings. A person who would be my best friend when I didn’t think being friends with someone who was sexy enough to fuck was possible. Rolling south on 65 toward the Tennessee border, the way she was back then comes back to me, clear as day—sexy as fuck, alluring eyes, a killer smile, and a smart fucking mouth. Add a piercing and a few tats, and she would have been the female version of me.

      But all that couldn’t make me tear my heart away from Katie Davis. Katie changed everything for me. I got to go to Croatia and Belize with her on her family vacations. Before that, I’d never left the American Midwest. My eyes were opened onto other cultures, other people, foods that I would never have tried—it was like breathing free air again after decades in prison. And she showed me that not all rich people are arrogant pricks. That lesson in itself was worth so much to me that I still can’t accurately put it in words. Just shattered some views about the world I had, and I ended up a much better guy. A man I could look at in the mirror and respect. I loved her for all that. If I’m being honest, I still do and always will.

      Shit. I’m doing ninety.

      I ease off the accelerator and peer into my rear-view mirror, both to make sure no blue lights are coming up on me and to see if Ian is still there—yes, he’s about two hundred yards behind me in the other lane; I haven’t lost him. I don’t know what I’m gonna do if he has to take a piss and pulls off at some exit or another. I’m kind of feeling like I could use a rest stop myself, and I’ve started to scan the signs for a likely spot, when my phone buzzes. 

      It’s Hillary.

      My heart jumps like I’ve been caught doing something wrong. But it’s not like I talked to Hillary and told her a lie about where I’d be tonight. I just didn’t make it a point to let her know. I know that’s a lie of omission. The fact is, even though Hillary and I have become lovers, a fact I’ve very much enjoyed so far, we’re not at the point in our relationship where we feel the need to always know where the other one is. I’m still in possession of a certain measure of freedom. Still, I hesitate to answer the call, feeling a slight dread of having to come clean about the fact that I’m crossing state lines to go help Alana or Megan—old friends of a guy or not, no woman wants to hear about her man going off to be a hero for someone that’s not her.

      I put the call on the Challenger’s Bluetooth and say, “How’s the hottest blonde in Chicago?”

      “Cute,” she says, but despite her dismissal of my laying it on thick, I can tell that she likes my attention in that department. She goes on, “Sounds like you’re driving?”

      “Good ears,” I say. “Yeah, I’m out of state, probably until tomorrow. What are you up to, sexy?”

      She pauses, then says, “Wait, out of state? We were supposed to go to that bagel place tomorrow morning!”

      I wince. Damn, this doesn’t bode well for an easy explanation of what I’m doing, if she asks. I’m losing points already. “Shoot, baby,” I say. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t forget. But I’ll make it up to you. This thing was just kind of last minute, but it’s—”

      “Important?” she interrupts. “It’s important enough that you couldn’t put it off, but not important enough to tell me about it?” I’m back to twisting my steering wheel cover, trying to come up with something to say that’s not a lie but also won’t get me in more trouble with Hillary. I’m not fast enough. “Well?” she says.

      “Alright,” I say with a sigh. “I’m not gonna lie to you. Hashtag adulting and all that shit, right? I’m on my way to Nashville to help either Megan or Alana with something. I don’t know what yet. Could be anything, could be more than I can handle, but she called me, not Ian or Kam, so I kind of feel obliged. Um…”

      I can hear her tapping her fingernails on something. I know she does that when she’s thinking, and when she thinks about something, she usually figures it out. Hillary’s no dummy. I’m running back over everything I’ve told her about the whole DID romance situation, plus guessing how much she’s heard from Lauren and Ian in the meantime. I feel like my neck is on the chopping block. I open my mouth to elaborate, maybe ameliorate the damage before she rips into me, but she beats me to the punch.

      “Okay,” she says.

      Okay? Oh fuck. 

      “Is that ‘okay’ as in ‘fine’? How much trouble am I in right now?”

      “No, Blue, I don’t play those games any more than you do. It’s alright. I’ll go to Doughy’s on my own.”

      Fat raindrops start to splatter themselves on my windshield. I flip on the wipers, chewing my cheek. Deciding I don’t have time to defuse this particular bomb at this moment, I say, “Why don’t you take Lauren? I mean, if the babies can go and all that. And I’ll take you out to dinner when I get back.”

      Her tone is unreadable as she says, “Sure. I’ll see you later.” She disconnects.

      The storm is sudden. I tell Alexa to play Shinedown and turn it up. Now my windshield wipers are on the fastest setting, and I can still barely see as far as the next car in front of me. I do make out a sign that says fifty-nine miles to Nashville. Crap. I have an hour with nothing to do but worry, either about what’s in front of me or what’s behind me.

      Brent Smith screams, staring down the barrel of a .45…

      And I’m thinking, Yup. Just the fuck about right.
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      The rain thins out a little but stays steady. I’m on autopilot, letting my mind wander as I go with the flow of traffic to try to minimize my stress by at least taking road concerns off the list. I can’t see Ian’s Chevy anywhere, but that’s no surprise considering the weather and the fact that my windows are tinted. He may lose sight of me and end up turning back toward Chicago, but I also consciously stop thinking about him. I need to prioritize.

      The most important thing right now is Alana. Or Megan, but I have a feeling that if Megan were in charge, she would have simply returned to her place in the city and probably would then reach out to her new pair of brothers for advice and support. It’s obvious that Megan wasn’t the one who decided to leave Kam in the middle of Oklahoma—that kind of one-eighty wouldn’t be like her—so it’s not too much of a stretch to imagine that Alana did that and has stayed at the helm since then.

      I pick the third Nashville exit I see and get off the highway. On the surface streets, I cruise randomly, keeping an eye out for a place to park and call Alana’s phone. Of course, just like every time I think about her, my mind plays me a synopsis of the times she and I had together as friends before the shit show started. As I always do, I wonder how things would have been different if I hadn’t been with Katie at the time. It was almost like fate that she had become a huge part of my life because if Katie didn’t exist, it was entirely possible that I would’ve never been Alana’s friend—I would have wanted her. It’s pretty hard to be friends with a woman when you know you want to fuck her. Luckily, things with Katie were serious. I was a love-sick puppy by the time I met Alana, and that made our connection safe, at least on my end, and the way it went, things were safe on her hand, too—she was on the way to falling for my cousin. Hell, even if Ian and Katie were both out of the picture, Alana and I were just too alike. One of us would have ended up with a broken heart. Hell, maybe both of us would have, considering the wide swath of destruction Alana has always left in her path.

      I come across a Mapco, and I slide the Challenger into an improvised parking spot over to one side of the parking lot by the dumpsters. I watch the road from there for a minute to see if Ian drives by. After a couple of minutes, I still don’t see his Silverado. But the thought of my cousin does bring back the memory of earlier that day. In that apartment with the two Romeos, the moment I heard Alana’s voice when I finally answered that unknown number, I almost shit myself. I wanted to tell Tweedledum and Tweedledee right then and there, hey assholes, your girl is on the phone! But before I could even get from my cousin’s bedroom back to the living room, she hit me with the mysterious call to action. ‘I need you to come to where I am in Nashville.’ No preamble, no pleasantries, but no surprise, because that’s how Alana has always been. And then she was all, ‘Just you, Blue, no one else. If you bring anyone else, I’ll start running, and I won’t stop.”

      But I knew before she even said those words that I was fucked, for the simple reason that she was calling me instead of Ian or Kam. There was no way whatever happened next wasn’t going to be a problem. It wasn’t easy to deceive two of the most important people in my life the way I did—the way I had to—but to be honest, my decision to agree to Alana’s request was made a little easier by having witnessed two grown men being preschoolers.

      That’s not to say that ‘easier’ means guilt-free. I felt guilty as fuck the moment I left Ian’s house, knowing that I’d be leaving town right after I took care of a couple things at my place to rescue a woman who belonged to him and sometimes Kam, but definitely not to me. And now, as I find the number and text Alana, I’m here. I feel even worse.

      I really gotta start looking out for number one. I can’t save everyone. Fuck, I can’t save anyone!
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      I haven’t been in a hotel this nice since I lost Katie and stopped tagging along on trips with the Davis. I’m on the top floor. The hallway only has two doors, one at either end, with the elevator exactly in the middle. I see Alana’s suite number, or I’m pretty sure it’s her, on the door to my right. As I tread the deep maroon carpet, I notice a craft-service cart just sitting there to one side, offering free fruit, candy, pastries, even toiletry items, all without so much as an honor-system coin box. I grab two Snickers bars and stuff them in my pocket before knocking on the door. I stand there peering at my end of the peephole until the door opens.

      It’s her. Alana, with Megan buried somewhere deep inside. This is the woman who has demolished so many worlds, smashed innumerable hearts, and somehow wrangled me to be in the center of her world. She’s wearing a thick white terry cloth robe, her dark, wet hair brushing the shoulders of it, and a pair of oversized movie-star sunglasses with brown lenses. Her feet are bare, revealing a pedicure done in jet black.

      For lack of something better to break the ice with, I say, “Hi.”

      “You came,” she says, her voice centered between solemn and assured.

      “All things considered, there was really no possibility I wouldn’t,” I say, smiling despite the sudden sadness that has come over me. She squeezes my shoulder for a second before she steps back and gestures for me to come inside.

      I already know that she couldn’t have pulled off this sort of rich, chic suite on the prepaid card Kam mentioned that day. I step into the living room, my boots silent on the thick plush, and I look out the floor-to-ceiling window along one side of the room, taking in the lights of downtown Nashville’s Broadway—from the looks of it, just about as full of lights and activity as the Broadway in New York. Alana—or possibly Megan, I remind myself—comes to stand next to me after closing the door. We stand in silence for a moment, watching the rain make rivulets on the outside of the glass. I doubt she had time to put on any kind of scent, having apparently just stepped out of the shower, but she still smells amazing.

      I briefly wonder about the sunglasses, hoping she didn’t catch a black eye somehow, but I don’t ask. Something tells me I should let her begin the conversation. But I can’t help fishing a little to pin down which identity she’s in. “Nice place,” I say, “but I wouldn’t have guessed it would be your style.”

      She chuckles softly. “There’s a lot you haven’t guessed about me, Blue.” She walks over to the sofas—three of them, each on one side of a low glass-topped coffee table, with the giant window completing the rectangle—and sits with her legs crossed and one arm out along the back of the mid-century modern piece, motioning with her other arm for me to join her. As I comply, noticing that her baby bump has finally become visible, she goes on, “In any case, I do appreciate your coming alone. I trust you didn’t tell anyone, either?”

      I decide not to mention Ian followed me most of the way here, which isn’t technically a lie since he tailed me without my telling him a thing. Then I groan, remembering that I spilled the beans to Hillary, to be honest with her. I let out a sigh. “Alana, you have to understand that I’ve been playing referee and peacemaker for so long in so many situations, secrecy has become very hard to maintain. I mean, I don’t think my girlfriend would break our confidence, but I can’t guarantee it.”

      She gazes out the window with a faraway look, then says, “Yes. Yes, of course, I understand. But more importantly, and this is part of my reason for keeping all this private, I have to correct you right off the bat—it’s not Alana’s consciousness you’re talking to.”

      “Wow,” I say. “You could have had me fooled…Megan?”

      She shakes her head, then takes off the glasses and levels a cool stare at me. I don’t see the in-your-face attitude of Alana. I also don’t see the demure bookishness of Megan. The woman’s face itself looks somehow different. I wonder if that could be caused by how she holds her facial musculature beneath the skin. Then it hits me—her eyes, visible now even in the dim light of the room, are pale blue. Megan’s, I know, are green. Alana’s are gray. My insides tighten up to the point of pain, and I have to resist the urge to jump out of my seat and take off.

      “My name is Veronica,” she says. “I haven’t taken over our body for over ten years. I think that it’s our pregnancy and Alana and Megan’s inability to successfully deal with it that has brought me to the fore. Unlike the two of them, I retain some memories from each of their experiences, even though I’m dormant when they’re…in charge, for lack of a better term. And—well, my story gets kind of complicated. Why don’t you fix yourself a drink?”

      I follow her gesture to see a bar along the back wall, and a stiff drink sounds like just about the thing right now. I have the feeling I’m plummeting down an even deeper rabbit hole than the ones I’ve been forced to become familiar with already.

       I’m numb.

       If there’s another alter involved, how complicated are Alana’s and Megan’s going to become at this point? And what’s next? What if a fourth personality emerges? My head swims. I concentrate on the motions of putting together a gin-and-tonic.

      “It’s, uh…it’s nice to meet you, Veronica,” I say, passing her drink across the length of her sofa. I remain standing, swirling the contents of my rocks glass. “But I have to be honest—and I felt this way even before now, before finding out that it was neither Megan nor Alana that needed my help. But truthfully, I sort of wish that I wasn’t the one you asked.” I take a sip and look at her frankly.

      She seems to take it in stride, and I can’t help but compare her mild reaction to what would have induced an agitated outburst from Alana. She sips, thinks, and says, “You’re always free to leave, Blue. I requested your presence for a specific reason—rather, a set of reasons— but if you prefer to stay out of this, I’d be remiss to fault you for it,” she says.

      I feel my eyebrow shoot up. I get the feeling Veronica is calm, but still, that wasn’t exactly the response I expected. She’s really nothing like the other two women. She doesn’t even speak like either of them. It strikes me that if she’s the only one of the three personalities that remembers what the others do and go through, she could be considered the one that isn’t an alter. But however that particular rat’s nest eventually resolves itself, if it ever does, my curiosity has been piqued. I want to know that ‘set of reasons’ she mentioned.

      “Thank you,” I say. “It’s…mature of you to give me the freedom to choose.” I chuckle. “That probably wouldn’t have happened with…the others.”

      “It’s funny that you should use the word ‘maturity,’” she says. “On the surface, at least, I think it is exactly that—a need for more measured responses and conscientious decision-making that will become more pronounced over the next six months, and beyond, that drew me to the front.” I remain silent, nursing my drink. She goes on, “To give you some idea of what it’s been like between the three of us from my perspective, the last time I was in control was right after our puberty began. Megan was nothing but frightened, having had no one to prepare her for the changes that were happening, and Alana, of course, extremely eager to get out there and experiment with her new…attributes. I believe that it was the nearly polar opposition between their two mindsets that instigated my taking over. I had then, and always have had, the ability to seek out a balance between…better to say a balance within our body that neither of them could ever manage. So it turns out, Blue, that I have a lot more in common with you than anyone—I, like you, have always been a sort of referee and peacemaker. On a different sort of scale, of course. That’s partly why I called you, Blue. I knew that you would understand my taking the middle road, the path of greatest benefit for all involved.”

      I cross behind the trio of sofas and stand in front of the gas fireplace, which casts a silent blue glow on the carpet around it. I stare at the flickering flames. “This is all so…” I cough. “I just have a feeling there’s more to the story. What exactly are you asking me to sign up for?”

      “Yes,” she says. “Down to business. You might want to sit down for this.”

      “I actually better stand,” I say, clearing my throat. My drink seems too strong now. I put it on the mantel above the fireplace and turn around.

      She’s shifted on her seat to be able to see me better, but she still mostly looks away toward the window. Her manner reminds me of a much older person, a woman who’s used to patiently explaining things and setting people’s fears to rest as she guides them to a better solution. ‘Destination,’ maybe—like a sea captain that knows a treacherous strait better than any other. “You’ve gathered that I need an ally,” she begins. I nod, and she says, “And for obvious reasons, neither Kameron nor Ian can be that person. They’re both way too invested in achieving results that would benefit them and leave me—us—critically divided. We can’t afford that. The baby can’t afford that. It has to be nurtured—carried, brought to term, and given birth—in an environment that isn’t full of chaos and conflict. I’m asking you, Blue—Joshua—to stand close by me through that whole process. Please, be that hope for me, and us, and the child.”

      Holy Jesus!

      What the hell am I doing? I’m not prepared for this shit. I’m not a fucking midwife or a doctor; I’m not even a psych major. With Alana, when it was just her, it was different. She was my friend, and you deal with as much shit as you have to when you know someone like that, and you care about them. Even when I realized what it was doing to Ian when she left, I still thought she’d come around again and things would get better eventually. And when I met Megan, it was sure as hell weird, but even in the weirdness, I knew that Alana was in there somewhere and would come out again. As sweet as she was, I pretended that Megan was like a mood swing—that is, until she obviously wasn’t.

      Now, standing here gripping my glass with white knuckles looking at her, all nonchalant as she calls herself Veronica, going on three months fucking pregnant and asking me out of all of the people that could be standing here to be some kind of unofficial partner through the whole process as if I’m yet another possible father…

      The responsibility of this shit, of what it would mean, is hitting me like three tons of bricks, one right after the other. At the very core, I have to admit that I have no fucking idea what I’m dealing with. 

      Fuck’s sake, I have no idea who I’m dealing with.

      “I understand that this entire situation can take some time to get used to,” she says, cautiously standing and coming around the sofa to face me front and center. 

      “It’s not the ‘getting used to it’ part,” I say, trying not to sound whiny. “You’re pregnant!” My apprehension is turning to exasperation and it’s all beginning to boil over. She reaches out to touch the side of my face as if she knows everything I’m thinking, and she smiles at me. It’s different, fucking different than Alana or Megan.

      Veronica truly is an entirely different woman than the two I’ve met. “Yes. That is the situation as it currently stands,” she says easily.

      “You’ve left my cousin and my girlfriend’s brother.” 

      “Um, ex-girlfriend’s brother?” she says with a small grin.

      “You know what I mean. Right? You do know what I mean?”

      “Yes, I do know. I know a lot. Maybe not everything, but probably more than even you know, Blue. Don’t forget, I have the benefit of three different points of view on the same set of events.”

      I swallow hard, trying to figure out how the hell to fix this. That’s all I’ve been thinking about lately—how can everyone end up happy in this? I love my cousin, and he’s my priority, and I love Megan and Alana too. I also don’t want Kam hurt—he’s never been a bad guy. How can this whole deal, which is starting to look like an exitless maze, work out where everyone is cool? Where no one wants to kill the other one? I know what heartbreak feels like, what loss is, and I can’t see this ending in a situation where no one loses. Something’s gotta give.

      “Okay,” I say. “I have a few questions, and I’m still not promising to fulfill this role, to be some kind of super-ally, maybe to the exclusion of other areas of my life. So first, where’s Alana, or Megan?”

      “They’re here, as they always are. All three of us are always in the same body. We’re in the same mind, too, but that’s an equation that carries so many variables it would make an astrophysicist’s head spin. I admit that. But essentially, ‘right here’ is the most honest and simplest answer to your question. But, as you know probably better than anyone outside of me, the current situation just isn’t particularly…right for either of them to handle.”

      “Uh, I hate to burst your bubble, Veronica, but what’s going on here is just a little more than your everyday ‘situation.’”

      She grabs a couple of cocktail napkins off the bar and uses them to clean up the condensation my rocks glass has left on the mantle as she talks. “Yes, this is certainly one that I never expected us to have to deal with. There’s always been that doubt about our fertility. I never thought that Megan would get us pregnant so soon, even if it were still possible. And I was sure that Alana, as you can imagine, would never want to…” she trails off as she puts my abandoned drink behind the bar and throws the wet napkins in the wastebasket. Her voice has become more reserved than when she first spoke to me.

      If it were Alana, I’d think that the coolness of her tone meant she was starting to be calculating and manipulative. Still, with Veronica, it sounds more like great wisdom tempered by deep sadness. Something in me just wants to hold her, to let her know she’s not alone. Of course, it’s that sympathetic side of me that always gets me into situations where I’m pulled in two directions at once. And now it’s three. I have the sneaking suspicion that whatever I do, my life will go through some major changes. I’m torn between accepting that, because a change doesn’t mean the end, and making an excuse, going back to Hillary, and cutting everybody else out so they can deal with their own problems.

      I sit on one of the stools in front of the bar and fiddle with a square holder full of red cocktail straws. She’s still standing behind the slab of dark marble, regarding me with those ice-blue eyes. In many ways, she still looks like the girl I always knew, the most kick-ass friend I’ve ever had, but she does have that undeniable glow that women get when they’re pregnant—even I can recognize that. While I watch, she pulls her hair back and does some knotting trick to make it spill down in front of one shoulder in a way I've never seen Megan or Alana wear it before. Her posture is straight as she leans forward, playfully fishing a maraschino cherry from somewhere and popping it in her mouth. There’s a kind of serenity to her that I’ve never felt from the other girls—no, not other girls, from her. I have to get used to the fact that all three women are always in there.

      “I guess I can understand that a baby changes everything,” I venture.

      She nods quietly. “A baby is more than a baby. It’s a real child, one who will sprout up into a toddler, who will go through all those years of school and friends and first loves and dreams of a career and a family of his or her own. And that’s just the beginning. And it’s a continuation of the lives of the parents—biological and de facto—the way it’s been happening since the dawn of humanity. It’s probably the smallest thing in the world that goes on to instigate such huge changes in the lives of a family. And, depending, as every parent hopes, he or she may make changes to the world itself.”

      “You make it sound so simple,” I say. “But it’s the most complicated thing I can imagine, Veronica.”

      She turns to the edge of the window wall and pulls the already-open vertical shades open a little wider, looking out into the dark and the storm. “It is. In our case, the pregnancy has made it so that there's practically a war. Much more conflict than when Megan met Kam, and that wasn’t easy, let me tell you.” 

      I pull a candy bar out of my pocket and start to unwrap it. “A war,” I say. “That’s a pretty loaded word. What it means is that there are gonna be casualties, and that’s what I’ve spent god knows how long trying to avoid.” I bite into the Snickers and chew. “I don’t see a good end here, Veronica. If it’s you that has the baby, with or without my help, two people that are close to me are gonna go through a lot of pain. For a long time. I don’t like it.”

      She watches me closely for a second. I feel like I’m being appraised, if not judged outright. I don’t know what she’s looking for in me, but the more I think about it, the more I’m ready to draw back and let the main players handle the drama.

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “There’s a lot more I have to tell you, and I underestimated how quickly you’d pick up on everything and be ready to know the next-level things. I’ll tell you what—I’m hungry too, so let me order room service and put something on. I’ll put every card on the table over dinner.” She heads toward the suite's bedroom, where I can see the courtesy phone on the nightstand. She calls over her shoulder, “Do you like hot chicken? They do it very well here.”

      I make a noncommittal noise and toss the rest of the Snickers. My stomach is grumbling at the thought of real food. I take out my phone as Veronica closes the bedroom door. I have a text from Hillary—Missing you, call tonight if you can—and an email from my supervisor at Ace IT, can I stop in at our sister store early next week. It only reminds me that I have a life I’m going to have to get back to.

      I need to get the fuck back where I belong. I shake my head and pocket my phone just as Veronica comes out of the bedroom wearing a low-cut black gown and some kind of circlet with a single jewel in the middle of her forehead. My jaw drops, and she smiles as I snap it closed. She looks like damn Cleopatra, and as sexy as some of the stuff Alana used to wear was, I have to give it to Veronica—she knows what she’s doing when it comes to complementing that well-inhabited body.

      “Everything okay?” she says.

      “Yeah, great,” I say. “

      Her smile broadens. “Dinner’s on the way up. I ordered some pulled-pork barbecue as well. I don’t believe you’ve ever been to the south?”

      I pull on my lip ring, trying not to openly stare at her chest. “New Orleans once. A trip with Katie—a ‘getaway,’ she called it. But no, not really,” I murmur.

      “I found myself here in Nashville one time when Alana ran away, years ago,” she says. “I had the time to do a little tour of Tennessee and parts of Kentucky. I made an investment in GoDaddy, signed a broker on to sell it at the right time, and got a safe deposit box I can open with a fingerprint scan. Thus…”

      “This place,” I finish.

      “Yes,” she says, “and a little more. A condo in Chicago that’s close to the action, but not too close. And—”

      There’s a knock on the suite door, and a man’s voice calls, “Room service, ma’am!”
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      In the second after I knock on the door of the thousand-dollar-a-night hotel room, I realize that if I’ve ever rested on my laurels when it comes to demonstrating how serious I am about Alana and the baby, I’ve proved it to myself now.

      After I nearly killed Kameron Davis and started talking to God, I felt like I needed to get back to Blue and convince him that we hadn’t tried hard enough to locate her, whoever she was in her mind at that point. I took the urge as an answer to my rough but sincere prayer. So when I saw Blue take off in his Dodge just as I was getting to his house, I went with it. He still didn’t get it—there wasn’t then, and there isn’t now, anything I wouldn’t do to get my life back, and tailing him all the way to Nashville, Tennessee is just a drop in the damn bucket.

      And if there really is someone up there looking down, they did me a favor when Blue sneaked into that convenience-store parking lot. I saw his maneuver just in time to skid into the lot of the U-Haul place just before the Mapco and almost ran into an Uber driver’s Lexus as she was dropping off a fare. Another miracle, she was a huge Sons of Anarchy fan and believed me when I told her my whole cast and crew were in Nashville to film an important scene, and my phone was dead, and my truck was acting up, so I was trying to follow a member of the camera crew in his black Challenger, would she take cash to follow him. She called me ‘Charlie’ a few times, and I nearly corrected her. Besides that and a few lane changes and yellow-light runs I had to make, I managed to have her drop me off outside the downtown parking garage where Blue went. He was easy to follow on foot to the Cambria Hotel with his blue mohawk.

      A couple more wads of cash for the concierge and the room-service waiter, and I’m here in the flesh as Blue opens the suite door.

      His general-public smile instantly changes to a slack-jawed look of horrified shock. He actually takes a few steps back as he fucking should. “What. The. Actual. Fuck!” He groans.

      “Yeah,” I snarl as I shove the bribed hotel employee’s food cart to one side and step into the room, shoving my cousin to the floor with both hands. “Yeah, Blue, what the fuck! That the best you got?”

      I’m about to pick him up just to knock him down again when I see her, looking fantastic but terrified in something that should have been a 1940’s movie costume. “Ian!” she yells. I stand up and cross my arms. I’m gonna let her explain. And then I’m gonna kick Blue’s ass.  “You’re not supposed to be here,” she says in a pissed as fuck tone. She’s the one fucking pissed? I’ll show her I’m the fucking mayor of that town.

      “I’m supposed to be wherever you and my kid are, Megan,” I say through gritted teeth.

      That pisses her off. She’s pretty much infuriated. “Get it through your thick skull, Ian! I’m Alana and Megan…”

      Blue’s on his feet again, and he joins in as they both say, “And Veronica!”

      Who the hell is Veronica? Not this shit again. I let out a groan and hold my forehead. Not another one. This can’t fucking be happening. I stare at her, realizing she doesn’t look like my girl or Megan. 

      SHIT!

      I guess my face says it all, because ‘Veronica’ goes on, “That’s right. There are three of us.”

      “Awesome, a fucking trifecta of evil,” I mutter.

      “Okay, let’s get one thing straight,” she says, pulling Blue back to stand behind her. “At any point, I can call the police and have you hauled out of here, Ian. I’d like to not do that, but I will.”

      She’s fucking nuts. What the hell have I done to her?

       “So, here’s what’s going to happen. Out of the kindness of my heart, I’m not going to do that, as long as you are quiet for a moment and listen.” She says calmly, way too calm for what the hell is going on.

      Suddenly I notice her eyes. Both Alana’s gray and Megan’s green are MIA. Now her eyes are cool blue, like the ice on the shadow side of a glacier.

       Veronica.

      I roll the name around in my head while trying to wrap my head around how much more complicated this has gotten. “Go ahead, Veronica.”

      “Thank you,” she says tightly, pointing an imperious finger at the sofa set across the room that probably cost as much as a year of my rent. Blue and I start to do that stupid shit where one guy wants to wait for the other guy to go first, until Veronica makes an impatient growling sound in her throat, and we give up, and both go and flop on two of the three couches.

      Veronica comes and stands at the head of the little aisle created by the sofa arrangement. She touches the weird crown thing she’s wearing and then lowers her arms to lace her fingers together like she’s about to give a speech, and she’s not happy about it.

      Teacher’s mad, I think, so I have to chuckle when she starts off, “I’m going to give you a crash course on your ‘trifecta,’ Ian.”

      I keep my feet flat on the floor, my mouth shut, and my eyes open, as if I really were back in fourth grade hearing about adjectives and pronouns.

      She takes one more second to compose her thoughts, then she says, “Our mind is a carefully curated ecosystem. Though it’s unique from others, I’d like to say given the circumstances that we’ve had a certain balance.” She lets out a breath, and everybody in the room knows what we’re all thinking about—the baby inside her. And she’s the mother, so it’s her show. “The moment I realized that we were pregnant, which was before Megan had the slightest inkling, I knew that it could be the thing that would throw everything out of sync. Mind you, we’re far from the integration that the doctor talks about. Still, if I didn’t come to the surface, ‘to the fore’ as I like to call it, the mere knowledge of the pregnancy could have, and almost did, deepen the rifts between Megan, Alana, and myself to uncrossable depths. We would have been fractured forever. And there’s still no guarantee that that won’t happen.” I take a deep breath, feeling my aggression subside and finding myself hanging on her every word.

       I may be a sonofabitch, but I am still teachable. Veronica meets my eyes before continuing, “Before the pregnancy, Megan was doing rather well, better than she had in a long time. But, as we’ve all seen, her decision to try to go on her own was a poor one. I believe it resulted from her not being prepared for that kind of stress. And we all know what happens when any of us are too stressed. This brings me to Alana. Now, she…” she trails off as if choosing her words carefully. “Let’s just say that Alana wasn’t happy. But that’s no surprise—when Alana isn’t in control, she usually is very unhappy.” She says this with her tone partially clipped.

      I almost raise my hand like a schoolboy. Veronica saves me from the foolish gesture by silently acknowledging that she’ll hear me speak. “Okay, this is just about the weirdest shit I’ve been through in my life,” I say. “To say I’m confused would be an understatement the size of Texas. But I want to understand. Not sure about being able to accept, but I do want to understand. Veronica, are you saying you plan to stay here…at the front until the baby is born? And has Alana had any say at all in what the hell is going on?”

      “Alana…made a choice. She refused to come clean with you, Ian, about not only the real dynamics between herself and Megan, but also about my entire existence. And without her being honest about all that, she knew she would never be able to have you how she wanted. So, like Alana has done so often historically, she impulsively decided to end what was to that point her healthiest relationship.”

      I shake my head. “That’s bullshit. I know she still wants us—her and me. Something like what she and I have doesn’t just disappear, DID or not. Especially if and when I turn out to be the child's father. I mean, what the fuck? She can’t not be interested in her own baby.”

      Veronica holds a hand up. “Okay, Ian, you’re still not acknowledging that she is only a part of the wants and needs going on in this body, this mind. But I’m going to entertain the question. So, Alana is hard to predict, as you’ve seen dozens of times. As you were drawn to, and as you reveled in. The thing is, she’ll be even more unpredictable, even more unstable, with the hormonal fluctuations happening. And, though I imagine she never showed fear around you, right now, to be completely honest, she’s afraid. Very afraid. That’s a state I’m not used to her being in.” 

      “Fuck Aly,” I say. “I’d be afraid too, if I was locked up in someone else’s head like I was paralyzed or something. But you’re saying that whole situation is too complicated for a dumbass like me to comprehend right now. So what exactly are you saying she’s so afraid of? Afraid of being a mom?” 

      Blue lets out a groan as his head falls back on the sofa. I give him a kill you later look and turn back to Veronica, who has a Cheshire-cat smile on her face. “In a word, yes. We didn’t exactly have a shining matriarch as an example,” she says.

      I’m reminded again that Veronica is a completely different person from the ones I know. If I think about it too much, I’m gonna start shivering and shaking with the insanity of it. But out of my league or not, I’m not about to give up. I got a dog in this fight. I just have to stick with the simple and obvious until—I don’t even know, am I gonna have to go to college for psychiatry over here? I say, “What was wrong with your mother? I mean, I know Alan- you come from rough beginnings, but like, so did this asshole—” I flip the bird at Blue. “And even he’d be able to step up to being a parent.”

      “Babysat your ass enough times,” Blue mutters, but he smiles at the compliment.

      Veronica ignores him and says, “That’s a conversation for another day.”

      “I beg to differ, sweetheart,” I say. She rankles at the term of endearment, but I don’t care. “There’s a whole other side of this that you’re conveniently sidestepping. The mother isn’t the only person involved in this pregnancy, or any other. As long as I stand an even chance of turning out to be the biological father, I should have a part of the whole thing—the months leading up to the baby being born, the birth itself, and goddammit, why is everybody just pretending that the child isn’t going to need a father who’s a constant presence?”

      Veronica’s expression darkens, but before she can speak, Blue jumps in. “Veronica granted that he’s not the only guy feeling that way right now, but even so, he has a point. Even if you preside over yours and Megan’s and Alana’s body for the next several months, it doesn’t change the father’s rights—more than his rights—like Ian just said, a child should have two parents, not just one, to the extent that’s possible. If he wants to live up to his responsibility like a man, you have to let him.” He runs a hand through his mohawk. “And fuck, I didn’t even know I felt that way until I just said it.”

      “So, what happens now?” I ask. “It can’t just be a dictatorship, however benevolent.” I watch her face, almost dreading the answer. The prospect of fatherhood scares the shit out of me. Still, in the past few weeks, as I’ve tried to reconcile all the hopelessness with the spark of life returning to my insides, to my involvement with Alana crashing back over me like a tidal wave, I’ve come to know that the one thing that’s gonna allow me to live with myself is to be the kind of father my kid is going to need. I don’t know shit about the legalities of that kind of thing, but if this chick Veronica is going to keep erasing my lines in the sand, I’m gonna have to find out.

      “I…appreciate that,” she says, her eyes downcast. “I also believe that since, as Josh has pointed out, it’s more than likely that Kam’s feelings on the matter are identical to your own. That’s why I’ve returned to the forefront, and that’s why I’ve come up with a plan. It’s why I asked your cousin to be here, right now, and…beyond.”

      Blue clears his throat, looking like he’s about to shit himself. “It’s kind of looking like you want me to be some kind of surrogate father figure, since the real ones want to kill each other. Just give up my life for the better part of a year to be some kind of steward? Jesus, Veronica, don’t you think that’s—”

      This bitch is fucking nuts if she thinks I’m going to just step aside and let Blue play daddy.

      “It is a lot,” she snaps. Then she sighs, turning around to stare out into the night. It’s quiet for a moment, and I can hear the rain hitting the penthouse window. I think of my truck, left unceremoniously in front of the U-Haul office. Probably been towed by now. Fuck it, any chance to have a life with a family of my own, however slim, is worth it. Veronica’s tone is almost a murmur as she goes on, “I’m going back to Chicago soon to have a long talk with Cal and Dexter, Jr. I’m going to enlist their aid. I will speak with both Kam and you, Ian, but not without supervision. Blue, my—well, at least Alana’s—old friend, I’d like you to accompany me back and mediate this with me going forward. Of course, I won’t attempt to coerce you. But I…know things that my two alters don’t know and would never think of. It’s partially for their benefit that I’m asking you this huge thing, Blue. It’s like, you have the least stake in how our lives go, but the most sympathy. I daresay, the most understanding. But like I said earlier, you’re under no obligation. It is strictly your choice to stay and do this thing for me or go back to your regular life as you see fit.”

      The whole time she’s been speaking, I’ve been getting more and more steamed. ‘Most understanding’? It’s not his baby inside of her. Maybe not mine, but definitely not his, so how the fuck is he gonna really understand like I would? He sees my death stare—not the first time, and it won’t be the last—and he gives me a what can I do? shrug, pantomiming helplessness until I finally just shift my gaze and shake my head. Life would be a lot simpler without a family of any kind. I make a mental note to have Mom and Pete help me look up a lawyer. Despite Veronica’s Princess Leia act here, I won’t be fading into the woodwork any time soon.

      She’s turned around and now stands with one hand on her bump, looking imploringly at my cousin as if I’m not even in the room. He’s leaning forward with his head down, hands clasped in front of him.

      “I was thinking something earlier—before you got here, Ian—and now I remember where I first heard it. I had to work for AmeriCorps one summer. It was that or go to jail. And I met this kid who had just been diagnosed schizophrenic, at eighteen fucking years old. And he seemed normal as fuck, just a guy, you know? Anyway, this one day, we did some trust falls and all that stupid team-building shit, and I had a chance to ask him, what was it like to get slapped with that kind of permanent label? And he just goes, ‘It changes your life. But it doesn’t end it.’ And then he’s off roasting marshmallows like it’s nothing. But that’s sort of how I feel right now. Bro, I know that depending on how things go from here, I could wake up dead one day with your baseball bat next to my corpse. But the truth is, it’s not about us, or Kam, or the damn Rockefeller brothers back in Chi-town—it’s about the baby. And so as much as I’m comfortable with my work, and whatever’s gonna happen or not with my girlfriend, and whatever else I gild my cage with, this right here is the most important thing in my life. And it’s gonna change it. But it won’t end it.” He chuckles. “I’m sticking with the allegory, too, because I must be fucking crazy, but yes. Veronica, I’ll do it. I’ll stay with you.”

      “Yip-de-fucking-doo,” I say, not sure if I should be more angry or relieved. I try to remind myself at least I’m not in the dark anymore, and she’s not with fucking Davis. “So what happens now?” I can’t keep the challenge out of my voice.

      “We take it slow,” she says easily, “and we get things under control. Ian, I know you’re a good man. I believe you when you tell me you have a deep desire to be a father—the father—but part of what happens now is that you have to establish a certain distance and maintain it. That’s in stone, even if you may not trust me yet. And—I’m talking to both of you now—I know you don’t know the me that stands before you now. But I know you. I trust you. And it may not mean much, but I hope you can bear in mind that I only have the best interests in mind for all of us. That I can promise you, and with Blue and I together, I believe we can make this a safe transition for both Megan and Alana as well as…” she trails off, looking down at her stomach, and strokes it gently. For a second, I think she’s gonna start spouting off possible baby names. She goes on, seeming to be talking to herself as much as Blue and me, “This little bean makes things a tad more difficult to handle things on my….”

      My phone rings loud and brash. I’m basically just sitting on my hands, so I connect the call—it’s from Lauren—and carry my phone around the corner of the suite’s kitchen. I catch both Blue and Veronica giving me funny looks as if they can’t believe anything would be important enough to get my attention like that. 

      Fuck them. 

      I’d rather do anything than continue to sit under an increasingly heavy pile of horse shit.

      “Yeah,” I say to Lauren.

      “Good, you’re there,” she says. “Do you have a minute?”

       “Looks like I got about six months,” I mutter.

      Lauren pauses for a second, then, “Umm….”

      “Sorry,” I say. “Shit storm of a brand new nature. But yeah, I can talk.”

      “Well, I’ll get right to it. It’s about your shots so far for next month’s exhibit. They, uh…”

      “They suck,” I finish for her. “I know.” Now I pause. Something inside me wants to really connect with Lauren right now, beyond the work conversation we’re about to have. I’m becoming a non-entity in this damn palace of pain, and I need to lift my head up out of the mud. “I lost my mojo or something, Lauren,” I say. “Things aren’t jumping out at me like they always have. My eye, it’s like my compositional skills skipped town when I wasn’t looking.”

      “Yeah,” she says. “I was gonna try to put it more gently, but…for example, those shots of the crowd at Navy Pier. They don’t look like—”

      “I know, I know,” I say resignedly. “A robot could have taken them. And it’s not just that batch. Every time I go out and look for locations or subjects, lately, I feel like I should be somewhere else. It’s like in the movies when some hacker bounces his signal through a dozen different cities or whatever—I’m getting bounced around so much, I can’t find the original signal.”

      “I get it,” she says. “I know you have a lot on your mind.”

      I head to the suite's fridge, finding a few bottles out of a six-pack of hard cider—fuck is this shit—and I open one on the edge of the marble countertop. “You could say that,” I say, sipping and letting the tart drink slide down my esophagus like it’s some kind of elixir. “You know enough to understand me when I tell you that I’m with…Alana-slash-Megan and Blue.”

      “You found her! Thank God,” she whispers. 

      I get a lump in my throat.

       Someone gives a shit. 

      I take a big swig of cider, wincing as it goes down. “Sort of,” I say, “I’ll tell you about it later. But yeah, you get the point. Fuck it, who knows, this may be the kickstart I’ve been waiting for.”

      “Well,” she says. “Silver linings and all that, right? Hold on…”

      I wait, staring absently at the label on my bottle. I decide, I’m here uninvited. Probably not gonna miss a whole lot if I leave the same way.

      Lauren’s voice sounds distracted. “Sorry,” she says. “The babies are fussing.”

      “Yeah, I gotta go too,” I say. “I’ll catch up with you tomorrow or the next day. And, uh…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Lauren, thank you. Really.”

      She sighs. “Hang in there. We’ll figure all this out. I promise...” She disconnects and I shove my phone back into my jeans. Half of me wishes I could Spider-Man it out the damn window. I put down the half-full bottle and head back to the living room. Veronica has taken a seat next to Blue. They look at me with expressions I can’t read, and honestly, I’m ready to tap out.

      “‘Bout that time,” Blue says, annoyed. I flash him a look that says shut the hell up.

      Blue nods, and Veronica says, “Pardon me if I don’t stand up, Ian. Once I get back to Chicago and let Kam into the loop, I’ll get in touch—both of you will be invited at different times to visit me—us—with Cal and Dexter present.”

      That’s it? Just like that, I’m being dismissed. I glare at Veronica and let out a deep breath and rub my thighs. I really want to tell her where she should shove that stupid head peace, but I know she has all the power right now.

      “Fucking fantastic,” I say under my breath. I let myself out the main door without looking back, a taste in my mouth like rusty nails.
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      It took Veronica a while to decompress after the unexpected meeting with Ian last night. She needed some serious alone time, and I didn’t mind the chance to hear myself think, either. We did talk enough to formulate a plan, though. I managed to locate a driveaway service online to get the Challenger back to Chicago, while now, this morning, I’m behind the wheel of Veronica’s Tesla on our way north.

      We’re just about outside downtown Nashville’s continual congestion, and I’m enjoying the electric car’s responsive suspension. It’s a good day for a road trip—clear and bright. And, like last night, Veronica and I find ourselves in a sort of comfortable silence. I’m cruising along with the flow of traffic, doing about seventy, and she’s fiddling with her phone, next to me in the passenger seat.

      Suddenly she says, “Hey, look at this.” She holds her phone out for me to see.

       “Why don’t you read it to me, so I don’t run us off the road,” I say without turning my head.

      “Right,” she says. “Good thinking. So, uh, remember the investment mentor I told you about? He just sent me Indianapolis Colts tickets for tomorrow’s game as a congratulations on my healthy return. Wanna go?” She says this casually, like it’s not the best thing I’ll probably hear all year.

      “Free live NFL football? Fuck, yeah. Update the navigation for me?” She takes my phone out of the Tesla’s cup holder, looks up Lucas Oil Stadium's address, and enters it. I notice that she’s like me; she could just tell Siri to do everything, but Veronica prefers to type things in herself.

      “Old school,” I say, thinking out loud by accident.

      “Hmm?” she murmurs.

      I give a dry chuckle. “Nothing, never mind.”

      It’s not a difficult detour at all. It’s practically on the way. We’re a few hours out from Indy, so I lean back in the Tesla’s form-fitting seat and settle in. I start tapping the steering wheel in a rhythm even though we don’t have any music on. I remember the last time I went to a football game, the Bears, in an at-home victory against the Chargers about three years ago with Ian and a couple buddies. I think of how much fun we had that night after the game, and I wonder how Veronica and I will pass the time tonight before tomorrow’s matchup.

      “So Blue,” she says. “Hillary’s okay with you doing this?”

      I check Veronica’s face to see where she’s coming from, and I only see sincere concern and curiosity. I shrug and say, “I’ll be honest, it would have been a little dicey even if I was gonna get back to Chicago tonight like she expects. But now that we’re gonna stay over in Indy, I might be walking into ruins, if and when.”

      “Blue, I’m sorry,” Veronica says, lightly touching my arm. “We don’t have to go to the game if it means—”

      “Nah,” I cut in. “It’s already decided. I meant what I said last night about being ready for all this to change my life. I know I’m gonna be rolling with some pretty big punches from here on in. I don’t know if it’ll be fair to her to pull her along through all of this.”

      She nods. “A victim of circumstances,” she says softly.

      “Not even that,” I say. “To be a victim, there has to be suffering involved. If you adjust your attitude to be able to let things go….”

      “Yeah,” she says. “I can see that. How about ‘a champion of circumstances?’”

      “Well,” I say, guiding the Tesla around a slow-moving eighteen-wheeler. I stay in the fast lane. “Let’s save the flattery till I do something to deserve it.”
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      Veronica is feeling flush when we get into Indianapolis. She offers to check us into the Conrad, a place I’ve heard of major celebrities staying at, but on my insistence that we don’t need to break the bank every day, she settles for the little Holiday Inn Express that’s across the street from the charging station we find for the car. We get a room with two double beds. Veronica actually puts her few changes of clothes away in one of the room’s dressers. I just throw my duffel bag on top of the other one. She gives me a look, and I grin and say, “I’m gonna beat you to the shower.”

      Under the scalding hot water, I realize that the sides of my head are long past due for a shave. Come to think of it, it’s probably time to redo the blue dye in my mohawk, too. That gets me thinking about home—my own apartment, where I have leisure to take care of stuff like that—and how long it might be till I spend any real time there again. I get out of the shower and dry off on a starched white hotel towel, and I lean on the sink to look at my face. I feel like I’ve been drafted into service—everything has to be put on hold for the foreseeable future. And then I remind myself that the mission I’ve been conscripted for is the most important thing I’ll probably ever do. If I were to carry the metaphor out to the max, I’d be on my way to invade the beaches of Normandy—failure is not an option.

      I come out of the bathroom in sweatpants and a T-shirt, ready to order a pizza and chill out until bedtime, but Veronica has changed into evening wear—a very flattering cobalt blue top with a matching choker and diamond earrings—and she’s touching up her makeup in the mirror behind her neatly organized bureau.

      She senses me looking and says as she brushes mascara onto her eyelashes, “The room service in this place is shit. I’m taking us out to dinner. To Valkyrie.”

      “Veronica,” I say. “That place is five stars. Hoity-toity. We won’t walk out of there for less than a couple hundred dollars.”

      “Okay,” she says. “Let’s try this again. Blue, I’m asking you out on a dinner date. Are you saying no?”

      Suddenly I really want to see those ice-blue eyes of hers under every fancy chandelier there ever was, as we chow down on foie gras or whatever’s even more expensive than that. I give her a little tickle in the ribs as I walk behind her to get to my clothes, hoping I don’t end up looking like a mangy mutt among purebreds the whole night. I put on a clown-around voice and say, “And the lady appealed to his wiser nature, but little did he know, there was much more to come.”

      “Smartest thing you’ve said all day,” she says, standing back from the mirror and giving her hair one last nudge. “And if you ever tickle me again, you will pay the price.”

      I find a shirt that is not only clean but also has a collar, and even better, I discover my old bolo tie at the bottom of my bag. I’d intended to wear it if it had been Alana calling me down to Nashville, just because she said she liked it once, however many years ago. I gotta admit the thing is pretty cheesy—the slide is an actual scorpion encased in amber—but Veronica doesn’t complain as we get in the car and set out for our ‘dinner date.’ On the contrary, she even rests her left hand on my arm as I drive us there.

      I’ve never been in a position where I’d have an extra Benjamin between my fingers to slip to a host or hostess with a wink and a smile—and if I was, I’d probably wait for the damn table and spend the hundred on fuel for my gas-guzzling muscle car—but Veronica does something like that when we enter the opulent restaurant, and we’re seated in less than two minutes. The busboy gives us what he says is house-baked baguette bread and two saucers of seasoned olive oil to dip it in. I don’t reach for it right away, preferring to sit and take a good look at the woman across from me. I’ve got my wish—we’re almost directly under a chandelier that looks like the real old-fashioned kind, like let’s all hope that the chain attaching it to the ceiling doesn’t let go.

      What surprises me is that Veronica seems quite content to simply sit and look at me too. I’m trying to shake the habit of being captured by her eyes. Thankfully a large group a few tables over erupts in laughter like somebody just told the joke of the year. Veronica and I instinctively look.

      Their party looks like four couples, all dressed to kill but looking like they didn’t put any effort into it. Rich enough not to care, is my first thought. Then, this big dude in a very large sports coat who is obviously the group’s leader says in a booming bass, “And that’s why you don’t camp out in the red zone.” They all erupt in laughter again.

      I know who the guy is! I’m about to tell Veronica when a young kid from yet another table beats me to the punch, calling out, “Mr. Joey? Joey Rudenbach?”

      The boy’s parents try to shush him as Veronica looks at me with a question in her eyes. I whisper, “Colts linebacker. They call him the sack machine.”

      It’s good to see Rudenbach isn’t gonna let a young fan down. “In the flesh, kid,” he booms. “Is that your mom and dad? Where you guys from?”

      Their easy exchange ends with the linebacker signing a napkin for the kid, but that’s just the beginning. At one point, Rudenbach asks if anyone’s going to be at tomorrow’s game, and Veronica and I raise our hands.

      The NFL legend-in-his-own-time looks around. “You guys the only ones? I’m gonna have to talk to the commissioner about the league’s PR.” This draws a smattering of laughter from everybody listening in. He keeps his focus on us. He asks, “Y’all aren’t rooting for the other team, are you?” Veronica blushes, unused to being in any kind of public eye, but this is my cup of tea—in solidarity with every other loner who used to get pushed around, I went punk when I was twelve just to give myself the courage to always speak up. “Wouldn’t dream of it, Mr. Rudenbach. I took a few courses at your alma mater.” I say loud and clear,

      He gives a broad smile and replies, “You went to Purdue? What kind of grades did you get?”

      “Mostly D’s and F’s,” I say, deadpan.

      This strikes the man’s funny bone. In between laughs, he manages, “My flesh and blood.” He looks around again and sees that even the restaurant staff members who can spare the time are standing around the periphery, not wanting to miss out on the fun. He beckons the general manager with an index finger the size of a cucumber. He tells him, “Everybody’s tab is on me.”

      Everybody in the dining room—easily sixty people—gets boisterous and grateful and dig back into their meals with enthusiasm. I catch Veronica looking at me, putting away her final morsel of lamb, and for a second, it seems like she wanted to eat me. I mentally dump a bucket of ice water over my head, shoving the thought away. There’s no way. I’ve come to realize that each personality has their own type. Alana the tatted bad boy, Megan the clean-cut Ivy Leaguer. If I had to guess Veronica’s, it’d be a prince or some shit. Not me by a longshot. It doesn’t hurt my feelings. That would be ‘complications’ in all caps with three exclamation points. I don’t even want to think about it. Our server comes to our table to confirm that we can indeed leave without paying. Veronica, on the ball, as usual, insists on tipping him a ton of money anyway. He goes away with a bow and a nod, and she and I start to thread our way out of Valkyrie, stuffed like two ticks on the back of a fat old bloodhound.

      But the night isn’t over yet. We get outside the restaurant trying to remember which way the parking garage was; at the same time, Rudenbacher and his friends are waiting for their valets to bring however many hundred-thousand-dollar cars. Veronica grabs my hand, and I’m a little shocked when my heart starts to race.

      “We have to go thank him,” she says with a drop-dead gorgeous smile. One I’ve never seen on this face.

       So we sort of creep closer to his group like the nerds in high school hoping to become popular by osmosis.

      The big linebacker doesn’t miss a beat. “Hey, my Colts fans! What kind of tickets you got?”

      Veronica says, “I think it said twelfth row, on the end zone.”

      He scoffs. “Nonsense. Here, write your names down.” He reaches behind him without looking and snaps his fingers until a member of his entourage puts a pen and paper in his hand. He offers them to us and says, “You’re gonna be in the skybox. Fifty-yard line.”
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      We get to Lucas Oil a few minutes after kickoff. By the time we give our names to the right person and get into our skybox seats—the area is actually called the Quarterback Suite—with a Coke for Veronica and a beer for me, the second quarter is just starting. The Colts have struck first with a touchdown, a beautiful reception thrown from the thirty-one-yard line on third and nine. I take a deep breath, reveling in the energy of the huge stadium crowd. I turn to Veronica and say, “This is so much better than watching on TV.”

      She watches as the Colts kicker sends the extra point sailing between the goalposts. The seventy thousand people in attendance all go nuts. “I have to admit, it’s pretty exciting,” she says with a smile. 

      The cheerleaders come on the field for a couple of minutes to allow for the commercials to play on the televised version of the game.  “How’s your head today?” I say, thinking back to last night when she wasn’t feeling well.

      “Oh, that migraine,” she says, blowing out a breath. “That was a bad one. I’m sorry I wasn’t any fun. It wasn’t my choice.”

      “Don’t worry about me,” I say. “But I was wondering, do you think that when you get a migraine, it’s because your brain is having a tough time keeping you and the alters in balance or something like that?”

      She sips her soda and pushes her straw deeper into the crushed ice. “I’ve thought of that too,” she says. “And it’s altogether possible. Especially since I can’t remember Alana or Megan ever getting migraines themselves.”

      “That’s sort of what I’m getting at,” I say. “Your…dominance. How you’re able to sort of marshal the forces when you need to. It makes me wonder why you haven’t always stayed at the forefront and made more time for your own life. I don’t know. Maybe that doesn’t make sense.”

      “I’ll have to think about that,” she says. “Insightful question, Blue.” She reaches out to give my thigh a little pat and a rub. The ease of the gesture makes me think it was completely unconscious. I like it. I’m glad she can be comfortable with me.

      We get into the game. By halftime, I’m on my fourth beer. The home team is winning; I really like watching Veronica’s reactions to the more exciting plays, we’re chowing down on a gigantic box of very decent nachos, but something’s lurking at the back of my mind. I force myself to think about it, and I have to admit that this is the most fun I’ve had with someone in a long time and that I sort of like her. And there have been several moments that I can’t think how beautiful she is. I tell myself to stop it, hell she’s always been attractive as whoever she called herself, but it feels different with this version of her. The thought keeps popping up in my mind. It’s not out of control, but it does keep sneaking up on me at odd times. Like last night at the hotel, before she went to bed with that headache. She sneezed as she was coming out of the bathroom after showering. I happened to be sitting at the little round table in the corner of the room, checking my messages. It happened just as naturally as the way Veronica just touched my leg here in the stadium—I grabbed the box of tissues off the table. I tossed them to her across the room because I could tell from her body language that she was just about to start looking for them. She caught the box and said, ‘You read my mind.’

      So there’s that. But then, on the other hand, it’s been sort of like being in an orchard when you haven’t eaten in days, but every fruit on every tree is forbidden.

      The marching band has finished their halftime show, and the third quarter is just about to kick off. Veronica comes back from the restroom, settling carefully into her seat. 

      “I’ve never seen a public bathroom so clean! I gotta hand it to the…is everything okay?” she asks with a quizzical smile.

      She’s noticed that when I got up to get my fifth beer, I also brought back number six, and it’s sitting there full in my chair’s cup holder while I sip on the other one.

      “Just blowing off steam,” I say. “It’s football, right?”

      She looks doubtful. “There’s nothing wrong?”

      I start to take another sip, but I lower my glass. I don’t want it to go like this. So while I have her attention, I take a deep breath, let it out, and say, “I didn’t want to get into it, but…I just have a lot on my mind.” I keep staring out onto the football field, but I sense that her eyes are still on me.

      God, those amazing eyes…

      She says, “A lot on your mind, about…?”

      “It’s nothing, I just…fuck it. Veronica, first, I have to tell you that I do think I made a good decision, agreeing to be here for you and the baby and to see it all through.”

      “But…?”

      “But the way we are together. The way you…no, it’s not your fault. Jesus, why is this so hard?”

      “Go ahead,” she says gently. “You can tell me anything.”

      I throw up a hand. “That’s exactly it,” I say. “I feel like I really could…Never mind. I”m starting to feel these beers.” I laugh about what a dumb thing I was about to say.

      “Blue, no,” she says. “Please, go on.”

      I’m trying to compose my thoughts. I’m still looking out at the game when the quarterback for Indianapolis gets himself sacked, a loss of about fifteen. I let out a groan, just barely able to keep myself from cursing. I take a gulp of beer without thinking about it. “Damn,” I say. “You are right about this. I don’t need to get wasted. I thought I could salvage things with Hillary, have a relationship of my own and all that, but…I mean, I have to judge myself by my own actions. And I made a conscious choice to put off talking to her so I could be here.”

      “I think I understand,” she says, picking the black olives off the next section of nachos she’s going to eat. “I’m aware that had things been different, your feeling for Alana may have—”

      “Let me stop you,” I say. “Because that’s a whole other thing. The fallback you have where you can always say, ‘That wasn’t me, that was the other me.’” 

      Shit, am I making any sense?

      My phone starts to ring. I keep talking as I tug it out. “See, because I can’t do that. It’s just me in here. Me and my…damn it, it’s Ian.”

      I still don’t connect the call, and the continuing ringing starts to sound louder than the thundering crowd. Veronica’s going to say something, and I want to catch it. She intones, like it’s a prayer and not a question, “You and your…were you going to say—”

      “Yeah! Okay?” I stand up. “Feelings. That I shouldn’t have! I gotta take this.”

      Before she can speak again, I’m climbing the low, carpeted steps that lead to the suite’s exit. I start walking along the upper-level perimeter of the stadium, a long curved hall that’s lined with mini-restaurants, beer stands, gift-shop areas, and access doors that lead to succeeding sections of seating back on the inside. I pick up Ian’s call and snap, “What’s up, man?”

      “That was my question, dude,” he says, annoyed.

      I stop my mindless walk among the kiosks and lean against the exterior wall, facing a vendor’s area where they sell Colts memorabilia. “Sorry, Ian,” I sigh. “I’m just under some stress right now.”

      “Wait,” he says, and I hear his approaching panic. “Is she good?”

      “Yeah, no, don’t worry. She’s fine. It’s just me. It’s hard to talk to a ‘she’ when she’s three ‘shes.’”

      His chuckle is humorless. “Are you drunk?” He asks, annoyed.

      “No, I’m not drunk,” I say defensively.  “But to answer your question, she’s still Veronica, and she and the baby seem fine, and we’ll be back in Chicago later tonight.”

      “What’s taking so fucking long?” he asks, his irritation growing by the minute.

      “We just…we had to stop in Indianapolis. Unforeseen circumstances. Long story.”

      “I know all about long stories, cousin,” he growls. “Blue, I swear—”

      “You gotta let me breathe. I’m doing the best I can.”

      There’s a pause, and then Ian says, “Alright, I get you. Don’t have to cry, blubber baby. Fuck, I’ll give you something to cry about.”

      “Got it,” I say, trying to not sound as distracted as I am. “So, how are you holding up?”

      “I would say, ‘as well as can be expected,’ but you know the nature of this shit show—I’ve lost all sense of what to expect in general.”

      “I know, man,” I say. “Lot of that going…hey!”

      “What,” he says. “What is it?”

      “Nothing,” I say. “I just saw something. I gotta go, Ian. I’ll call you when we hit town.”

      I end the call before he can suck me back in, and I step forward to the counter of the souvenir stand. I noticed a replica jersey—still official NFL merchandise, I’m pretty sure—of a Colts player who shares my last name, St. Pierre. I buy the shirt, have the kiosk attendant cut off the sales tag for me, and wander back in the direction of the Quarterback Suite. It’s the middle of another pause for the TV commercials and I find Veronica studying something on her phone.

      She looks up when I stand by our seats holding up the back of the jersey to show her.

      She giggles and says, “Hey! That’s pretty neat. Get a new job, didja?”

      I laugh too, saying, “Uh, yeah. Shortest team tryouts in history. But no, and Veronica, I didn’t get it for me. Stand up for a second.”

      She sets her Coke and nachos aside and picks herself up, holding her belly as she usually does these days. She reads my face and raises her arms, and between the two of us, we get the extra-large team shirt over her head, her shoulders, and her bump.

      “How’s it feel?” I ask.

      “Not sure,” she says, settling back into her premium seat. “Are we going steady now?”

      I flop back down in my own chair, instinctively checking the scoreboard. We’re still ahead by two touchdowns. “Yeah,” I drawl. “But platonically.”

      “Platonically,” she repeats. She gives me a fist bump and we both lean back, and for a while, we’re just two more fans among the tens of thousands, cheering and jeering and nothing else rears its ugly head to bother us.

      Yet.
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      It’s easy enough to pose as Megan for her sixteen-week OB/GYN appointment—not for the first time. I’m struck by how odd it is to be in disguise as yourself. I have a new doctor, one I haven’t seen before at this practice, and I’m a little nervous that they’ve brought her in because they’ve discovered a cause for concern that falls within her purview. And now she’s stepped out of the ultrasound room, leaving me to repeat so far, so good to myself like a mantra.

      Blue shifts uncomfortably in his seat, eyeing the ultrasound machinery with a look of doubt and fear. He’s been a champ since I called him to Nashville. He went online to hire a driveaway service to get his car back to Chicago, so I didn’t have to travel alone. He got a kick out of being the one to drive my brand-new little Tesla, and that cracked the ice enough that we were able to have a decent conversation on the way up. I did my best to get him used to talking to me, but even now, I sometimes catch him looking at me like I’m an orange in a bag of apples. I can’t blame him, either—sometimes I feel like I need three different mirrors to put on my makeup. DID—I’m as used to it as I can get, unless and until there’s some successful attempt at integration, but it’s no picnic.

      It’s early in the morning, and we were running so late we didn’t get coffee. I’m alert—I can’t help but be so, considering the range of possible things this doctor, Jane Schmidt MD, could tell me—but Blue is on a yawning jag that won’t seem to quit.

      “Bored?” I tease.

      He gets a look like he has a shrewd question on his mind. I know what he was thinking when I see his expression change, and he says, “She’s nice, huh?” We’ve agreed not to discuss my identity’s pluralism in public spaces, even when ostensibly alone.

      “Dr. Schmidt?” I say. “Seems fine. This office is nice, too, I was thinking. They had one of those little doors to put your cup of pee in. Didn’t have to carry it across the hall like a psycho.”

      He chuckles. “Yeah. Talk about demeaning.” His phone buzzes and he ignores it, but the interruption is enough to have him rubbing his hand over his face. His right forefinger and thumb take their habitual spot on his lip ring, and he finally says, “I talked to Hillary again last night.”

      Hillary. 

      First, there was Katie and now her. You’d think he’d have an aversion to blondes after what that lying twit did to him. From my recollection of Hillary, she was interesting, I’ll say, but God Blue could do so much better. Not only is Blue handsome in a classic way that even his tattoos, blue hair, and lip ring can cover up. That’s why I think Katie fell for him. She was able to get the best of both worlds, a traditionally handsome guy with the bad boy edge she desired all wrapped up into one of the most intelligent men I’ve ever met. 

      “Has she come up with any kind of ultimatum yet?” I ask.

      His laugh is dry and brief. “Not technically,” he says, “but it’s become understood. She’s kinda giving me chance after chance to change my mind about you and me and the baby, and it’s pretty obvious she’s getting closer to finally dropping the ax.”

      I’m saved from having to respond to that as Dr. Schmidt returns to the room with the ultrasound tech in tow. Both women are bright and chipper, and I have no problem letting them take the reins, simply nodding and murmuring as they talk me through the now-familiar process. Blue watches everything like a hawk. He didn’t become a successful computer genius by missing a lot of details. His presence is calming, and it’s almost no time at all before Dr. Schmidt and her tech stop glancing at his mohawk like he’s gonna steal the tube of jelly from them before they spread it on my stomach.

      By the time we have the printout that shows my baby, the size of an apple, and the shape of an otherworldly shrimp, the doctor has assured me that she hasn’t found any complications—no worries about gestational diabetes, preeclampsia, or anything else. She uses the words ‘picture of health,’ and I’m so relieved that I fly through the rest of the appointment like I’m having a nice dream. Blue holds onto the hardcopy till we’re in the car, and I think I can detect a look of pride on his chiseled features. I have a brief flash of feeling like that emperor from Star Wars when he says, ‘all is as I have foreseen’ and lets out that evil chuckle, but it passes quickly. I know what’s most important right now. It’s the child, period. Not my intermittent guilt about manipulating people into making my baby as safe as I can.

      I must frown when I have the passing thought that I’m really saying the end justifies the means, because Blue stops at a red light and says without looking at me, “Everything alright?”

      I adjust my posture in the passenger seat. “Yeah, it’s…it’s good.” I was going to thank him for accompanying me to the appointment, but I thanked him so often during the first few days that he issued a general ban on the words. He let me know that not only does he feel the gratitude coming from me without my expressing it, but also that at this point, he’s solid in his new role and is performing it as much for himself as for me.

      I gently put a hand on his. He squeezes it back and says, “So…you ready for Kam this afternoon?”

      “As ready as I can be,” I say. I smile and add, “Is that the saying?”

      He chuckles. “‘Ready as I’ll ever be.’ Or, ‘I was born ready.’ Either one.”

      We share a laugh as traffic starts moving again, and once again, I’m thankful that he’s a very safe driver. I haven’t once had to reach for the ‘oh shit’ handle or even brace myself at all the whole time.

      Remembering that he and I have agreed that he’ll take a few hours off during my meeting with Cal, Dexter, and Kameron, I venture, “Are you going to….”

      He looks at me and I’m captivated by that raptor-like gaze. I try to consistently blame my pregnancy hormones, but the truth is that he regularly makes me melt with a mere glance. I bite my lip, regretting having implicitly brought up the subject of Hillary again and also to make sure that I don’t look turned on—that would be a whole other can of worms. One I’m not ready to open.

      “Probably,” he says. “Although at this point, it’s like trying to salvage a burning vehicle after the gas tank blows. Well, maybe not that bad. It’s hard to say. She’s…” He shrugs.

      “Yeah, I think I get it,” I say. “From what I’ve heard in Kam’s voicemails from before I switched numbers, he’s just about as disgruntled as I imagine Hillary is.” He nods. I say, “And you know? It’s actually starting to piss me off. He’s talked to Helen Lyce in joint sessions with Megan more than once, and he still acts like he’s gonna be able to somehow excise her and take her into ‘happily ever after' like he can just toss Alana and me aside.”

      “He’s in denial more than he is unable to understand,” says Blue, accelerating as we skirt the Loop and get closer to my condo. Well, our condo—Blue spends more nights with me than he does at his place.

      I can sometimes tell that he misses what I call his ‘control room,’ the home office at his apartment that’s stuffed so full of towers, monitors, and other computer equipment that it really does resemble an evil genius’s lair. I know what it looks like from Alana’s memories. I also remember how often the two of them came dangerously close to saying ‘fuck it’ and jumping in bed together, back in the beginning, before Ian came along and Alana fell head over heels. I smile to myself, imagining all three women in me having a debate about whether Blue is a hot guy and Megan being the only one that isn’t quite sure.

      “Speaking of Helen,” he says, pulling smoothly into my driveway. “Have you decided about tomorrow morning?”

      It’ll be my first session with Dr. Lyce as Veronica, and Blue has been bugging me to tell him whether or not I want him to sit in with us. “Well,” I say, “I have thought of it a couple times. Honestly, Blue, in my heart of hearts, I sort of want to reserve you as a secret weapon. So if she has questions about my ability, my capacity for motherhood during what she’s been trained to see as a state of pathology, I can kind of sneak you in to…defuse.”

      He gives a wry smile as he says, “I guess that’s what I do, huh?”

      We both let it drop. He gets out and comes around to help me climb out of the passenger side of the Tesla, and we go in and busy ourselves with getting into ‘home mode.’ He checks his laptop—something is up there. He looks worried every time he logs on these days. I haven’t wanted to push him to tell me why. Now it looks like something has captured his attention, and he’s been at the condo long enough that I know it means he’s about to work for a few hours—maybe into the night.

      I’m having an unmistakable craving for something salty. And something savory. And something sweet. I shuffle through the contents of my fridge for a minute, frustrated, before I remember a half-gallon of Turtle Sundae ice cream I have in the freezer, unopened.
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      The meeting with my brothers and Kam is at yet another of Dexter’s model residential properties, this time with two professional bodyguards at the front door and another, I’m told, at the back. We’ve already met with Ian under the same protection, and there were a couple of moments where I could tell he would have blown his temper if it weren’t for the firepower right outside the door.

      I’m dressed to the nines in a serious-but-sexy blazer and skirt combo and cream-colored silk blouse with a Mandarin collar and a string of pearls. This isn’t for Kam or Ian, though, I told myself it was for me, but I couldn’t help but imagining the glances he gives me when he thinks I’m not paying attention to him.

      I’m always paying attention to him.

      I’m sitting in the apartment’s living room with Candy Crush on my phone and the baby stirring occasionally inside me. Kameron is not a guy who is habitually late, but it’s going on twenty minutes past the scheduled time. Cal is completely self-absorbed as usual, checking his watch again and again as he huffs and puffs like a prom queen whose date is making her wait. Dexter Jr., on the other hand, stands at the kitchen island tapping so intently on his tablet that I’m sure lives hang in the balance of whatever he’s working on—livelihoods, at the very least.

      Poor Ian, at his meeting, was forced to maintain some kind of reasonable composure as my brothers gently but firmly impressed upon him how futile it would be for Ian to try to force or trick his way any farther into my life than he already had. I discovered sitting across from him that day that he has a tic—under duress, he clenches his jaw and flexes his arms in the same rhythm, not really moving but, well, churning. He reminded me of a muscle car with a giant engine that makes the hood visibly shake and shimmy, even when the car is idling. And my god, Cal and Dexter really did sit there and hand Ian’s ass to him—in increments. Still, from the feeling I got during their expertly veiled threats and intimations, almost completely without mercy.

      I have to admit. I did feel a little of Alana’s animal attraction to Ian during the civilized slaughter that the meeting was, and thinking for the thousandth time that I prefer Blue’s lean hunger and real sensitivity—not to mention the sexy, panther-like way he moves—when one of the black-suited Ray-Ban wearing security guys finally ushers Kameron in.

      His look is haunted. This whole thing has not been easy on him. He waits patiently until the guard steps out, his eyes on me. I know he’s probably seeing Megan, at least at first, until he notices the subtle differences. Dexter and Cal are both watchful and alert. I know from Ian’s meeting that they’re ready to pounce on any misstep and flex the muscle that money gives them, to any extent necessary.

      “Hi, uh…Meg-uh,” says Kam, shrugging off his navy blue L.L. Bean windbreaker and laying it over the back of the couch opposite me. The white button-down and fitted jeans he has on would normally complete a rather sharp look, but it looks like he’s slept in them for at least one night. Part of me—the part that I’m coming to realize is literally maternal in nature—wants to jump up and give him a warm, reassuring hug and ask if he’s hungry or thirsty.

      Instead, I set my phone aside and say, “Hello, Kam. You know already that you can and should call me Veronica. Please, take a seat.” With a nod and a quick check of my brothers’ body language, he comes around the couch and sits facing me across the antique walnut coffee table in the center of the room. I wait until he gets comfortable, as every man in his social status knows how to do even in a stressful situation, and I say, “It’s good to see you. Thank you for coming.”

      “Of course,” he says, a certain coldness in his tone. “Thanks for waiting. I…haven’t gotten the best sleep lately.”

      I nod. Cal and Dexter are both watching, hovering like vultures, each with his arms crossed. I give Kam what I hope is a friendly smile. “I understand,” I say. “The way things have played out between us all has been unconventional, to say the least.”

      He grunts. “Unprecedented.”

      “Yes. And I do apologize for the worry and just plain fright that you must have been feeling recently. But I know that you’re solid enough in your own identity to take it all in stride. And that’s sort of the theme of the talk I want to have with you, here, now. We have some particulars to work out in the time before a conclusive paternity test and the birth of the child. My child.”

      Kam holds up a hand to stop me. He says, “If you’ll forgive me, that’s not exactly as specific as it would be in a…less complicated set of circumstances. When you say ‘your child,’ you mean…?”

      “Well, first of all, that I, Veronica, intend to see through the baby’s birth. And though Megan and Alana are both a part of me, as I am a part of them, they are not currently present to the extent that the possessive pronoun would refer to either of them. I want to make sure we’re clear on that.”

      I have to give Kam credit, because I can see his struggle to remain cordial. But a rather dark smirk wins out, and he snaps, “I got the memo. What you’re saying, in essence, is that the baby—who very well could be my child—is little more than Schrödinger’s kid. At the same time, both mine and Hudson’s offspring, and neither of ours. And all I can look forward to for the next several months is a series of these supervised visitations, where not only will I still be in ‘daddy limbo,’ but also won’t even be able to talk to Megan. Just you. ‘Veronica.’”

      Cal, who has already been glowering, is now stone-faced as well. “Don’t forget another very important stipulation, Davis,” he says. “Failure to maintain a civil and pleasant demeanor during these interactions is one thing—of many—that could raise Veronica’s stress level to an unacceptable point. I stress the word ‘unacceptable.’”

      Dexter Jr., who has closed his tablet case and now leans against the short end of the kitchen island to complete the square made by myself, Cal, and Kam. He peers at Kam over his reading glasses and clears his throat. “It’s a no-no,” he says. The words, innocuous as they are on the surface, are laced with menace.

      Kam raises his hands in defeat. “Fine, fine. I get the picture. I just have two questions before I go back out into the world of sanity.” He fixes his gaze on me, registering shock for a moment. I think he’s noticed my blue eyes for the first time. He shakes it off and says, “First, I would imagine that there’ll be some sort of…renegotiation, once paternity is established?”

      I glance at Dexter, who nods almost imperceptibly. I put just a little sugar into my voice—I have access to Megan’s sincere love for Kameron, as well as her lust, so I can’t completely tread on the man’s feelings—and I say, “For lack of a better way to describe it, yes. Things will change, no matter what. Beyond that, well, it wouldn’t be productive to speculate. We’re all just working through this day by day..”

      Kam nods slowly. He rubs the back of his neck, then leans forward and says, “Secondly, Veronica, what is Blue’s involvement in all this?” He leans back and crosses his arms, leveling a cold stare at me like we’re playing chess, and he just put my king in check.

      Dexter waggles a finger and says, “Ah, ah, ah…!”

      Cal can’t stop himself from taking a step forward, with his signature self-satisfied grin. I really don’t know how Kam or Ian put up with him.

      Both Cal and Dexter Jr. are used to getting what they want. That includes not getting what they don’t want. It’s obvious that to my brothers, the meeting is over. But I raise a hand to each of them and say, “It’s alright, it’s alright. Kameron has asked a fair question.” I’m silent for several seconds, watching Kam’s face until the arrogance leaves it and is replaced by the boy inside the man, who still wants to search my face until he finds his true love Megan. When I have his full attention, I say, “If this convergence of all our lives for the moment and going forward is a jetliner, Blue is my copilot. That means what you think it means—assistance, backup, moral support, and, should anything impede my own abilities in any way, being the one to take charge. And that’s—”

      But Kam has started spluttering with rage and cuts me off. “To take ch—”

      Then it’s his turn to be interrupted. “Enough.”Cal says with an exasperated sigh, looking bored..,  and Dexter adds, “Twenty-five!” loud enough for the guards to hear. Within seconds, the two goons have reacted to the code, showing Kam brusquely to the door, with one of them coming back to snatch Kam’s windbreaker and spin around to go out again.

      I try to calm myself, left with an uncomfortable amount of adrenaline in my system, imagining the man simply flinging the jacket off the front steps as a crestfallen Kameron tugs at his lapels and brushes his sleeves until he is calm enough to scrape up the windbreaker and head for his car.
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      “This is an extremely important development,” says Dr. Lyce. She’s sitting in front of her desk in the chair she’s brought around, facing me up close and personal. She puts down her gourmet coffee and writes a few things down on her yellow legal pad. She glances at me, clicking her ballpoint as she sets the pad on the desk behind her.

      I’ve just told her about my ability as Veronica to access some of the short-term and long-term memories of my two alters, Megan and Alana. That was after she got over her initial shock from learning about my existence in general. Her eyes are twinkling so much that I wonder if she’s imagining the financial success of a book she’ll eventually write about my ‘case.’

      I try to relax on the couch in her office. It’s difficult because the emotional residue of Megan’s constant battle against Helen’s suggestions about integration is crowding my head. I close my eyes and rub my forehead. Long experience has told me that the really good therapists are few and far between. Most of them ask stock questions and never get to the heart of any issue other than what drugs they can throw at the patient.

      Helen clicks her pen a couple more times. She says, “Are you alright…Veronica?”

      I sigh, taking my time looking up and leaning back on the sofa. “I’d like it if we set the clinical nature of all this aside,” I say. “If we can. A lot is going on in my life that I’d like to take this time to tell you about.” I put a hand on my baby bump. She nods. I go on, “I’m aware that Megan and Kam had their heads in the sand the whole time she saw you. I’d like to start from there.”

      “Please,” she says, picking up her pad again. “Tell me everything you think is relevant.”

      I begin the story about what happened when Kam and Megan took off to start a secret new life, and bring her all the way through. She listens with an air of fascination, nodding and murmuring at the moments I naturally look for feedback. I notice that she peers especially curiously at me when I refer to both Kam and Ian in terms that indicate that they’re exes, not viable partners going forward. I mention Blue a few more times than I mean to, in response to which Helen raises her eyebrow and scratches furiously on her pad.

      I tell her everything up to having seen Ian the previous day, ending with, “Cal and Dexter told me before they left yesterday that they had eyes on both Ian and Kam. I took that to mean some sort of PI situation.”

      Helen lowers her pen and pad and leans back. “They’re serious about protecting you and the baby.”

      “Actually,” I say, “I think it’s more like ‘the baby and me.’ I don’t think they see me as having a lot of potential to add to things—their business pursuits, for example. But they’re both heavily invested in their niece or nephew. It’s written all over their faces. And I don’t mind—if the situation were reversed, I’d probably feel the same way.”

      “And it sounds like they don’t necessarily want to have to accept either of the possible fathers as a family member, the way they have you…?”

      “Yes,” I say. “Yes, as in correct. And, as difficult as it is to stay ahead of Megan and Alana’s feelings sometimes, as they try to pummel themselves in from my subconscious, I don’t see a successful relationship with either Ian or Kam for myself in the future, either.”

      Her eyes widen a little. “You plan on being a single mother?”

      This is it. The first time I will say it out loud.

      “I’m going be honest with you, Helen,” I say. “I knew that this topic would come up, and I thought about just glossing over it and letting you believe that that was my plan. But since I see the therapist-client relationship between you and me eventually leading to discussions about integration, hypnosis, medication, all the clinical stuff, and it’s not smart to mess around with that, I know better than to start off by leaving out important details. To that end, it’s not entirely accurate to say that my baby won’t have a father figure.”

      She smiles. “Go on,” she says.

      “Well,” I say. “You remember my…friend? The one you saw when you came out to bring me back?”

      I have to give her credit—she buries her surprise almost instantly. She says, “I believe you introduced him as ‘Blue’? ”

      “Yes,” I say. “You can probably guess that that’s just a nickname—funnily enough, not from his blue hair, but we’ll get to that story eventually—his real name is Joshua, and I…well, Alana at least has known him for years.”

      She’s leaning forward now, her notes forgotten on the desk behind her, and I feel like a high-schooler telling my girlfriends about a new crush. She says, “That must mean you have a great deal of respect for him?”

      “Absolutely,” I say, blushing a little. “He’s one of the best people I’ve ever met,” I add. She looks at me curiously.

      “And besides friendship and him fulfilling this role in your child’s life. Do you see that becoming anything else?”

      I pause. Wondering how much I want to let her in on. Once the truth is said out loud, it can’t be taken back.

      “Have you ever felt romantic feelings for anyone before Veronica?” Helen asks, her face dead pan. I decide to sidestep the question.

       “Before, he and Alana were friends, they were both with other people, and they were able to resist their chemistry—a sort of connection that I, Veronica, also feel for him.” I pause, trying to push away the fantasies I’ve begun to indulge in about Blue attempting to play through my mind.

      And Helen is no novice when it comes to reading a person’s face. “Veronica, you’re blushing,” she says with a smile, and to my horror, I feel my skin begin to flush.

      “Would you say that you have begun to feel something for Joshua?” She asks. It’s the first time I avoid her gaze, giving her an answer.

      “Romantically?” she continues. I fold my hands on my lap and give a slight nod. There’s a pause, as if my response has caused her to reevaluate the direction of this session.

      “I seem to recall that, Joshua, ‘Blue,’ he is Ian’s cousin, is that correct?” she asks evenly. 

      “Yes. That’s correct.” I say quietly. I see the slightest pressing of her lips. 

      “I’m assuming that you have not expressed your possible feelings to him?”

      “It hasn’t been necessary at this point,” I say evenly. I try to imagine Blue’s reaction if I were to tell him. I’m not so naive to have noticed that Blue is attracted to me.

       However, it’s one thing for him to be attracted to me and another to allow himself to have feelings for me in a way that is anything but platonic. If he did, he’d fight them with everything he has. He loves his cousin, and I know that he and I being together would be considered a betrayal to Ian.

       “So tell me about that and how you think it will be affected by Megan and Alana’s ongoing connections with Ian and Kameron. I ask you this because we’ve seen how stressors can lead to a…switch, especially stressors like—”

       “Yes, you’re right. Relationships are a major trigger. I’m not too naïve to know that. And I agree with your unspoken warning that I shouldn’t be overly confident when it comes to maintaining…dominance, for lack of a better word. I don’t want to fool myself the way Megan did. But don’t you think that things like my awareness of my alters’ actions when they’ve been at the fore would indicate that I have a good chance of staying in control through my pregnancy?” I’m rambling and indirectly avoiding a subject I don’t want to dive further into.

      She takes her reading glasses and pushes them to the top of her head, then pushes a lock of hair behind her ear. “Veronica, that’s a question that it’s going to take a long time and a lot of hard work to resolve. I’ve been studying DID for over a decade. If there’s one thing you can be sure of, it’s that you can’t be sure of anything. And that may sound facile. The point is, in nearly all the cases I’ve studied or consulted on, patients have only achieved the level of predictability you’re talking about after a successful integration, and sometimes not even then.”

      I lace my fingers together and put my elbows on my knees and watch my bangle bracelets slide down my forearm with a little jingle. “I understand,” I say. “I’ll just ask—do you believe that my hope to preside over the whole pregnancy is just as much of a pipe dream as Megan and Kam’s, that they could handle things so Alana wouldn’t come back?”

      She points at me like I’ve just guessed right in charades. She says, “That’s at the heart of the matter. It’s a question that will need a lot of unpacking and examination. I’d like to see you at the end of the week to pick up here and twice a week moving forward. We have a clear direction.”

      I nod and stand up as she goes back around her desk and opens her calendar on her computer. She takes a minute to schedule out dates for our upcoming sessions, and I look out her window at a tall aspen whose leaves are just turning from green to yellow. My mind wanders, and for a minute, I’m envious of all the ‘normal’ people, everyone who doesn’t have to treat their own mind as a group project.

      Helen prints out a schedule sheet and hands it to me, then opens her office door for me to leave. As I pass her, she squeezes my hand, and I can see the genuine care and concern in her face. I go out to the waiting room, where Blue puts his phone away, stands up, and approaches me. I want to dive into the depth of his eyes. I want things to be easier.

      He says, “You look…sad.”

      I shake my head, but at the same time, my eyes are swimming. I turn toward the exit to hide my tears, and the touch of his hand on the small of my back is the only thing that keeps me from breaking down and sobbing.
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      I’m supposed to meet Hillary at the Art Institute of Chicago, and I think I know what’s coming. Considering the fact that she’s never been a big art fan and that the Institute is the kind of place that you can get up and leave at any time, instead of having to worry about paying a bill like you would at a restaurant, I have a strong suspicion that she’s finally had enough of my spending so much time with Veronica. I’ve explained and explained, but at the end of the day, Hillary is right to feel that all the words in the world don’t change the fact that Veronica is a bigger part of my life now than she is, circumstances be damned.

      She’s a little late, or I’m a little early. The wind off the lake is colder than I expected for this time of year, so I go up the broad stone staircase and wander into the gift shop—no need to buy a ticket for the exhibits, especially considering I’m most likely about to get dumped.

      But Hillary, when she arrives five or ten minutes later, is insistent. She keeps the conversation squarely centered on superficial matters as we pay our admission and wander through the maze of temporary and permanent exhibits. In the medieval arms and armor section, I point out how small people used to be compared to now, using the diminutive height of the ancient suits of armor as proof.

      “I’ve read about it, Blue,” says Hillary. “Plus, you said the same thing the last time we were here.” I wrack my brain for a second, trying to remember the time she’s talking about—we’ve only been together for a few months—but come up empty. So either she’s fudging the truth a little, or I’m losing my grip. 

      “So, I’ve been doing some thinking.” She says, keeping her gaze straight ahead of her.

      “Yup,” I say. “There it is.”

      She takes a step back, her eyes darkening into a scowl. “What?”

      “There’s only one conversation that ever follows those words, babe. At least give me some credit.”

      She pouts, “So it’s gonna be like that, huh?”

      “Like what?” I say, trying not to sound annoyed. “I’m not the one dumping you, remember?”

      We wait a minute in uncomfortable silence as a Japanese family breeze through—I’ve been taught a few phrases by a coworker, so I know I’m not assuming—taking pictures of the authentic swords and maces that are behind glass on the other side of the aisle from the suits of armor. When they’re out of earshot, Hillary sighs, blowing a wisp of hair off her cheek as she exhales. “Look,” she says. “I’m not dumping you. It’s just…I’m asking for—”

      “Some space, right?” I say, snapping a little this time. Probably a good thing she chose a public venue after all. I continue, “It’s the same exact thing. I’ve heard it all, Hillary. Why not just cut to the chase? Let me know when you want me to pick up whatever I have at your place, that’s all. Let’s be adults—we don’t need to bullshit each other.”

      I wait for her to say something, but she just stands there fuming, so I start to walk back toward the front of the gigantic building. She runs to catch up with me, saying, “Wait….”

      I shake my head, not even slowing down. “You think this is easy for me,” she says, finally looking me in the eyes. “I like you, Blue. Really like you, but I’ve been in a situation like this one is starting to feel like. Where I started to fall for a guy, but he couldn’t allow himself to feel anything for me because he was in love with someone else.” 

      “Hillary, there isn’t anyone else!” I say, exasperated. She rolls her eyes.

      “You’re right. Yours isn’t one at all.”

      Damn. 

      I stuff my hands in my jean pockets.

      “It’s not like that,” I say quietly, feeling guilt creep all over me.

      “Then what’s it like, Joshua?” She asks with a humorless laugh. I open my mouth and try to explain but realize it’s useless and probably unfair to keep Hillary involved until this situation with Veronica/Megan/Alana is all settled.

       “I’ll bring your stuff when I come to get mine.”

      I stop, but she keeps walking.

      The weight of all the time, energy, and passion I’ve invested in Hillary and me fall directly down on me. By the time I’ve hit the sidewalk, I can’t help but wonder if, at the end of all this, I’ll be the one screwed.
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      “She’ll change her mind, right?’” Veronica asks. She’s mixing me a whiskey sour behind the kitchen island as I sit on one of the stools opposite, looking forward to a drink.

      “I don’t know. She’s pretty headstrong,” I say. “It’s just something I’ll have to accept for now?”

      “I’m sure everything will work out in the end.”She says as she hands me my drink and leans forward over the counter, holding her Virgin drink with both hands and nodding her understanding.

       Shit, when the hell did her breasts get so big?

      “Enough about me. How are you feeling?” I ask, desperately trying to change the subject.

      We both stand, and as I move toward the loveseat that’s my favorite spot—I sink down so far I start to feel weightless. “I’m good today. Nothing to complain about yet,” she says from behind me,

      “Good,” I say, snatching the remote off the coffee table and flopping down into the loveseat. The chocolate-brown leather sucks me in. Half of me thinks that’s about as much loving as I’m gonna get for the foreseeable future. I really fucked up with Hillary, and it sucks thinking about what we might have had. I watch Veronica as she settles into her seat with her into the armchair to my right. I never really understood the meaning of graceful, but Veronica’s the picture of it—no wasted motion, her limbs working together in perfect accord—and she smiles when she catches me looking again.

      I turn on the gigantic smart TV. It’s on mute, and some nonsense war movie is on in black and white. I start flipping through the channels.

      By my second drink, we settle on the Dune remake. She’s read the book more than once, and I don’t mind the narrational supplements she throws in when I look confused, or my eyes glaze over. By my third drink, I’m enjoying a nice buzz. I try to fight my gaze slipping off the screen and onto Veronica’s face every five or ten minutes, but she doesn’t notice.

      I haven’t even been paying attention to this movie, and I’m completely surprised when a nude pops up on the screen. “He has such a perfect body. Lean and slim, sort of like yours. The best kind.”

      It’s an innocent statement, right? It should be, but I don’t know what to say.  The alcohol isn’t helping. I try to think of something funny to say in response, but the moment her ice-blue eyes capture mine, I lose all train of thought.  There’s electricity so powerful that not only does Little Blue start to press painfully against the inside of my pants, but I feel like I’m on a precipice of a great height and could very possibly fall thousands of feet—or just keep falling forever. 

      Veronica gives me only a smoldering sort of half-smile. 

      Is she flirting?

      Then she bites the corner of her lip ever so subtly holding my gaze.

      She is flirting.

      This is trouble.

      I pull myself to my feet and go back to the open kitchen, keeping my back to her and maneuvering to stay concealed by the refrigerator door as I grab the lemon juice.

      This is dangerous.

       Really fucking dangerous.

      I’m a little drunk and unexpectedly horny, and Veronica’s looking like Veronica…not Megan, not Alana, someone entirely different. Just as beautiful, even sexier, and almost perfect. 

      Fuck I’ve got to get out of here. 

       But the alcohol and the throbbing in my groin are not helping. “Another?” She asks quietly.

      “No, I was just going to put everything away. I should probably call it a night.” I fumble the Maker’s Mark, barely catching it before it would have spun off the edge of the island.

      “Oh,” she says, sounding disappointed. 

      “I was sort of hoping that we’d…” she trails off, joining me at the island.

      “That we’d what?” I ask the question, but I’m afraid to hear the answer. The poised, direct, normally charismatic Veronica seems slightly nervous.

      “Blue, I…” She doesn’t continue but steps closer towards me, and my heart drops.

      “Hold on,” I say, trying to find my voice, trying to cut through the alcohol and hear my conscious over how loud my heart is fucking beating.

      “What do you see when you look at me?” She asks, as we’re only inches apart. I’m trapped between her and the counter.

      “Jesus Veronica, what are you talking about?” I say, trying to laugh to lessen the thick sexual tension that’s growing between us.

      “Who do you see?” she demands, her tone firm and her eyes locked on mine.

      I look at her, the girl I’ve known so many variations of  Alana and Megan, but right now, I don’t see either of them.

      “My best friend,” I say quietly, and she gives me the saddest smile I’ve ever seen.

      “Not what, but who?” She asks, her voice light and vulnerable, and damn near makes me want to grab her and kiss her, but that’s not right. I cannot kiss her! I got to get out of here, but we’re no longer inches apart. We’re chest to chest, our faces way too close. 

        I see her, Veronica. She’s in front of me, almost pleading to be recognized, but everything in me is telling me it’s not the right thing to do. 

       But shit, I can’t lie to her.

      “I see. I see you, Veronica.”

       It happens so fast, her lips on mine, that I don’t have time to react. They’re so fucking soft, and her arms around my neck and tongue slipping into my mouth doesn’t seem real. I tell myself this isn’t real, that it’s a figment of my imagination that I’m kissing back, an illusion that I’m gripping tightly, my hands sliding beneath her top and feeling smooth, warm skin there. I’m falling, falling so fucking fast, into this, into her.

       This is a dream. It has to be because I feel as if I’m floating, every cell in my body buzzing, the scent of her devouring every bit of common sense I have.

       I don’t know how we get to her room, how we ended up on the bed, my shirt off, and her completely naked, my tongue sliding down her neck, her breast in my hands, her tugging my pants down, but it’s happening. 

      She’s beautiful, her body perfect, made to be worshiped. She pulls me down on top of her and kisses me hungrily, almost desperately. It’s intense and almost overwhelming.

      “Blue,” she moans in the most angelic voice I’ve ever heard.

      “Tell me you love me.”

      Is this love? Could I love her? It sure as hell feels like it. She fucking has my heart in the palm of her hand and my dick in the other.

      “I-love…” 

      Fuck!

       No! 

      I can’t love her. 

      What the hell am I doing?

      “Shit!!” I push myself away from her, the reality of what is really happening knocking me in the face.

      “What? What’s wrong?” She asks, confused.

      “Fuuuck!” I shout at myself. I’m off her and out of the bed, frantically looking for my clothes.

      “Blue, stop, please.” She’s grabbed my arm, and there are tears in her eyes. I’m about to throw up.

      “Veronica!” I growl, holding her arms to her side. “We can not do this,” I tell her begging for her to understand, but she looks confused and worse, heartbroken.

      “Why not?” she asks, her voice strong and determined.

      “You know why we can’t!” I plead, reminding her and myself how fucking ridiculous this has been, how I just majorly fucked up! Hell, I almost was inside of her. 

      Ian is going to fucking kill me!

      “No! There isn’t a reason for us not to, Blue,” she says with a hopeful smile that makes me want to cry. She takes my face in her hands.

      “I love you. You love me, and you love all of us. This baby.” she says as if it’s the easiest thing in the world, placing my hand on her stomach.

       I can’t believe I’ve done this shit!

      “It should be you and I. Not Kam and Megan or Alana and Ian. Us.”

      I move away from her shaking my head.

      “I’m so fucking sorry, Veronica. This should never have happened. This is my fault,” I say, covering my face.

      “Tell me you don’t love me!” She demands.

      “Veronica! You’re pregnant! You’re my fucking cousin’s wife!” I tell her, each word cutting me to my core.

      “That isn’t what I asked you!” She declares, her voice is fierce even though tears are beginning to drip down her face. I grab the sheet off the bed and try to put it around her, but she pushes me away. I take her face in my hands, trying to let her see how much it hurts me to have to say this to her, but needing her to understand it more than anything in the world.

      “We could never, ever be. I’m sorry.” The way her expression shatters breaks a piece of me. 

       She slowly falls to the floor in a crumpled heap, and it breaks my fucking heart.

      I’m frozen, unsure of what to do, what not to say to make this worse, to fix it. I hear her say something, but her voice is so quiet. I reluctantly approach her. She raises her head, and her expression is so cold and angry it sends a chill through me.

      “You are a coward, Joshua, and I hate you.”
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      I catch up with my dad at the marina in Burns Harbor just as he’s about to cast off and sail away on one of his famous ‘Ship of Solitude’ trips. He’s just gotten on board his twenty-four-foot Columbia sloop.

      “Dad!” I yell, slowing my pace to a quick walk now that he sees me.

      He stands and waves, then reaches out an arm to guide me as I hop onboard. I see him take a quick look along the pier and up at the marina building behind me, trying to figure out if I’m alone, and if so, why.

      I give a quick thumbs-up to a man and woman who are lugging some coolers up onto their yacht and have stopped to stare. They smile and wave, the sound of scores of brass hanks clanking against dozens of masts above us adding to the immediate sense of comfort I feel, having arrived in time. Then I turn to my dad, who has his signature, ‘I’m proud of you, but you better watch out’ smile on.

      “Mom told me where you were,” I say. He lets me take the line from him, and I shove the boat away from the slip with my foot as I coil the rope and lay it aside.

      “Hmm,” says my dad. “When was all this?”

      “Mom and Katie were finishing up breakfast. I drove fast,” I say, attempting a grin.

      “You and that damn Porsche,” he mutters. “The cause of your mother’s gray hair and mine. Alright then, get to the rudder.”

      He staves us farther out into the narrow waterway between the marina’s rows of slips. Then I ignite the trolling engine and guide us out toward the open water. There’s a fair breeze—enough for me to feel it in my hair—and only a few low-hanging clouds in the broad sky. The sun, when it shows itself, is bright and warm.

      As soon as we’re well clear, I turn off the small motor and stabilize the rudder so I can help Dad set the sails, as we’ve done countless times before. On the horizon to the west, as Dad silently points them out, I see a couple of Canadian cargo ships bound for Chicago—I’ve always loved the sheer distance of things on the water and the way your perspective changes, just from being out there, being a part of it.

       I take it upon myself to dig out the beer cooler. We both feel it—the farther out from land you get, the less you think about your problems. I bait my hook with a chunk of cod from a bucket dad brought and cast, enjoying the sensation. But it won’t be long before I have to break the spell of distance and quiet and motion. With a sense of dread, knowing Dad won’t like what I have to tell him, I compose my thoughts. He’s leaning back, at ease, lazily reeling in his own cast, and he must sense my trepidation because he says without looking, “Go ahead, Son.”

      I watch the sunlight sparkle on the water for a moment. “Well,” I begin, “You can probably guess the general topic.”

       “I think I could make a very good guess.”

      A glance at him tells me he’s prepared to hear about Megan. If only that was still the real extent of it. “She’s been back for a while,” I say. “Chicago. I was…invited to go see her in a sort of supervised visit.”

      Dad grunts. “Invited, the Crestfield’ doing, I assume?” he scoffs. 

      “Yeah, but there’s more, Dad,” I sigh. “I already told you that she left because her alter Alana surfaced and took over?”

      He waits for me to continue. 

      “It turned out to be more complicated than that.”

      He looks at me indignantly. 

      “You mean that it was Megan who left you high and dry?”

      “No,” I say, “Not exactly. Just listen, Dad…there’s a third identity in play. A woman who calls herself Veronica.” I’ve reeled my line all the way in now. The bait is still intact, so I draw back my rod and cast it out again. My dad has become rigid and tense next to me. 

      “This Veronica is who is in control now.” I sigh, regretting the frown I’ve put on my father’s face. “Of course, this all makes the pregnancy a thousand times more complicated—she’s told both that…guy, Ian Hudson, and me, that she doesn’t want either of us involved. With some sort of grand regrouping to take place when the baby is born, or just before—the paternity test will obviously be a huge factor.” I’m consciously omitting Blue’s part in Veronica’s plan. 

      “So that’s where it stands right now.”

      Dad nods, but his face is grim. He clears his throat. 

       “Son, I don’t have to tell you that my number one priority—and your mother’s and sister’s—is your wellbeing. Period. Second, I have to say that I’m very edified to find out that Megan—whatever her current mental deal is trying to pull on her—is safe and not hurt. That could have gone very badly. But I have a little more to say about how this is going to affect our family if it’s allowed to go on and how it already has.” I put a hand up to be allowed to interject, but he shakes his head. 

      “I understand that you love the girl. But I’m going to tell you something about that. About love and all it entails. See, Son, it’s one of the biggest untruths perpetrated on the nation, and pretty much the entire world, that love is the be-all, end-all of human enterprise. Popular culture tells you to follow your heart. Books. Movies. Rock and roll songs. ‘Beat up the bad guy and get the girl.’ All that. I never told you this, Kameron, but your mother and I didn’t start out as head-over-heels lovebirds. We knew each other from different functions that both our families put on or attended, and we didn’t think highly of each other. She thought I was stuck up, and I thought she was the princess of all the prudes. There’s more, obviously, but the main thing is that at that time, we both believed in love. Do you know why, Kam? Because we hadn’t learned any better at that point. Her boyfriend, the love of her life, was a motorcycle-riding ne’er-do-well, and—”

      “Wait. Mom?”

      “True fact. And they were in love. Or thought so. And your old dad, well, I had my eye on the prettiest, smartest, best-connected girl at Harvard. But so did every other guy. And she knew enough to take her time choosing. I was a brat, thinking the Davis money plus my own charms would be enough to tip the scales in my favor. And while she was vacillating, feeding me bits and pieces and leftovers here and there, I believed that I’d fallen for her. I was ready. I had our whole life planned out. But—”

      “Ha!” I yell, feeling a powerful tug on my fishing line. “Hold on!” I yank back on my rod, and I’m rewarded by the unmistakable resistance of a fish on the line. A big one, from the fight it’s already putting up.

      “You got it?” my dad yells, excited as I am. I nod and laugh, reeling the bastard fish in for all I’m worth, and he says, “Okay, remember. In a few seconds, let him run. You gotta give him some slack, like I always—”

      “I got it, Dad!” I shout excitedly.

      He laughs and puts a hand on my shoulder. “He’ll probably try to go under the boat,” he says quickly. “A fish that size has got cunning.”

      I nod, alternately reeling and pulling up on my rod. My dad already has a prize fish mounted on the wall of his study—a swordfish he caught off Cancun—but the walls in the place I got for Megan and me before everything went wrong are under-decorated. I imagine my fish on a plaque behind our sofa. The fight with the monster on my hook sets my mind swimming into a waking dream that’s part wish for a romantic reunion with her and part fantasy about handing our son the giant mounted bass or trout when he goes ahead and gets his first place of his own.

      “You’re gonna lose him, Son!” my dad says. “It’s like a business deal or a date—you gotta know what you’re thinking.”

      “Got him!” I pull hard one last time to drag my prey out of the water and out of its life. I see that I’ve caught a Chinook salmon that’s at least thirty-six inches long. After putting the fish away, we catch our breath and sit back down.

      “The point about earlier son is just to say that life may not go exactly how you want it to, but for us. We make life work, and it turns out most times better than you can imagine.”

      I nod, wanting to appease him, but there is no other way to make life work without Megan. We’re each other’s end-all, regardless of what all I have to go through or who.
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      It’s a long drive back to Mom and Dad’s place in Terre Haute. It’s dusk, and the stars are beginning to glimmer over the dairy farms and small towns of Indiana. Dad and I have spent the first couple hours of the trip talking on our car’s Bluetooth phone connections. He’s brought me up to speed on his lobbying efforts to advance his pet pieces of legislation—expanded Medicaid is the one that stands out as the least like him, and I wonder if he’s going soft in his fifties—and Mom’s latest aches and pains, and last but not least, Katie’s new leaf that she’s trying to turn over. She’s changed her major. She wants to be an art historian. Dad says she saw the superb Van Gogh exhibit in Indianapolis and came back telling him and Mom that her life had changed. I’m doubtful, but the longer we talk about Katie, the longer I don’t have to admit that her ex, Blue, is now the main father figure in what would be my unborn child’s life.

      We’re about an hour out from home, when someone beeps in from another phone. It’s Mom. I get a feeling at the base of my skull that Blue would call my ‘spider sense’—screw that nerd-in-disguise anyway—and I tell Dad that I’m disconnecting to answer it.

      “Mom,” I say.

      “Kameron,” she says, her tone telling me that there’s news, and I don’t think it’s gonna be good. “Where are you? Did you catch up with your father?”

      “Yes, mom. We’re on our way home. To your place. Are you…what’s going on, Mom?”

      She sounds relieved. “Well, I might as well just put her on. Hold on.” I brace myself for Katie to scold me about something she’s pissed about.

      “Kam? I- I didn’t know where else to go.”

      My heart slams against my chest. 

      “Megan, sweetheart,” I choke out, my eyes stinging.

      She sounds teary, too. “I know, Kam. I know…I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, my foot getting a little heavier on the Porsche’s accelerator. “I know it was that…Veronica. I’m just glad you’re back. In every sense of the word.”

      I’ve managed to rein in my emotions, but hers sweep over her. 

      “I hate this! I hate it. It was bad enough when Alana fucked up my life all the time. Now I’ve…now…I miss you so much.”

      “Just stay there,” I say. “I’ll be there in a half-hour.”

      “Okay,” she says, sniffling. “I’ll be here, I promise.”

      “Okay,” I say, calculating the top speed I’ll be able to press without being arrested if I get pulled over. “Don’t tell Mom anything. You haven’t…?”

      “No,” she says. “Did you tell your dad?”

      Fuck. 

      “We’ll talk about it when I get there. God, I can’t wait to see you!”

      “I love you,” she says, and I feel like I’m floating.

      “I love you too,” I say, disconnecting.

      The Carrera jumps forward as if it’s an extension of my will. I pass Dad in his Range Rover like it’s going backward. A minute later he’s calling me, but I don’t answer. I can’t wait to get to her —and I have to prepare Megan for the avalanche of grief that’s going to come rumbling down from above when Dad spills the beans about Veronica. I’m pissed off that I have to worry about damage control, instead of just being with her. Love always wins. Megan is back. She’s in control, and she came to me.

       That trumps everything.

       It always will.
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      Animal photography has never been my thing. But at the Shedd Aquarium, there's this one penguin. He's got three large brown spots on his belly, and he loves to show them off, along with everything else. This bird has been swimming back and forth on the other side of the glass from me for the better part of an hour. And I've been trying to get a shot that shows the tiny bubbles of air as they rise up from his oily feathers when he makes a dive after surfacing for air. I feel like I know this little guy. What I don't know is whether these shots are going to be any better than the gigantic load of shit I've been producing lately.

      My heart hasn’t been in much of anything. I’m surprised it’s even beating at this point. I'm about to pack up and go home when the last person I would want or expect to see, my cousin, sneaks up behind me, and I nearly jump out of my skin.

      “What the hell, Blue!” I yell, frightening a family with two small children. I lower my voice to a hissed whisper and add, “I should knock your fucking lights out."

      He takes a step back and raises his hands. For a second, the blue light that filters in from the surface of the water into the underground penguin viewing area has an interesting effect on my cousin's face. If I wasn't ready to deck him, I'd want a shot of that too. But all I do is power down my camera and drag him to a more private spot in the hallway between exhibits. He's got some serious explaining to do, and this is where it's going to go down. I'm so sick of the pussyfooting and the sneaking around and not knowing what the hell is going on. So now I'm going to find out.

      "First of all,” I say, “How did you know I was here?”

      He looks to both sides like we're a couple of spies, then he says, “I begged Hillary to ask Lauren if she knew where you were. She said you mentioned you were gonna go to the aquarium. So uh, how have you been?"

      "Don't give me that shit," I say. I look down at his Cramps t-shirt and grab a fistful of it, dragging him toward the stairs that lead to the main exit.

      The fat old security guard in the lobby gives us a look, but Blue is smart enough to tell him, “All good, sir. Family emergency.”

      Once I have him out to the parking lot under a cold, colorless sky, where there aren't as many people, I shove him to the ground. “That's for keeping me out of the loop!” I say.

      He scrambles back to his feet like he's gonna fight me, but something in my eyes makes him back down. He only brushes the dust off his jeans, giving me a hurt look. "I've called you dozens of times and you know it!” he sulks. “I stood at your door knocking and knocking that night last week. You knew I was there, man.”

      “Yeah, I did, Blue,” I say. “I also knew that if I saw your face, I'd smash it to a pulp. And just so you know, that's still on the menu for right now.” If only he knew how hard I was really holding back. I point a finger at him and growl, “Now, what the hell is so important about today? Why did you track me down when I was at work? And if you bullshit me, I won't be held responsible.”

      “Listen, Ian,” he says. “First of all, I'm still me, and you're still you. That's…kind of what I've been thinking about. The more I think about this mess—and yes, you have a right to be pissed, just wait a second—the more I think about it, the more I just want to go back to being those two boys, the cousins—the one who could spit the watermelon seeds and you, the one who could always climb the highest. That's who we've always been.”

      And that's Blue. 

      Somehow the fucker always knows what to say. “I still say I wouldn't have fallen out of that damn willow if you hadn't kept talking to me,” I say. It's a grudging one, but I can't help giving him a grin. Then I remember that he's still been hanging around that woman Veronica in my girl's body, and I taste bitter bile again. “So yeah, we're always gonna be cousins, but dude, I'm warning you, this can still get Shakespearean. This can get downright medieval.”

      “That's what the fuck I'm saying,” he says. “If I have to lose you just to keep being this moderator or whatever amongst everybody, it's not worth it to me.” He waits as a group of elderly tourists pass by on their way into Shedd.

       “Bro, I came here to say that if you want me to, I'll start staying away from her. Alana, Megan, Veronica, all of them. I love—I care for all three, but they're not worth losing family for. So I don't know, man, that's my pitch. Or something. Fuck, say something, Ian!”

      I've been brooding while I listened. But now I look at Blue's candor and his distress, and I have to say, “Blood runs thicker than water, is that it?”

      “Well, I also understand that this particular body of water is maybe even thicker than that,” he says. “But I don't want it to be. It's just…damn, bro, you know I've been trying to do the right thing, right? For you and her.” He beats his arms for warmth, looking around at the unforgiving sky.

      “Alright,” I say. “Yeah, I get it. And for my part, I don't have to be a pissed-off caveman all the time, either. You're sitting there freezing your skinny ass off. Let's get a burger.”

      Blue laughs when we find a vendor that has cheeseburgers not far from the aquarium, and I introduce ourselves as Archie and Jughead. The guy gives me points for remembering that comic at my ‘young age,’ hands us two piping hot foil-wrapped burgers, and we meander back in the direction of the lot where both of our cars are parked.

      “Better?” I say as the lake effect wind attempts to cut us to pieces.

      “Mm. Yeah,” he says, chewing. “I swear I just forget to eat sometimes.”

      “Can't do that,” I say. “So, man, like…how is she?”

      He coughs like he's choking on his food. I clap him on the back. Finally, he says, “That's…that's also what I came to tell you, before you heard from someone else. I…there's no easy way to say it—bro, Veronica took off.”

      “What!?” My appetite has gone to hell. I chuck my half-eaten burger at a garbage can and miss the hole, making a splatter of mustard on the side of the thing. I grab Blue by the lapels of his leather jacket. He drops his cheeseburger too. I shake him and say, “You had one job, goddamit, Blue!”

      He manages to knock my hands free, and he raises one fist, breathing heavily. “This is why no one can talk to you, Ian! Calm the fuck down.”

      “I should throw you into the damn lake," I mutter. “Alright. When did it happen?”

      He yanks his jacket straight and starts walking, shaking his head. I catch up to him.

       “Look, I'm sorry. I'm a raging animal half the time these days. But you know exactly why. And you know I need this information. When did she take off?”

      “It was just last night,” he sulks. He stops and turns to grip the railing between the path and Lake Michigan. I do the same. The metal rail is cold and hard. I squeeze it hard, watching the whitecaps on the waves out on the water.

      Breathe, I think to myself. Keep breathing, jackass.

      I spit a piece of ground beef gristle. “Okay, Blue,” I say. “I'm trying to be reasonable. I…”

      “Shut up, Ian,” he says. “I came here because I'm sick of lying, by omission or otherwise, and I'm trying to lay it all out for you, and you're a fucking gorilla, as usual. Look at this, you got ketchup all over my shirt. This is fifty-dollar vintage!”

      “I'll get you a new shirt,” I growl. “Don't get all fucking butt-hurt.” I turn around and lean on the railing with my lower back so I'm looking at the Chicago skyline. “The next question is exactly what happened to precipitate Veronica's leaving?”

      He's still looking at the lake so I don't see his face, but he barks out a laugh. “‘Precipitate’? What'd you do, get a word-of-the-day calendar?”

      “Fuck you,” I say, but I know he knows I'm smiling.

      After a minute, he says, “Here, look at this.” He takes his phone out and taps a couple times. “This is my call log. See Veronica's name? Look at the little number beside it.”

      I feel my eyes go wide. “You called her a hundred and forty-two times?”

      “In one night,” he says. “I want you to know how much I…just plain care, man. I've had a pretty damn dopey role in all this, but I've been taking it seriously.”

      I look at him until he starts to fiddle with his lip ring. “You're stalling,” I say. “What. Happened.”

      “You're gonna want to kill me, cousin,” he says. “More than usual.”

      His eyes go to the ground. And that's about where my heart falls to, too.

      Even more shit?

      He puts his phone away and keeps his hand in his pocket. He clears his throat and mumbles, “Dude, she started to like me.”

      Something is rumbling inside me like an earthquake combined with a volcano. He may be right. I just might kill him.

      I say, “Like, like?”

      He nods morosely. “Like, like.”

      The volcano erupts and tectonic plates destroy everything in a thousand miles in my heart. But instead of making me fly off the handle and lash out, it only leaves me to stand in the middle of the utter devastation, forced to see the image of Alana's perfect mouth touching my cousin's lips. To see that and nothing else. I can't hear anything either, other than the pile driver of my heartbeat and the rushing scream of hot blood in my ears.

      I don't know how long I stand there frozen, but it must be a while because when I finally become aware of my cousin, he has a hand on my shoulder, and he's repeating the question, “Are you okay?” Our eyes meet. He looks as emotional as I feel. He says, “Ian, I'm so sorry. I don't know how it even happened. I don't know anything anymore. Cousin, I'm sorry. You have no idea—”

      I interrupt, and my voice sounds like someone else's to me. “Did you touch her?”

      “I…we didn't have sex.”

      I'm still standing like a statue, fists clenched at my sides, feeling like I'll always be as cold as the lake-effect wind and always alone. “You're standing there dodging the question,” I mutter.

      Blue looks at his hands, and I think he's going to try to shrug it off and I'll tear him limb from limb. “I'll admit I was pretty drunk. Fuck that, I was wasted. And it just sort of happened. Man, you know how these things—”

      "Watch yourself, bud,” I snarl.

      He looks like the same old lanky, vulnerable kid I've known forever, except he’s not. He’s tall, lean muscle, and has that thing that makes girls want to treat him like a puppy.  

      “You're right. Sorry. Anyway, when I realized what was happening, I stopped. I stopped it. And I know what you're saying, Ian. That was already way too late. It should have been sooner. Nothing ever should have happened. Brother, I'm really so—”

      It comes out of nowhere, the shock of pain in my kneecaps as they hit the hard-packed earth of the lakeside trail, and I let out a bellow from my sorrow-constricted throat that's so primal and overpowering that it sends a flock of herring gulls up off the sandy shore, squawking and chaotic. Just as I'm blinded with stinging tears, I see Blue wave off some person or people whose attention I've attracted. Then I just crumple under the weight of all the loss and betrayal, and I, Ian Hudson, perennial tough guy and man's man, sit there, and I bawl. It’s not just because of what Blue’s said, the fucking images in my head but everything I’ve been going through hitting me at once.

      When I look up, it's like a world I've never seen. Everything that's ever grounded me in this place, this life, is now strange and distant. Blue is squatting next to me. He pulls a wad of napkins from the burger vendor out of his jacket pocket. While I'm snotting them up, he stands up and holds out his hand to help pull me up.

      And it's like being rescued from underwater, except when the water's out of your eyes, you see the same guy that just threw you in to drown. With the hand that isn't his, I swat him with a vicious hook, right in the jaw. He goes down on his ass with a thump. I'm about to haul him back up to knock him down again when he holds his hands up in surrender, and he blubbers, “Okay, I fucking deserved that!” He stands, rubbing his jaw, and I let him.

      "You're damn right you did,” I say as I flex my knuckles. We square off for a couple seconds. “You're gonna have a bruise.”

      “It's okay, I'm single,” he tries.

      “Funny guy,” I growl, but I do chuckle a little. Then I groan, “Oh, fuck, I left my camera somewhere….”

      My cousin reminds me of one thing he's always been good at as he puts a hand on his forehead, closes his eyes and murmurs, “Oh shit, okay, hold on…the burger cart! You put it down on that tiny counter. I remember because the lens cap was off, and I was afraid he'd splash the lens, the way he was slinging food like that.”

      “Damn!” I say, remembering now too.

      “Come on,” he says, and just for a little while, we're back stomping our hometown streets, me protecting him from bullies and him with his eye on the details.

      Soon I can see that the burger guy hasn't yet packed up for the day. The only question that remains is if he or somebody else grabbed my Nikon and stashed it to sell later. But as we approach, he sees us and yells, “Ayy, Ansel Adams! No worries, no worries,” as he bares his balding, white-haired head and waves his old-fashioned driving cap in the air. He produces the implement of my livelihood, cradling it like a tiny infant as Blue and I step up to his well-worn cart.

      I dig my cash out of my pocket, saying, “I can't thank you enough…” but he shoos the money away.

      “Tell you what,” he suggests, “You go on Yelp. Five stars?”

      I shake his dry, thin hand and smile. “Five stars.”

      “Ten?” he grins, looking at Blue.

      “Five apiece,” my cousin assures him, also giving the man a handshake.

      He shouts out, “Bernard's Burgers!” as we walk away.

      “Damn miracle,” I mumble. We once again make for Shedd’s parking lot.

      “Yeah…listen, Ian,”

      I'm checking my camera for any ding or damage as we walk, and I simply grunt.

      “I know I fucked up,” Blue goes on. “But I know that I'd never actually willingly sleep with Veronica…because I know she's Alana too, your wife. Plain and simple. That's a line I wouldn't cross if I was in a damn blackout.”

      Satisfied that my camera's fine, I snap the lens cap shut. “I believe you,” I say. “But there's not gonna be any wrapping it up with a nice little bow like that, Blue. Tell me right now like you're in front of a judge—are you in love with Alana?”

      He shakes his head solemnly, stepping over a smashed ice cream cone somebody dropped on the trail at some point. “No,” he says. “I can honestly say that it's not that. But to tell you the whole truth, it's more accurate to say that—I know it sounds like some high school girl's excuse—I love her, but I'm not in love with her. And this is the first time I've ever put it into words. But it's the truth.”

      “What about Veronica?” I put enough gravel into my voice to let my cousin know the same rule applies—the whole truth and nothing but the truth.

      “Fuck man, I-I don't know…no,” he says, sounding horrified. “I was gonna say ‘if things had been different, she could have been the love of my life,’ but that would be a whole different world. In reality, I would never go there because I can't and won't separate her from your wife. As far as I'm concerned, that's Alana's body.”

      “Probably not a good idea to remind me that you just had your hands on that body, cousin,” I say. “You need to have a clone made because I want to kill you—I just don't want you to be dead.”

      He touches the tender spot on his jaw as we get to his car. He leans on the Challenger's trunk and mutters, “Probably gonna need five or six of ‘em.” He fishes his key fob out of his pocket and fidgets with it. “She did text me at one point. ‘Get the fuck out of my house.’ I was already gone. I knew that not only would she and I ever get together, but also that it would be sheer stupidity to ever allow any kind of…close call like that to ever happen.” I'm standing there looking at my cousin and listening to him as the light of the afternoon begins to fade into evening. Still, it's like I'm looking at myself from the outside. I wait for him to sum it up so we can both go home—although I still might kick his ass one more time—he just starts flipping his fob around by his index finger in the ring of it.

      I'm exhausted beyond belief.

       I'm done.

       But I see it in my cousin's face. I let out a sigh that's a roar at the same time. “Jesus,” I say. “What the fuck else? Don't tell me. Megan's back, and she's back with Kam.”

      Blue snaps his eyes back to mine as if I just slapped him. And damn, do I want to. He gulps and says, “How did you….”

      My phone buzzes in my pocket and I whip it out. I refuse the call, and in answer to Blue's raised eyebrows, I say, “Lauren.”

      He nods, dismissing the information, and goes on, “You're no idiot, Ian. Yes, that's exactly the situation. I found out—and I had to eat a big plate of crow—when I called Katie and begged her for information. Megan is in charge, or ‘at the ‘forefront’ right now, and she's at the Daviss’, and God only knows what else. I wasn't sure I would survive today—telling you, I mean—but that's really all there…are you alright?”

      I'm not. At the very thought of that entitled little rich kid Kameron holding the body that contains Alana, having access to every moment with what could be my unborn child. I've doubled over and I'm actually retching. I cough up what was left of that cheeseburger and I'm on one knee, choking up bile after that.

      I let Blue put his arm around my shoulder and help me up. He says, “It's okay, cousin. I don't know how, but all of this is gonna be alright. Come on. Where's your truck at?” I can't answer, but he's able to follow my gaze and get me to my pickup, one aisle down and three over. I stand there reeling until he asks me, “You okay to drive?”

      I nod vaguely, getting the strap of my camera tangled on the sleeve of my jacket. Blue helps me with it, stands there while I dig my keys out, claps me on my upper arm, and says, “I love you, bro. It's full fucking disclosure from now on.”

      My voice is rough, but I manage to tell him, “Just work on those clones, fucker.”

      We both have a chuckle left in us, but for me, it might be the last one. We hug, slapping each other on the back, and he wanders back down the parking lot aisle. I stand and take a deep breath before I open my driver's side door, and I miss Alana so much it's like half of my heart has been surgically removed from my chest.

      I notice the three bright blue stars in the belt of the constellation Orion as I climb in the cab of the truck, and I feel like I'm fucking light years away from earth like them. There's another short buzz from my phone, and I see that Lauren has texted to follow up with her call, and she's invited me to dinner at her and Cal’s place. I text back a simple ‘OMW’ and get my engine running, taking a sort of animal comfort from the rumbling of the hemi.
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      It's a little late when I get to the Scotts’—some asshole cop actually wrote me a ticket for forty-two in a thirty-five—and the first thing I'm greeted with when Lauren opens the door is the two little girls, Caylen and Willa, in princess costume squealing, “Ian, Ian!”

      And I'm no genius, but my mom did teach me never to disappoint a child, so I pick them up in turn and throw them in the air a little, being careful of the header of the entryway door as I boom, “Your highness’ How is the kingdom on this fine autumn eve?”

      They laugh and giggle and try to climb me like a tree until Lauren finally says, “Girls, girls, go get the castle ready for this valiant knight.”

      They run off squealing, and when they're down to a dull roar, Lauren looks at me closely and puts a hand on my shoulder. It's like a plugged-in iron on a cold stick of butter because I feel myself starting to melt. My shoulders hitch, and I sniff a wet breath, and she says, “It's okay. Come on. We've already eaten, but I fixed you a plate. Tell me about it or don't, but Ian, you're home, here. Come on now.”

      She leads me to a seat at her and Cal‘s kitchen table. She microwaves me an amazing-smelling meal of pork chops and gravy, mashed potatoes, and green peas. While she's busy with that, I try to compose some intelligible sentence to tell her. She watches me as I take the first few bites. I'm throwing spoonfuls back like I’ve never eaten before. I'm starving since I threw up that cheeseburger. Plus, the word ‘home’ really has a nice ring to it. But tiredness catches up with me, and I look at her face. I swallow.

      She says with the gentleness of an angel, “Don't forget, Ian. I know.”

      A giant piece falls off me like the face of a glacier in global warming. Before I know it, she’s hugging me as I sit there and blubber like a child, telling her about my day with Blue, my feelings as a possible father, and everything else until I'm just soaking her sweater with tears and snot. She just keeps on saying, “I’m here for you, Ian. I want you to understand that. Always.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ELEVEN: KAM
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      Dad is gloating. Only a little, but it's there. As he and I sit down at the dining room table with Mom and Megan, he winks at Mom. He says, “Well, Carolyn, the senior Mr. Davis is still reigning champ on the billiards table.”

      Mom unfolds her napkin and smooths it over her lap, looking up into space for a second, “Ah! Yes, the old father-son rivalry. I thought I heard those balls clacking around.” She puts her hand on Dad's on the white tablecloth and gives me a mischievous smile. “What was it, son? A slight warp in the cue? An imperfection in the felt?”

      Looking beautiful in white satin and pearls, Megan gives a small giggle.

      To cover my embarrassment, I lift the wine bottle that our housekeeper Ellie has just opened and splash some merlot in Mom's glass, then Dad's.

       “No, ma'am, it was a quite impressive double bank shot that would have been at home on ESPN.”

      Ellie begins to preside over dishing out the prime rib and roasted baby potatoes she’s prepared. Megan sips her mineral water, her eyes bright with interest. This feels so right. So perfect.

      “And in my own defense, it's been a solid decade since I used to blame the equipment.” I fill my own glass half full with wine. I nod at Megan and say, “My dear, in case you're about to ask, no, I've never beaten my father at pool.”

      “When, and only when he does will he get to call me old,” says Dad. “That's been our deal since Kameron attempted to do just that in front of my colleagues on one of those ‘bring your son to work’ days.” He cuts into his beef.

      Mom touches Megan's arm and teases, “Surrounded by Paul Newman and Tom Cruise. A girl could do worse.”

      Megan is cutting her potatoes into tiny halves. “Well, Mr. Davis,” she says, “I think you're simply distinguished.”

      “You see, Kam?” says Dad. “You could learn a lot.” He gestures at me with his fork. Then he says to Megan, “An Ivy League education, and he's like a cave boy.”

      “I'm working on him,” Megan says. Mom and Dad both laugh.

      Something catches my eye, and I see that it’s Ellie.  She clears her throat and says, “Sorry to interrupt. The doorbell says there's someone at the front. Are you expecting anyone?”

      “No,” Dad says, glancing at mom. 

      Ellie is back to wringing her hands a little as she says, “Mr. Crestfield and a Mr. Scott? Both very nice, but they insisted on remaining in the foyer until I checked with you.”

      I put the spare dining room chair against the wall and sit back down in my seat. My heart has dropped to my feet as soon as I hear the names.

      Dad nods and addresses Megan. “Your…brothers?”

      I give Megan a significant look as I saw my prime rib and slightly shake my head. She looks incredulous and mouths something at me, but I can't make it out. I take the plunge and say, “Shouldn't we tell them another time would be better?”

      Megan's eyes flash. “Kam…”

      Dad has missed our little exchange. He says, “Well, it's about time we make their—”

      “Hush, Richard, let the girl finish. Megan?”

      “No, I agree. We should see them.”

      I have a scene of tension and awkwardness playing out in my mind that I intensely want to avoid. I begin, “But—”

      Megan interrupts, “Kam, of course, I don’t want this, but they're not going to leave us alone I have to at least see them. Please.”

      Mom and Dad both have their parental-raptor stares on me. I put down my silverware, give a gesture of surrender, and steeple my hands in front of me, focusing on Megan's face. I'm just gonna have to get through this. I'll follow her lead. 'Don't fire unless fired upon.'
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      We’re in my dad’s library, where he pours scotch for Cal and Dexter and sits them in the leather chairs in front of his mahogany desk. Mom stands behind Dad, her hand on his shoulder. Megan and I have the sofa that matches the chairs. We've arranged the furniture so everyone can see each other.

      Everyone's settled in, and Cal gestures to the wall above Dad's desk with his glass. “Nice catch,” he says.

      Dad looks quizzical. Then he smiles. “Yes, the swordfish. It's surprisingly easy to find a taxidermist in Mexico.”

      Megan's grip has been tight on my hands since we came upstairs, but it loosens a little when I admit.

      “Kam was seven years old at the time,” says Mom, giving me one of her adoring gazes. “For years, he said he caught the thing, and Richard helped.”

      Everybody but me laughs. That's okay. I'll take one for the team if we can keep this light. Come on, Dad, keep this short and sweet.

      “So, I'll start,” says Dexter in his smooth negotiator tone. “First of all, Richard and Carolyn, thank you for inviting us into your lovely home. We would have called before coming, but time was of the essence since we happened to be in town on other business.”

      Yeah, ‘in town’ from Chicago to Terre Haute. Sure, I think.

      “Of course. Think nothing of it. We all understand the urgency of the matter. And I know that whatever issues are discussed here, reason and reasonableness will be the order of the day.” Dad says.

      “They will,” says Cal, still not able to disguise the self-satisfied grin that continuously rests on this face. “And in the interest of brevity, I suggest that we turn to the most important of said issues—Megan's child. And secondly, her need for highly competent… care. Megan, how have you been?” Dexter asks.

      Beside me, Megan shifts her grip from my hand to my thigh. I can practically hear her teeth grit together as she says, “I've been fine. More than fine, back here where I belong, with Kam, And here is where I want to stay, and am going to stay.”

      Cal is ready with a retort, as he always is. He starts, “Really well, you—”

      But Dexter cuts in, “I'll take this one, Cal, if you don't mind. Megan, your other brother and I got where we are today by learning and mastering things like threat assessment, best practices, and just plain good strategy. All of those are what's needed to protect your baby and you for the foreseeable future. Now listen, we're not suggesting anything outlandish. We merely believe that you should see out the rest of your pregnancy and childbirth close to us, in Chicago.” He gazes at his scotch glass and continues, “With all due respect to Mr. and Mrs. Davis, we simply have, and can give you, resources that wouldn't be available anywhere else. For example, with Dr. Lyce….”

      I can feel Megan's fingernails dig into my leg as she leans forward and says, “Helen? That…! Okay, let me start again. Dexter, Cal, I do respect and appreciate your efforts. I really do. But there's one thing you all seem to be forgetting. And let me be perfectly clear. I. Am. The. Mother. I know what's best for myself and my child. Both of those are covered in one answer—to be here with Kam, my future husband. Whom, incidentally, you have treated like…treated in a less than stellar fashion. I'm not ready to forgive that yet. And I really don't see what you could bring up that would….”

      A Metallica song starts blaring from somebody's phone. It's Dexter. He checks it and says, “I do apologize. I'll take care of this in one second.”

      Before he's even out of the room, Cal sets his glass on the edge of Dad's desk and adjusts his cufflinks. He faces Megan and says, “I'm just going to address the elephant in the room, Megan. Okay? Yes, you have your full agency as far as decisions go that are yours and yours alone. No one can force you to live in a certain place or see a doctor you don't want to see. But there does remain the fact that the paternity of your child is being contested.”

      “What!?” Dad slams his rocks glass so hard on his desk that a splash of scotch spills on his blotter.

      “Dad,” I start. I go to stand up, but Megan pulls me back down.

      “Hold on, Kam!” she whispers.

      Cal, once again seeming to enjoy being in a position to lord it over people, addresses my father. “That's correct, Mr. Davis. Dexter and I have been doing some pretty heavy wrangling to make sure it all remains amicable. The other party, Ian Hudson, has insisted that he will take legal action if not given appropriate representation. Specifically, he wants a DNA test done in a timely fashion that will—”

      My father puts up a hand to one of the few men in the Midwest that may be a part of a more influential than ours. Cal gives a nod allowing my dad to speak.

       Dad levels a fierce glare at Megan and me and says, “Son, is this true?”

      Mom has as tight a grip on Dad as Megan does on me. “Kameron?” My mom asks, her expression horrified.

      Megan covers her face in embarrassment.

      I clasp her hand above her bump, shooting Cal a glare that I wish would melt him away like candle wax. He knew exactly what his little announcement was going to cause, and I don’t think it’s a coincidence he dropped it while Dexter wasn’t in the room.

       Dexter clears his throat and says, “Megan?”

      She breathes heavily for a moment, then waves him off. He glances at Cal, who says, “I've told them.”

      Dexter sighs, a flash of mild irritation comes across his face. Of the two of them, I’m sure Dexter would have been smoother with the news, if revealing it at all.

      I have to hand it to the guy—he can think on his feet. Without missing a beat, he says, “Once again with respect to the Davis family, including its new member to come—well, that's just it, isn't it?” He touches his tie, puts his phone back in his pocket, and closes the library door. “This is exactly the kind of stress that Cal and I are adamant that Megan should never have to undergo. Not if we can help it. Now…”

      “Hold on!” Dad says with all his authority, which is quite a bit. He's standing now, putting his weight on his arms, leaning over his desk. Mom has stepped back. He says, “What the hell is going on?”

      “Alright!” I say, standing up. Dexter regards me coolly. Everybody else simply stares. I'm building up a head of steam. “There was a moment of…indiscretion.” Megan whimpers behind me, her hand over her eyes. I go on, “It's alright, Megan. I've decided. I'm going to be the father to this child. She's going to be my wife. We're going to be a family. To answer your question, Dad, this guy's a loose cannon. He's not educated. Not refined. He's downright—”

      “Violent?” Cal cuts in, amused.

      “Yes, Violent,” I say. “He came at me with a baseball bat like damn Jason Voorhees.”

      “Oh my God.” My mother says before putting a hand to her mouth.

      “Were their witnesses?” My father asks.

      “In a way. Indirectly. He didn't see it directly but must have heard it, and he must have seen the damage that Ian did to his own apartment, but there are…complications.”

      Megan gasps, this being her first time hearing that this happened. “Blue?”

      I only nod, flexing my fingers after realizing I've had my fists clenched tight.

      “Katie’s ex-boyfriend,” my father asks, bewildered.

      “... and Ian's cousin. He's not going to get involved.” Megan interjects quietly.

      “Hmm, still…” murmurs Dexter, rubbing his chin.

      My dad nods. “Yes…this is the kind of thing we need. Measures to be put in place.”

      “The test itself. That's the first step. Also, I’m not Ian’s biggest fan but was there something that prompted him to attack you?” Cal says, sounding bored.  I glare at him.

      “Nothing my son did should have resulted in that. Men talk, they don’t grab bats.” My dad says indignantly. Cal grins and half shrugs. Dexter sighs.

       “Are we all in agreement that a date for the paternity test should be set as soon as possible?” Cal reiterates.

      Dad stands to his full height and puts his arm around Mom. “I think that would be what is best for everyone,” he intones.

      “I agree, father,” I mutter quietly. Megan’s sobbing silently, hugging herself. I sit back down next to her and gently brush the tears from her eyes with my thumbs. “Sweetheart, what do you think?” I ask her tenderly.

      Her breath hitches and she's sniffling, but she manages, “Yes, I agree.”

      Cal takes a box of tissue nearby on Dad's bookshelf, picks it up, and brings it to Megan like he didn’t stir all of this chaos up.

       “It'll be alright, Megan,” he says as he hands it to her. “We'll schedule the test and send you the particulars. It will be sometime in the next several days.” Then he shakes my hand, which I give only begrudgingly. He gives a stern nod. “Kameron, we'll talk soon.” He takes a step toward the door, then looks back at Dexter, who has a finger up like there's one more item on the agenda at a board meeting.

      “I acknowledge that emotions are running high, and that topic is more than sensitive. But Megan, before we leave you and go….” Cal says.

      Megan’s glare at them is deadly.

      “Dexter and I discussed this beforehand, despite the fact, you all are holding Ian up as the bad guy….”

      I see where he's going with this. I stand up again and face him, saying, “No. She shouldn't have to—”

      “I'm not saying ‘have to,’ Kam,” he says defensively.

       “It's more of a ‘should.’ Hudson may not be my favorite person, but he's still a human being.”

      Dexter speaks up. “And a potential father to the child. And you should call him. He deserves to know that you and…that you are physically safe and not in danger…or worse.”

      I still have hatred for Ian in my bloodstream. I feel it course through again every time I hear his name. But if the situation were reversed…

      “They're actually right, sweetheart,” I murmur, stroking her hair. “I’d be going insane if I was him.”

      Dexter hands over a slip of paper. “There's the number, in case…someone has a different phone.” I snatch the slip from his hand, still far from happy about the whole thing.

      “Alright. Dexter, I believe we've done enough damage?”

      Dexter starts to go back toward Dad's desk to shake his hand. My father begrudgingly shakes it, “I'm sure you can see yourselves out.”

      My father watches them go and when the door is closed behind them, he controls his voice to make it calmer and says, “Megan, dear? If Carolyn and I could….”

      She sits up, using her third tissue to mop the moisture off her cheeks. “Yes, of course. I need to lie down anyway. The baby's been kicking, right in the middle of all that….”

      “Rest easy, sweetheart,” says Mom. “I'll bring you some hot tea in just a minute.”

      Megan nods, excuses herself, and gets to her feet to leave the room. The click of the doorknob is an ominous sound.

      Alone with my mother and father, I move closer to the desk and flop down on the chair Cal was using, groaning and putting my arms over my tipped-back head.

      “Yeah,” growls my father. “That's just about the size of it.”

      I peek at his face, and his jaw is clenching in time like it's a V8 engine.

      “Hold on, Richard,” says Mom, putting a soothing hand on Dad's bicep. “Kameron knows very well what's at stake here.”

      I take the opening, straighten in my seat, and say, “I know, Dad—what if the baby isn't mine.”

      “Yes, that about sums it up, Kameron. What the hell are you thinking? I’ve been understanding of Megan’s situation, but this is beyond insanity. If that child isn’t yours, you need to cut your losses,” Dad demands, once more leaning over his desk like an angry executive, which I suppose he is.

      Mom comes to my defense once again. “Richard! Let the boy speak!”

      Dad throws his hands up, then stands back and crosses his arms. Gruffly, he says, “I'm sorry, son. Go ahead. Have your say.”

      “Megan, she’s going to be my wife. That's carved in stone. I hope you can respect my decision.”

      The jury is still out on how he will respond when Mom starts to cry. It's only happened in front of me a few times in my life, and it crushes me. I'm instantly out of my seat, saying, “Mom…” but she puts both hands up to stop me. Dad has turned around and he's standing over her like he’s protecting her from a criminal.

      She wipes her eyes. Then she stamps her foot and says, “Kameron, don't be so…unreasonable!” She slumps against Dad and lets him hold her as her shoulders shake.

      In that instant, I sense a tall, fortified wall appear between my parents and myself, impenetrable and thick. My father confirms it when he says, “Your mother is right. You're making a decision that's foolish and….”

      “I'm making my own decision!” I snap. “And you're making a decision too. Because if you don't want to be a part of your grandchild's life, that comes with a rider—you won't be a part of your son's life either.”

      I stalk out, slamming the door behind me, and in my mind, I'm on the edge of a very high precipice. And I'm either going to jump off and soar, or I'm going to fall a very, very long way.
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      Kam and I stay at his parents’ house for the night. It’s quiet and awkward. The dinner routine is the most incredibly embarrassing thing that’s ever happened to me. Kam’s on his phone most of the time—business, he says—and I don’t make an issue out of it because I’m not in the mood to talk anyway. Still, I can’t help but think that he’s upset with me regardless of how he pretends he isn’t, and I can’t blame him. Cal unceremoniously announced to his parents, my future in-laws, that I had sex with a man other than their son, and possibly this being his baby I was carrying instead of their grandchild. If it was the other way around, I’d be livid as well.

      The next morning, we set out early enough to beat the rush hour traffic. It feels good to be in the Audi with him like always, but we still don’t talk. I open my window as an excuse to gaze off to the right, watching the neighborhoods slide by. It’s only about ten miles between the Daviss’ place and our new apartment, which Kam has thankfully rented for us since staying with Katie wouldn’t be ideal now. As soon as we leave the surface streets and get on the highway, Kam groans—I look up to see that there’s an accident or something up ahead that’s causing what looks to be several miles of bumper-to-bumper traffic.

      The weather is clear and bright. The sun glints off the hundreds of mirrors, paint jobs, and chrome accessories that stretch out ahead of us, making me think of a living river of metal. But there’s nothing very shiny about what’s directly in front of us. We’re stuck behind an old rusty maroon Subaru with the whole hatchback plastered with different bumper stickers. One of them is in the shape of the state of New Mexico, with the state’s red sun symbol in place of the O in the word ‘home’ across the yellow field. And without realizing it, I murmur the word out loud.

      “What?” Kam asks.

      “Oh, nothing,” I say. “That sticker.” I point it out.

      “Oh yeah, New Mexico,” he says. 

      “One of my roommates in grad school was actually half Zia—the native American tribe that round symbol with the bars comes from.”

      Kam’s voice trails off, and suddenly it’s dark.

       I’m in a cave.

      And Ian is kissing me. We’re in the water, or were, and his hard body is against mine, and now he’s inside of me. My arms around his neck, and I can’t stop moaning his name. My body is hot on the brink of exploding.

      “Sweetheart, you there?” Kam’s voice pulls me back.

      “Yeah,” I say quickly, smiling away the heat that’s begun to course through my body. He looks at me quizzically. “Are you sure you’re okay? You’re all red.”

      I turn towards Kam and remind myself how handsome his face is and how much I love him. “Yeah?” I ask. He’s so beautiful, and I know it’s because of the hormones raging, guilt overtaking me, or fear about what’s just happened that I start to cry.

      “Megan?” he says worriedly. “What is it? Is it…?”

      I don’t want to lie again, so I decide to tell him something that is true.

      “I know your parents are upset.  I can tell that you don’t want to tell me about it because you don’t want to upset me, but I’m like…these are exactly the things a couple should talk about, aren’t they?”

      “Yeah,” he says. “You’re right. I know my blowup last night with Mom and Dad makes you feel like you’re coming between them and me. But, weirdly, and this is what I told them, I feel like it’s time to grow up and let my own family take first priority. That’s me, you, and our child. I think it’s sort of the natural order of things, Meg. It’s just what a man should do.”

       We’ve come around the curve of the overpass we’re on, and now a bunch of emergency vehicles are visible about a mile ahead. A crash. I look down at my belly. My hand reaches for Kam’s. He takes it. Then he says, “It’s just like that, right there. For the rest of our lives, we’re going to be worried about just one thing—every time our kid goes out, whether it’s in a car or just going to preschool, it’ll be all we think about—are they okay? Are they going to come home safe?”

      I reach down and pull a packet of tissues out of my purse, because now the tears are really coming. I say, “And that’s what I want, Kam. That’s all I want. But… it feels so selfish to say this….”

      “Sweetheart. It’s going to be our reality. Selfishness isn’t necessarily a bad thing. If we don’t put our needs first, who will?”  

      He’s right, but he’s putting my needs first. What about him? Who’s looking out for his needs?

      “Just listen,” I say. “I think we should go to Chicago. Back to the apartment my brothers gave me.” He squeezes the steering wheel with his palms. But it looks like he’s listening. I go on, “I think being close to Helen is really important.”

      He nods despite himself. “We need help working through all of this. Especially if the results aren’t what….” I continue, but he shakes his head darkly as the flow of traffic inches forward. “Did I not…? Do you understand how unimportant the results of the paternity test are going to be to me? I’m ready to be a dad. God, I want to be a dad so much. To your child, or our child—there is literally no difference to me,  Megan. It’s you that I want. That I need. That I love, since the first time I fell all over myself in that lecture hall.”

      “I know,” I say, thinking back to when everything changed for me. The life I had been wading through a day at a time became a life worth living.

       “I remember it down to the polo shirt you were wearing. Stark white under your beautiful eyes. And Kameron, I love you too.  I just don’t want you to regret….”

      “Let me finish, please, sweetheart,” he interjects. “You need to know that my parents are going to come around. Whatever the results are, they’re going to see their grandchild, and they’ll forget everything about some strands of DNA in a test tube somewhere. They already love you, and they’re going to love you even more. I know it because I know them.”

      He takes my hand and squeezes it in his before he turns on the Sirius. Traffic starts to clear up, we both make a point of not rubbernecking at the aftermath of the accident, and we’re back to uncomfortable silence until we get to the apartment. 
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      It’s afternoon, and I’m bouncing off the walls. I can’t find a single comfortable position on any piece of furniture in the apartment, and I feel like I’m locked up in a cage. I venture into the living room, where he’s on the sofa with his laptop in front of him and a chaotic mess of papers all over the coffee table.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “How are you, little one?” He places a hand on my belly as he asks, directing his question to my stomach.

      “We’re, uh…going stir crazy. You wanna go get a coffee?”

      He takes a glance at his screen, but only a tiny one. He says, “Java Jimmy’s?”

      “Yeah,” I say. We begin gathering jackets, money, phones—and my thoughts—and then we’re in the elevator. It’s become one of my little pleasures, riding an elevator with Kam when we’re the only ones in it. Some people might feel claustrophobic, but to me, the closeness is comforting. I lean my head on Kam’s shoulder and he puts his arm around my waist. It doesn’t even surprise me that his scent and the hardness of his biceps behind me is turning me on. Still, I can only enjoy it for a second because Kam hasn’t attempted to touch me, and I need to know what’s wrong. I can’t help but notice the size of my bump in the elevator’s mirrored wall, and I pray that’s not the reason. 

      Kam helps one of our elderly neighbors in the lobby, whose key is tricky in her mailbox, and then we’re outside in the autumn air. A few clouds have gathered since this morning, but they don’t look threatening. I have a longstanding habit of checking and memorizing the forecast every morning, but I’ve fallen out of it since my emotions have come close to gaining complete control over my actions. Everything seems so damn complicated.

      I’m not gonna cry. I’m not gonna cry.

      Red.

      Orange.

      The action of walking goes a little way toward my being able to relax. The coffee shop is a few blocks away. Kam and I walk in silence. I feel heavy, and I feel like everything else is heavy too. We’ll be leaving for Chicago tomorrow and everything that was once easy but now seems hard.

       It’s all so imbued with importance and possible menace. I’m scanning the ground as we walk as if there will be some clue as to how to deal with this, how I can fix everything and make it better.

      “Hey,” Kam says, jutting his chin toward a young couple with a small child crossing the street up ahead at the corner. The boy is between them, they each have one of his hands, and he’s laughing with glee as they swing him along in giant astronaut-like leaps.

      “Aww…” I say as I crush into Kam’s shoulder. I want to tell the young mom how adorable her son is, but they continue up the side street out of view.

      Kam drops my hand and puts his arm around me. We have to walk slower because of the difference in our heights, but I like it better.

      I don’t ever want to let go. Please, God, let Kam be the father.

      There are a few people at the tables out in front of Java Jimmy’s, sipping coffee and tea with gloved hands as they scan their devices, their breath visible in the chilly air. Kam and I have no such desire to suffer, and we go into the warm, bright shop to the sound of a brass bell jingling at the top of the heavy old door. Jimmy, a big, jolly old Greek American man in a pristine white apron, happens to be manning the helm this afternoon. He’s busy with someone’s order at the counter, but he gives his gray handlebar mustache a twirl and winks in our direction. We both smile and wave. We get in line, and Kam looks up at the menu, but I already know what I want— hot chocolate and a cranberry scone. Maybe two. It’s strange, but I’ve gotten used to pretty much always being ravenous.

      Two or three tables at the back of Jimmy’s have chess boards built into them, and I spend a minute watching two girls have a game. I’ve never seen anyone but men at those tables before when I study the two young women and see the looks of enthralled concentration on their faces. Their body language speaks of complete absorption in the game. The girl wearing an Indiana State shirt makes a move, removing her opponent’s piece and placing hers in its square with one hand. The other girl gives a small groan. She leans her forehead on her hand and blows out a breath to clear a wisp of hair from out of her eyes. And even this simple exchange reminds me of the thing everything reminds me of—I start thinking of how I could have a girl, though deep down I really feel it’s a boy. I think about how my possible daughter could grow up incredibly smart, like a chess champion. How she could go through a very good school’s STEM track—my daughter is giving her acceptance speech to the Nobel Prize commission. Then my chest tightens as I think about if my daughter ends up like me. It’s not the first time I’ve had the thought, but as my stomach grows and each week passes, it’s a thought that reoccurs and interrupts any small moment of happiness I have along with the other ones that drown out my optimistic ones. Still, I’d take these thoughts over the voices, theirs, and thankfully on that front, things have been quiet.

      Jimmy’s humorous voice shakes me out of my thoughts, and I realize we’re at the front of the line. “Kameron and Megan, my favorite new customers!” He booms.

      Kam puts on a winning smile and teases, “Are we still ‘new’? How about you pretend we’re old-timers from now on?”

      “Hmm,” says Jimmy, theatrically stroking his chin. “Tell you what. That would depend on your precise weekly—let’s say monthly—figure of patronage on the column of the black.” The big man winks at me again, and it’s so comical I can’t help but give him a smile back.

      And Kam, who continually impresses me with his modesty and humility even though he could buy Java Jimmy’s outright with no problem, teases him back, “Alright, I’ll go for the extra shot of espresso this time and see how it goes.”

       “Haha,” Jimmy says in his deep bass voice, and it’s just the thing to help me forget all the things my mind’s been turning in circles. We give him our orders—and we wait to receive our drinks and pastries at the far end of the counter. Luckily, the two chess-playing girls are just boxing up their pieces and leaving, and we take their table.

      “Here we are,” says Kam as we settle down to our food and drink. He says it cheerfully, but all I can think about is the huge changes in our lives that we won’t be able to avoid no matter what. 

      I bite into my scone and allow the amazing taste to overwhelm all my other senses. “This is fantastic.”

      Kam sips his coffee but puts it down quickly, whispering, “Hot!”

      “You okay?” I ask. He nods distractedly, and I realize I’m not the only one whose thoughts have them distracted. His blue eyes have a hardness to them. I can tell he has as much on his mind as I do. “Penny for your thoughts….”

      He looks at me like I’m doing something wrong for just a second, but then his face softens.

      “I…well, you know it anyway, so I might as well say it—It’s Monday, and normally I would have called my parents. I didn’t. So, I’m busted. I have to admit that things are different. And I’m trying to be strong, to keep things up and level, but it’s just not black and white. Hell, I don’t even know what I’m trying to say. All I know is that you’re beautiful, you’re mine, and I’m yours, and I’ll do anything to keep it that way.” 

      My eyes are already brimming. These stupid hormones.

      My ‘incoming text’ chime rings. Kam and I both see that it’s Helen. I think we both feel it, the pull of us back to the reality we were originally running from.

      He touches my hand. I hold the phone so we both see Helen’s text as I open it. It says that Cal contacted her to tell her that I, Megan, was back in my identity, and Helen wants to set up an appointment. She’s willing to clear her schedule for a session in the early evening. Today, in just a couple hours.

      I also let Kam see as I type back to her that I can’t get to Chicago in that time frame. What about tomorrow? Kam and I both stare at my phone like it’s a cobra about to strike. I go to take a bite of my scone only to find that I’ve already finished it. Kam silently offers me the rest of his pastry, and I take it. Helen writes back immediately. She’s asking about four o’clock tomorrow afternoon. Kam’s eyes are like an ocean I want to dive into, and they tell me all I need to know. I text Helen to confirm the appointment. My gaze falls to my plate and my fingers absently push the remaining piece of the bear claw around without picking it up.

      “I know that we’ve always been dead set against Helen’s idea of integration, and I love you for being on my side about that, Kam. Veronica’s appearance has shaken me almost worse than when she appears. It was Veronica—which is the same as saying it was a stranger—that first got to feel the baby kick. And she got to see the first ultrasound. Of my child. Babe, you have no idea how frustrating and absolutely frightening that is.” I look at Kam’s face and see that he’s absolutely concentrated on me and what I’m saying, like those chess players completely absorbed in the game. My tears are flowing freely now.

       “I don’t want to live half a life! Hell, a quarter of a life. And I know your mom and dad will never look at me the same again, even if they pretend not to feel that way—even if I was someone else, they see that I cheated on their son and ruined his life! I…I’m…” I have to close my eyes. I just want to get it all out there, every card on the table. I want to achieve the kind of honesty that will keep us together for life. But right now, I can only try to stifle my sobs.

      I feel a hand on my shoulder, and I think Kam has stood up and is now standing next to me, but when I open my eyes, Jimmy is there. His other hand is on Kam’s shoulder. He’s set two tiny cups and saucers in front of us on the table. I look up at him like he’s an old, wise guru, and he says in his rumbling bass, “My friends…the big powers will bless you. My old heart can feel it. Now, this hot chocolate? On the house. You sip it slowly and savor every tiny bit, one bit at a time. You understand?”

      I see that Kam’s cheeks are damp too. He meets my eyes and we both nod. The big Greek man bows his head sagely and withdraws back to his business. I notice with what grace he moves, despite his size.

      I wipe my eyes and whisper to Kam.  The tenderness in his expression gives me hope. The first hope I’ve sincerely had in quite a long time. He says, “I don’t care if I have to tell you a million times a day. You haven’t ruined my life. You’re the best part of my life. As for Veronica…and the other one. Together we will make this work, you and me.” He brings my hand to his mouth and kisses it softly. “I love this man. I want him to talk to me like that when we’re a hundred years old.

      “You promise?” I say, chewing my lip.

      His gaze is clear and intent. “I guarantee it.”

      I nod, thinking that my mascara must be a complete mess.

      “Kameron, I wish more than anything that I was absolutely sure that you’re going to be the dad. But I don’t want to do that anymore. I don’t want to give you stock answers. I love you way too much for that. So that leaves the truth, and the absolute truth is the prospect of that test scares the hell out of me. I’ve been scared out of my mind for so long now, I can’t remember when I wasn’t.?” I wish more than anything that this test would be a gift for Kam.  When the truth is out, and I believe with everything in me that it will be in our favor, but whether it is not, we’ll at least know how to handle things going further.

      “Thank you for being honest,” Kam says, drawing my attention back to his face, letting out a reserved breath.

      “Are you going to take Cal and Dexter’s advice and contact Ian?”

      The question hits me like a physical blow. I set my cup down on my saucer so hard it makes a ‘clank,’ and I’m afraid I’ve broken it. 

      “I am,” I admit, not being able to look him in the eye. I know he probably wanted a different answer, a better one, but the truth is, it’s the least I can do for Ian. After everything, I owe it to him. “I don’t want you to hate or resent me for it. I need your support because, honestly, I’m terrified that I won’t be strong enough to prevent Alana from coming back, if I’m in the same room with him— but it’s something I have to face. It’s why I want to meet with him in Helen’s office—I don’t know if I should be afraid of him, since you told us how he literally attacked you with a bat.”

      I feel a pang of guilt for my lie. Honestly, regardless of what happened between Ian and Kam, I know he wouldn’t hurt me, but afraid I am for entirely different reasons.

      Kam looks down at his cup, slowly turning it a quarter-turn back and forth on its saucer. “Sounds like you’ve made up your mind.”

      “I have to, Kam,” I say. “You said yourself that if it was you, you’d be going crazy.”

      “I know,” he says, more gently this time. “It’s just one of those times where you—I—know I’m not going to get what I want, and I have to accept it.” He wipes his hand across his face, obviously making an attempt to control his emotion. 

      “It’s not the first time and won’t be the last that I have to compromise. This is what the situation is.” I know he’s not happy, from the tremor of his jaw and the way his eyes avoid mine. I hate that I’m the reason he’s upset, but in the end, I know he’s with me, and I’m with him. 
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      The next day is warm to the extent that it nearly breaks the all-time record for Chicago on this day of the year, so Helen has suggested that we take a long walk while we talk instead of cooping ourselves up in her office, and I’m happy for the exercise—the baby likes it. Kam is waiting back at the hotel room he got after we drove into the city long after dark. He was tender and we were affectionate all night long last night. However, we still didn’t have sex, and for some reason—maybe it’s my ego—I’ve been avoiding mentioning it to Helen.

      Helen has been pecking at her smartphone while we’ve been walking for a block or two, and now she puts it away. “Sorry,” she says, putting it away with a sigh, and I wonder if what distracted her was a personal or professional grievance.

      “The most obvious question is how are you—and the baby, of course? Your bump has grown since I last saw you.”

      I want to ask if she means Veronica or me but decide against it.

      “We’re fine,” I say. “Their, perfect. I honestly feel exactly how I did before I found out I was pregnant just with a larger belly.”

      “How have you adjusted since your last transition.” She asks easily and my stomach flips. It’s a question I knew was coming but still dread.

      “Coming back is always fine. It’s missing out that troubles me the most. Especially to learn that there’s another.” I try to laugh, but it’s mirthless. I let out a breath and lift my head to feel more of the sun.

      “What was she like?” I say, trying to sound genuinely curious, but the fact of the matter is I can care less what she’s like. She can’t be any worse than Alana, and I’m glad she’s gone and hope she stays that way.

      “She was interesting. Calm, intelligent, reasonable.” Helen says, and I want to roll my eyes at reasonable.

      “Did you ask Kam what he thought of her?” Helen asks, and I can feel her gaze on me, but I continue to look straight ahead as we walk.

      “He hasn’t said anything about her, and honestly, I’d rather not bring her up. He has enough on his mind.

      “You feel he’d be uncomfortable with it, or are you uncomfortable broaching the subject?”

      “Both. We’re not in denial about my condition, but when things are going well, I try to avoid ruining things.” I hate the fact that I feel my eyes beginning to feel with tears, but I try to fight them back.

      “Are things going well?”  I wipe my eyes quickly, and pull a pair of sunglasses out of my purse and slide them on.

      We’re passing by the Chicago Public Library’s Near North Branch, and soon we’ll be rounding back to the office. I want to get the question out before reaching her office building again. I’ve liked being outside, when I speak words out here, it feels like they can be forgotten as soon as they’re spoken.

      “There’s the paternity test coming up. And Dexter’s probably told you, but I’ve been urged by my brothers to get in contact with Ian. Mostly just to let him know that I—and Alana, as much as I hate to say that—that I’m okay. And to make sure he’s on board with the test. It’s not a conversation I’m looking forward to, and I wanted to ask if you could sort of play host? At your office?”

      In an uncharacteristic display of affection, Helen reaches out to squeeze my hand. “Oh, Megan,” she says, “I’d be honored. And I want you to know that that’s probably the best way you could have decided to handle it.”

      “Thanks, I guess.”

      I see that we’re coming around the block almost back to her building, so I keep it short. “I’m harboring a resentment that when Veronica took over, everything just carried on. People seem to have thought it was completely normal. In the meantime, I wasn’t there—I wasn’t in my own body—for things like my ultrasound. Even the first time the baby moved. I hate that with a passion. I want more than anything for it just to be me in here.”

      “I know,” she says, holding the door to her building’s lobby open for me. “And it’s only a small part of how you and those you love are going to reconcile themselves with your…multiplicity. I don’t mean that in the sense of any deception on your part. Or Alana’s, or Veronica’s. What I mean is….”

      “I can’t just wish them away?” I joke. She laughs despite herself as we stop by the main elevator. “I know that, but it’s not any less scary.”

      She correctly assumes I’m going to go down to the parking levels when she goes back up to her office. She turns to face me directly and says, “Let’s just say we have some work in front of us.”

      I surprise myself when I give her a hug without thinking about it. “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “Of course, Megan. Text me with some good times to bring Mr. Hudson in with you.”

      I nod, and she gets into the first elevator that opens its doors. She waves as the thick brass doors close.

      I take the access stairs down to the garage. I find my car. But when I get in, I don’t start it up right away. I take out my phone and text Blue. I asked him if he could help convince Ian to join a joint session with Helen and me. I have my seat belt on, and I’m waiting for a white delivery van to pass behind my parking space so I can back out, when just what I was hoping wouldn’t happen, happens. Blue’s calling me. I think about not answering, but it’s inevitable that we’ll speak again eventually, and I suck it up.

      “Hello, Blue,” I say dryly.

      “Hey…Megan?”

      “You can never be sure, huh?” I say, putting zero humor into the joke.

      His laugh is hollow and short. “I wanted to talk to you,” he says. “I mean, yes, I’ll get Ian involved, and I know he’ll want to be…I hope. But mainly I wanted to ask…how you’re doing?”

      “Me, or Alana, because you made it clear who your priority is,” I say, unable to hide my anger still.

      “Um, yeah. Okay. I understand I’m not your favorite person, but—”

      “But what, Blue? I still can’t believe how you lied to me. You tricked me, worse deceived me for as long as I’ve known you.”

      “I know, I know,” he mumbles. “I feel bad. I feel bad with you, I feel bad with Ian, I feel bad with Kam. And I can’t say I don’t deserve it. I’m just tired of being everybody’s bad guy.”

      “Wow, poor you, huh?” I snap and immediately feel guilty about it; I’m not entirely sure why, though. Blue lied and betrayed me. He’s the last person I should be feeling bad for.

      “I didn’t mean-I’m not asking for your sympathy,” he says sounding defeated.

       “I’m sorry, Megan. I’m sorry for everything,” he says, and I wipe the long tear that’s fallen from my eye.

      “Yeah. I know you are Blue.” I say dismissively. “I honestly don’t even know why I answered when you called.” I sigh. There’s a silence that stretches between us.

      “Megan, you don’t…. You don’t remember anything about Veronica, do you?”

      Why the hell is he asking me about her? 

      Something doesn’t feel right, but I don’t have the time or inclination to get into it. I say, “I don’t know, Blue, should I?”

      “Right,” he says, “Sorry. Never mind. I’ll uh, get Ian to get in touch with you. Or Helen?”

      “He can text me,” I say. “No calls. Alright?”

      He sounds wounded, but damn it, he should. He says, “Okay, yeah. Bye, Meg.”

      I disconnect without speaking. I take three deep breaths.

      White.

      Purple.

      Gray.
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      There’s one thing about public school teachers—they’re not afraid. I’ve seen it in women and men other than my mom, too. They’re so used to dealing with kids with discipline problems, whether or not through any fault of their own, that the teachers develop almost a soldier mentality—they have to if they want to keep their jobs for more than a few months. They get to know their students better than the kids know themselves. And with my mom, since I’m not only a former problem student but also her son, she’s always kept a sharp pair of eagle eyes on me at all times. I know it’s because she loves me and doesn’t want me to fuck up too bad. But it can be a weight to carry.

      I’m sitting at her kitchen table. I can still see the faint scars on the Formica surface from when I got my first jackknife at age 10—“I.H.” I was grounded and on full dish and garbage duty for weeks after that one. My mom’s sitting on the other side of the table, in the chair that no one but her has sat in since time immemorial, and she’s in the process of engaging in her favorite hobby—chastising me.

      “You have a family, Ian,” she’s saying. “When you have people who love you—I can’t believe I have to tell you this at your age—we’re going to worry about you if we don’t know where you are or what you’re doing, you can’t just go MIA.”

      The funny thing is, since I went through puberty, I’ve been three times my mother’s size, but she still knows just what to say to get my head to hang like a bad dog. “I know, Ma,” I mumble.

      “What!” she says. “Speak clearly, Ian. Don’t act like you don’t know your manners.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I mumble, before I realize I’m doing it again.  “Yeah, Ma, you’re right. I’m not sitting here trying to argue some unprovable point. I’m just saying, I’ve been going through some stuff.” I say louder,

      “Stuff?” she demands, still on the warpath.

      I put my hands together on the tabletop, looking at the callouses, creases, and damned if there aren’t some wrinkles on the backs of my hands now, too. I get lost in my recent memories, and I almost forget where I am. I start to wish I could go back to my teenage years, sneaking out at night and stealing booze from Pete’s liquor cabinet—as it is, I wish I was in his and mom’s living room watching the game with him right now.

      Suddenly my mother puts her tiny, fragile-looking hands over mine. “Hard stuff, Ian?” she says softly.  I nod, letting her massage the meaty part of my thumbs. The audio from the T.V. in the other room is almost like a natural sound—the wind, singing birds—and I let the tinny racket soothe me along with Mom’s touch. She goes on, sounding like she’s choosing her words carefully, “All I’m trying to say, Ian, is that’s the exact point. I’m here and Pete is here and your biological father certainly was, God rest his soul. We’re all here to help you with the hard things in life. To listen. To be a family.”

      I feel a lump gathering in my throat, and it pisses me off. I’ve done more crying in the past few months than I ever did in the previous couple dozen years combined. Childhood included. So I clear my throat and manage to say, “Yes, ma’am. I love you, Mom. I came today because I know I haven’t talked to you often enough lately.”

      Her voice is barely more than a whisper. “I love you too. I’m gonna make you some curly fries before dinner. For you and Pete to bond over Caveman Bowl or whatever’s going on in there.” She pats my hand and gets up to go to the freezer and start the oven preheating. She has her back to me when she says, “Does it have to do with her, by chance?” I squeeze my eyes shut to keep from rolling them at her, even though she can’t see my face. I clear my throat and pretend I didn’t hear. But she’s not having it. She makes a big clattering sound getting out the baking sheet.

      “This is what happens when you go against the warnings of your closest people. When you ignore all the red flags and go after…God knows what. For God knows what reason. Ian, you get burned. After all these years, you still have to learn to stop thinking with your—”

      “Diane, leave him alone, for my sake.” Pete’s leaning against the kitchen door, having appeared as if by magic, falling back on his old favorite joke. I snort and Mom shakes her head and groans. Pete goes on, “We think with our little heads. It’s what we do.” He starts to sneak up on her while I watch, saying, “Do you think I ever would have gone after you, for example, if it weren’t for this adorable wasp waist?” He grabs her on both hips, and she jumps and gasps. But when he turns her around and plants a big kiss on her mouth, she’s smiling. Almost laughing. But, being Diane Hudson doesn’t completely let loose. And she shoots me a warning glance.

      I hear the chime for an incoming text on my phone. Glad for a reason not to have to look at the ancient lovebirds, I dig it out. My heart starts beating harder and faster the second I look at the message. It’s from Blue.

       ‘She wants to see you.’

      “Mom,” I say. “How long till the fries?”

      She’s got her hand on Pete’s chest and he’s whispering in her ear like they’re teenagers themselves. Absently, she says, “Fifteen minutes.”

      “I gotta make a call,” I say, and I head through the living room and out the sliding glass door to the backyard. I don’t relish the idea of talking to my cousin right now, but I do need to find out what exactly this is about. It also happens to be damn good timing, because I don’t know how I was gonna tell Mom and Pete that they might be grandparents very soon.

      I dial Blue, and he answers on the second ring. 

      “Hey, douche,” he says.

      “So what the hell is this? Are you for real, man?”

      His voice gets quieter. “It’s for real, Ian. She wants to see you.”

      Before I know what’s coming out of my mouth, I almost silently whisper, “Thank God.”

      “What? Is the damn connection bad? Ian?”

      “I’m here,” I say. “Nothing. And yeah, I’ll talk to her. But, uh, which exact ‘her’ are we talking about?”

      He sighs. “You don’t want to hear this, bro, but it’s Megan. She’s…well, she’s got a lot to tell you. I’m a messenger with no message right now. I’m not too close in on the loop this time.”

      I barely hear him because a rumbling has begun in my chest. It’ll be Megan, the one that tried to run away and hide with Davis. 

      “Listen…it’s not much, but at least she didn’t run off again. We’ve gotta—”

      “We?”

      “Well, you. You’ve gotta give her some credit. Or you don’t. You’re right. That’s not up to me. I’m just saying she’s trying. She gives a shit. It’s just, maybe recognize that?”

      “Maybe recognize that,” I repeat. “This is why you’re a fist magnet, man. It’s not your business.”

      I hear him blow out a breath. Then take another and let it out. “Okay,” he says. “You’re right. It’s not my place to give anyone advice, you least of all. I’m man enough to say that you’re right about that. Okay?” I give a noncommittal grunt.  “Can I take a second to ask you how you are, Ian?”

      Despite everything, it does feel a little bit good that Blue cares enough to ask. I say, “I’ll give you the condensed version, cousin. I’m managing to stay out of the federal penitentiary. By what margin, I couldn’t tell ya.”

      “Yeah, I read you loud and clear. Well, I’m not gonna keep you on the phone forever. But Ian—you already know this—if you need a listening ear. Fuck that, even if all you want is a punching bag. I’ve always been there for you for that, right?”

      “Alright, man,” I say. I end the call.

      I almost put my phone in my pocket, and then I have a thought. I look up Lauren’s number and dial her.

      She’s there. “Ian? How are you doing?”

      The sound of her gentle, caring voice almost puts a hitch in my breathing. But I keep it steady.

      “Hey, Lauren. Sorry if it’s a bad time. I just wanted to say, whatever part you played in setting up this meeting between Megan and me, I really, really thank you.”

      “Meeting…” she murmurs. Then she says, “Oh yeah! Not much of a part. Before he went to Indiana with Dexter, Cal did mention that they were going to suggest something like that. I just encouraged him about it a little. But I can’t claim credit, I’m afraid.”

      I can hear her babies in the background. I take a breath that, for a change, isn’t labored and wrought with emotion. “Well, anyway,” I say. “You’ve still been an angel in my life, and I, uh….”

      I can hear the smile on her face. “It’s okay, Ian. I’ve been there, and it’ll be alright. You’ll see.”

      “Thanks, Lauren,” I say before hanging up.

      But all I can think, as I muster up some sort of game face for Mom and Pete, is, I hope to hell so, Lauren. I really hope so.
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      The day of the meeting with Ian is here.

      This morning when I saw Kam getting dressed to go out, to drive us over to Helen’s office, I was a little disappointed. I don’t know why, but I imagined doing it myself, and now I have to be scared that if Kam and Ian cross paths, there would be trouble. And Kam’s no idiot. He could tell that something was on my mind. I could tell he didn’t like it that I didn’t want to discuss it, either. And now, sitting in Helen’s waiting room staring at a T.V. with CNN on mute and reading the crawler, the feeling has only intensified. Kam’s next to me on his phone, his expression unreadable. The tension makes me feel sick, although it could be the baby. It’s funny, but it’s like he or she has feelings and communicates them to me by some chemistry or mental link.

      Thinking about my child is just starting to make me feel better when I look up to see Helen standing in front of us. I give a little wave.

      “Hello,” she says. “Kam, it’s nice to see you. How are things?”

      He stands and shakes her hand, slipping his phone into the pocket of his blazer. No smile, I notice. “Helen. Things are as good as can be expected, I suppose. Too important to miss a second, so…I’m here.” He says, his voice tight.

      Helen doesn’t seem to share my nervousness about Kam and Ian passing each other in the waiting room. She’s at ease, looking prim and proper in a charcoal gray pantsuit. “Yes, I think we’re all working toward a common goal. I’m glad you could make it. Well…Megan?”

      “I’m ready,” I say. 

      Kam gives me a hand getting up, and gives me a quick peck on the cheek, standing with that inscrutable expression on his face as Helen leads me back to her office. She has a new framed print on her wall, Van Gogh’s Starry Night, and as I sit down on her couch, holding my belly, I say, “One of my favorites.”

      She sees where I’m looking and says, “Yes, mine too. A client gave that to me as a going-away present.” She takes her place behind her desk in front of the bookcase that holds what must be a hundred volumes, mostly psych-related books from the times I’ve glanced at the spines. She puts on her reading glasses to check her notes and then looks over the rims at me and says, “We do have a few minutes before Mr. Hudson gets here. I thought I’d take the time to ask you—how are things with you and Kam?”

      “We’re both trying so hard, Helen. And I can’t fault him for anything. I can’t even fault him for lack of anything. But…something’s just not right. I’ve thought about it, and I’m just hoping that once we have the test results and he’s the father, everything will fall into place.”

      “Yes, I understand,” she says. “But I don’t have to tell you, that’s a wish that has a certain chance of not coming true. Do you have a plan in mind for what you’ll want to do if it does turn out that Kam is not the father?”

      I pick at my fingernail stalling. But she’s still peering at me intently. “I’m basically afraid to even think about that. Kam constantly tells me the paternity won’t matter, and we’ll be a family no matter what. I know he’ll love my child either way. But as time goes on, I’m constantly confronted with the idea of having to co-parent with Ian, and that….”

      An intercom unit comes to life from somewhere on Helen’s desk, and a woman’s voice says, “Dr. Lyce, Mr. Hudson is here.”

      Helen sees that I’m more than a little nervous. She touches the intercom and says, “Very well, thank you, Barbara. Just give us one moment.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Helen has lines of concern around her eyes. “Tell me what you’re feeling,” she says.

      “It’s pretty embarrassing,” I say quickly. “My nerves are on fire, I’m scared, but…a part of me is really excited to see him. Is that crazy?”

      She smiles, almost like a sister. “Not at all,” she says. “It’s absolutely normal. You’re going into a new phase of your life. During transitions like this, most people experience the mixed emotions you’re talking about. So you can relax about that. And of course, you have a little less to worry about since we’re here in my office, and I’ll be able to function as a buffer.”

      She reaches for the intercom, asking me with her eyes if I’m ready for the real meeting to begin, and I nod. She tells Barbara to send Ian in.

      And then he’s there, filling the door frame with his version of semi-formal clothes on—a white dress shirt tucked into dark blue denim jeans over black sneakers. His blond hair is combed like he just got out of the shower. He checks the chunky diver’s watch on his wrist and says, “Hi. Sorry I’m late.”

      I can only continue to be fascinated by how his arms fill the white shirt, how easy his movements are—like he’s in complete control—and the warm richness of his voice. I can’t help but internally compare him to Kam. Kam always looks like he just stepped off the cover of G.Q., but his manner is almost too smooth and refined. Something about the roughness under the surface of Ian’s appearance makes the two men entirely different.

      But when Ian’s eyes meet mine, they have a hardness to them that I’ve never seen in him before. He nods slightly to me, then turns his attention to Helen. “Doctor Lyce, right?”

      Helen stands briefly to shake his hand, saying, “Ian, very nice to meet you. Please call me Helen. Have a seat?”

      “Of course,” he says, taking the chair by the window and settling in.

      If I’ve ever really felt that there was more than one personality inside me, I do now. My heart, my gut, my mind, and my soul, they’re all in a big tug-of-war between the elation and just plain desire this man stirs in me and the fear and sadness that always comes when I think about him being the father. I feel like I’m stretching so thin that I’m going to rip into two big pieces on Helen’s floor.

      Helen gets back in her chair and holds her hands out. “So, Ian, Megan, there really are no rules here other than to respect each other’s boundaries and really dig deep when you’re deciding how you both feel about the things that come up. Honesty is paramount. Now, I believe we should start with you, Megan. How do you feel, seeing Ian here at this moment?”

      I can’t say how I really feel. That I’m being torn into two, that I’m fighting a rage of emotion I’m trying to hold down and keep at bay.

       “Well, I-I’m actually glad to see him—you, sorry Ian, I’m glad to see you, but I know you must be really upset with me since…everything happened.”

      There’s some menace in his tone when he says, “Everything that happened.” He huffs and looks down. I can feel the anger radiating off of him, and it scares a part of me, but at the very same time, my skin is buzzing, blood is coursing through me like a flood, and I realize with horror that I’m turned on. 

      But it’s different than I’ve ever felt. It’s in a way that’s almost animalistic in nature, and I have to physically sit on my hands and focus to not reach out to him. I glance at Helen, who’s looking at me curiously but turns her attention back to Ian.

       “Sorry. I didn’t come here to be an asshole. But I need to get this off my chest. Megan, the word ‘upset’ doesn’t begin to describe what your taking off and all the rest of it did to me. Number one, and I know I’m not your favorite person, but I never thought in a million years that you’d be capable of basically stealing a baby that could be mine and running away with no intention of coming back. The sense of betrayal…it was more than emotional pain. It was physical. Like a fucking punch to the gut. Repeated with every breath from morning to night. No, worse. Like waking up every morning with someone’s boot on your neck. You can’t breathe…I haven’t even been able to think, to work. Everything is…” He shakes his head and my eyes meet his. I can see the raw emotion there, barely restrained.

       The vulnerability. 

      How it weighs on him, and thankfully the urge to screw him is drowned out by guilt and overwhelming regret.

      I want to fly across the room and hug him. I want to cry and run out of Helen’s office. But I have to get through this the right way. 

      Slowly, I begin to speak. “Ian…I’ll be completely honest with you. When Kam and I were leaving, I felt a lot of regret, but I just pushed it down. I buried it deep and denied that the feeling was coming to me for a reason. And I’m so sorry that my refusal to listen to my own conscience put so much destruction in your life. I also told myself another huge lie—that you wouldn’t care that much. That you’d be okay with everything, as if anyone ever would be in that situation. I swear it was the most selfish thing I’ve ever done in my life. And Ian, please believe me—I will never do anything like that, ever again. I swear.”

      He’s leaning back in his chair with his fingers laced across his belly, like a king on a throne about to pass judgment. He nods slightly. “I’m not gonna say that’s not too little too late. But I appreciate it.” That hardness is still in his eyes, but I see him trying to soften his edges a little. 

      Please give me a smile, just a little one.

      He doesn’t, and my disappointment is palpable.

      “So, uh, let me ask how you’ve been. The plural ‘you,’ I mean.” I feel my brow knit. “Sorry, not that plural. You and the baby.” He says, actually laughing a little.

      “I was hoping that’s what you meant,” I say, relieved smiling too. “We’ve been…well, mostly hungry. I swear I’m gonna get a letter from the CEO of Whole Foods thanking me for the record year. But no, we’re pretty good, Mama and Baby. I’m having a healthy pregnancy.”

      “Eating for two,” he says, looking at my belly for the first time and grinning.

      I laugh, relieved to finally see a smile I didn’t realize I missed so much, even if it’s not for me.

       “Yeah, I’ve heard of that. How does…never mind. I’ll just ask—can I feel your stomach?” The hard edge is finally gone from his demeanor.

      I glance at Helen, whose face says It’s up to you, and I nod. “Sure,” I say.

      As Ian crosses the room, he asks, “Do you know if it’s a boy or a girl?”

      “No,” I say. “I’ve decided to find out when the baby is born.”

      “Cool,” he murmurs nervously. And then he’s there next to me on the couch, cautiously reaching out toward my belly while my heart races with excitement. I can smell his scent now, and it takes me way out in the woods somewhere where he’s downing timbers to build a cabin. I put a hand to my mouth, realizing that I was going to let out a little whimper. When he actually touches me, I have to close my eyes. I inhale sharply as I’m struck by such an amazing sense of peace and relief. Warmth washes over me.

      I don’t know how much time passes while his warm, heavy hand stays on my stomach, but I enjoy all of it. It feels like summer rain, fresh-cut flowers, a drive in the country…

      And then the baby moves, and I open my eyes to see the absolute joy on the man’s face as he laughs out loud and yells, “Hey!” He jumps to his feet, grinning boyishly. “I felt it!” he says.

      I smile so widely it hurts my cheeks, only nodding. Even Helen says, “Aww….”

      But then Ian’s face darkens as if he’s just heard horrible news.  I wonder if it’s hit him that this child he’s fallen in love with before my eyes may not be his. A thought that hurts worse is wondering if he wishes I was Alana for this.

      He mumbles, “Excuse me,” and covers his face as he goes back toward his chair. When he turns around and sits down, there’s barely-contained emotion in his expression. I can relate, because the softness and joy that filled me a second ago are gone now, too. He clears his throat and says, “Just a lot to handle.” I nod, noticing that his eyes are damp, too. He says, “So…I guess people would ask, how far along are you?”

      “Twenty-four weeks,” I say. “Over halfway there.”

      There’s an awkward silence. Helen, whom I almost forgot was there, cuts in, “Perhaps this might be a good time to discuss a certain order of business?”

      “Right!” I say. “Thank you, I almost forgot.” Ian watches my face carefully as I go on, “I guess this is the serious part. I know that I have been far less than fair to you up to this point. I’m assuming, or at least I think that you would want to know as much as Kam does, before possibly…what I’m saying is if you’re game, there’s a paternity test scheduled soon. I thought you’d want to be there when we…when the results are opened.”

      Once again, like magic, Ian and I are opposed, like players at a poker game. He simply nods grimly and says, “Yes. You have my number to send the time and place?”

      “I do,” I say. He starts to get up, and I say, “Ian, it’s really been—”

      He waves off my sentence, grumbling, “It’s alright.” Then he turns to Helen, thanks her, and shakes her hand, and in a second that crushes me with disappointment, he’s gone. I lean my head back and let out a long rush of air.

      Helen has closed the door behind Ian. She says, “Looks like that was…a lot. For what it’s worth, I think you did great.”

      I keep my eyes closed and say, “It’s so crazy.” I say, trying to keep my voice from breaking. “You would not believe how at peace I felt when he had his hand on my belly. It was incredible.”

      “Go on,” she says. “Tell me more about that.”

      “I think I hear the question,” I say. “I thought of that, too. I did wonder if Alana, somewhere, felt the same peace too. But it’s a win anyway because, before that, I was worried she would force her way through while Ian and I were both here.”

      “I understand how that could have been frightening,” she says. “And I did want to discuss something with you on that topic. It doesn’t have to be right now, and I know you’ve said you’re not crazy about the whole hypnosis idea in general. But would you like to allow Alana to speak to you?”

      That makes me sit bolt upright, shaking my head vigorously. “I think I’ve had enough excitement for one day,” I say. “But actually, do we have enough time for you to call Kam in to talk briefly?”

      “Of course,” she says. She calls Barbara, describes Kam to her, and gives her his name to bring him in.

      ‘Haggard’ is the word that comes to mind when I see Kam’s face as he steps into the office and closes the door. ‘Stressed’ and ‘apprehensive’ are the two that follow. I stand up and rush to him, giving him a long, tight, passionate hug. I’m trying to squeeze my own guilt away as much as his doubts and fears. My voice almost breaks as I tell him, “I love you so much, Kam.”

      “I love you too, Megan,” he says, running his hand through my hair. When we finally stand apart, I can’t pull my gaze away from his face. I know that whatever else happens, I’ll always do whatever this man wants. He absorbs me with his eyes and says to Helen, “Dr. Lyce, do you think Megan and I could borrow your office for a moment?”

      “Please, Helen?” I add.

      “Yes,” she says. “Of course. I only have to tell you that there are about seven minutes left in the session. But I can see you need to talk. I’ll be right outside.”

      She leaves and closes the door.

      Kam and I kiss, and it feels just like it used to feel—like we’re cosmically inseparable. At least at first. But then I sense some tension coming back into his body. He leads me over to the couch, where we both sit down.

      He stares into my eyes, holds my hands, and says, “So…?”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m just glad it’s done with.”

      “That’s all?” he says.

      “Well, I am very relieved about one thing. It doesn’t seem like you and Ian—”

      “We didn’t say a word,” Kam says, giving me a half-grin. “Honestly, I didn’t see him come in, and when he came out, he looked like he was in another world. No eye contact, nothing.”

      “That’s good,” I say.

      “Better than I expected, too,” he says. “And I’m relieved about something else. You’re still you. When I thought about it, I was worried that Ian being in here with you would be some kind of catalyst for…her to come back. It was…”

      “No,” I say. “I think it’s going to be me, for the long haul. And to answer the rest of your question, it was a little emotional, but I took care of the whole paternity test business. So that’s one step taken. The arrangements are there. Otherwise, babe, I feel like I’m in a really good place. Everything’s gonna be okay. Better than that. Great. I know it.”

      His hands have been kneading mine nervously, but now I feel them relax. And Kam’s eyes have their bright sparkle back, like a sunrise after a stormy night. He leans his forehead on mine. I feel the whole crop of fears swimming in the back of my mind, but I don’t let them ruin the moment. “I’m right here,” he whispers. “And I’m not going anywhere.”
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      I have to admit that Dexter and Cal know how to choose furniture. Megan and I are back at the condo they got for her, sitting on the couch watching a movie. I don’t even know which one. I let her pick some romantic comedy. It’s the same old thing, the man and the woman think they both cheated on each other when things got rough, but that turned out to be untrue, so now they’re back on. Megan’s legs are across my lap and she’s reclining against the arm on the other side.  I rub her bare feet. I can’t help but notice that I’m not sinking too far into the couch’s upholstery, but it’s also not so firm that it feels hard—it’s a quality piece.

      But as for the rest of it—being in Chicago with Ian, a nearby presence, sleeping in a bed that Megan and I didn’t choose together, everything down to the generic-looking prints the brothers had mounted on the condo’s walls—I hate it. 

      But Megan wants to be close to Helen and her brothers. I ignore the voice that says it’s Ian because I know it’s not true, but it doesn’t stop it from cropping up.

      Megan stretches her body as she lets out a satisfied yawn. “God, that feels so good. I didn’t even know my feet were sore?” She says lazily. “What are you thinking so hard about?” she adds lightly.

      “Nothing,” I say. “Just enjoying your feet. I think I’m working on developing a fetish.”

      She looks at me coolly. “You’re not being honest, Kam,” she says. “I know when you’re deep in thought. You get those two creases between your eyebrows.”

      I slump back and sigh. 

      “Ian and Alana.”

      She looks at me like I just grew a second head. She says, “Uhm. Okay. Well, w-what about them?”

      “I wasn’t exactly truthful back at Helen’s office when I said that Ian and I had no eye contact,” I admit hesitantly. “So, number one, I’m sorry I lied—I just wanted to get us out of there and back to our life as soon as possible.”

       Megan has a vulnerable look on her flawless face, not anger, so I go on, “The truth is, if looks could kill, they would have. And I mean, I’m used to that—I find it in every boardroom I’ve gone in, with my dad. But in this case— ‘our’ case, I guess I should say, as much as I hate to include him and her in any of my thoughts—sweetheart, I’m just not too confident about the prospect of having to co-parent with him.”

      She picks up the remote, turns off the rom-com, and says, “Kam, I feel the same way. I think of it almost every second of the day. I don’t want us to deal with Ian anymore than we have to—and the thought of Alana showing up and ruining everything. Sometimes I feel it’s not a question of how but when—”

      “That’s what I mean,” I say, picking up her right foot and kissing her instep. Her feet really are beautiful. I put it back down and say, “And I’m so pissed at Helen for not helping us fix this. Why can’t she just help us get rid of Alana altogether, or at least try! This is our life. What I really hate is, say the test does go that way. I don’t think Ian will ever stop trying to get Alana back and have it be permanent, with his family completely obliterating ours.”

      “It’s like we’re in a war, and we’re not even sure if there are any bullets in our guns.”

      Since the TV screen is dark, I’m concentrating completely on the foot massage now. I hit a spot that makes her moan, like she’s able to forget the topic of our conversation for just a second. I look at her face, her body stretched out on the couch, and suddenly I’m struck by just how beautiful she is and has always been. Her stomach is big enough for her to be noticeably pregnant, but it’s still not the size of a watermelon. But I have to get everything out that I have to say before I get distracted.

       “And there’s one thing I have to come clean about. The time Ian came at me with the baseball bat? It was because I offered him money. I know it was wrong, but I just thought…I thought it was easiest to buy him off. Which I was really wrong about.”

      Megan looks more sympathetic than angry. “How much?” She asks quietly.

      I let out a sigh and tear my gaze from hers. “Three-quarters of a million dollars. Life-changing money. And he didn’t consider it for a second. He just came at me like a psycho. I don’t know how we’re ever gonna get rid of this guy.”

      Megan’s eyes are wide. “Seven hundred and fifty grand?”

      “I know it was wrong. I just wanted to make things right. I’ve never wanted anyone more dead than that guy.”

      Megan stiffens. She gasps and says, “Kam…!”

      “I mean, dead to us,” I say lamely. “Just to us.”

      She looks at me carefully, like someone would look up at threatening clouds. Then she sits up and spins on her butt so she’s sitting next to me. She starts running her fingernails up and down my leg. The look on her face gets dreamy, then sultry, then she purrs, “I think we should forget about them, for now. It’s just us here, right now.”

      She cradles my face with her other hand, and we kiss, long and slow and deep, and I feel that spark within me kindle to a fire. “Just us,” I hum.

      The tip of her tongue darts between my lips and flicks over my own tongue. Her mouth feels hot, wet, and willing. We both moan. It’s been so long I’ve started to worry, but now I’m like a starving animal. I take over the kiss, invading her mouth, probing, coaxing her out.  I’m hard, and it’s pushing against my slacks, straining to get free. It jumps up even harder and longer when Megan’s hand drops to my crotch and starts rubbing it.

      “I need this,” she pleads.

      Her mouth leaves mine as she concentrates on my belt and zipper with both hands, breathless herself as I groan, “Me too.”

      She pulls me free, my hips unconsciously thrust upward as she lowers herself down slowly, arching her back and guiding me into herself with her fingers. It feels so good to be connected with her again, mentally and physically. She moves on top of me and I close my eyes, getting lost in the feeling. She moans the way that drives me crazy in my ear. I grab her hips and speed up her pace when a flash of her and Ian screwing her invade my thoughts. 

      “Fuck!” I growl out as Megan clenches around me. I try to push the terrible image away, but it comes back again and worse. The next time they’re not having sex, he’s with Megan holding a baby, happy and content. I immediately go soft.

       I groan in frustration and disappointment. She climbs off of me silently and begins putting her clothes back on.

      “I-I’m sorry,” I mumble, clumsily putting my dick back in my pants and zipping up. 

      “You don’t find me attractive anymore, do you?” she asks quietly.

      She starts to get up off the couch, but I stop her with a hand on her arm. “That is so far from anything I would think about you….”

      “Then what?” she demands. 

      “I thought of the baby,” I snap. “And then. I couldn’t stop thinking about i-if they win. What if they win, Megan?” I can’t even look at her. I feel so guilty.

      “I don’t know what to say to fix this. I don’t know how to make things better for you,” she says through a sob.

      The thought of her crying threatens to break me because I have no idea what to say or do to fix it. Because I’m the problem right now.

      “I need some air,” I mutter quietly. I grab my phone from the coffee table and my billfold and keys from the kitchen counter. Before I even think about it, I’m two blocks away in the middle of a cold Chicago fall midday. Foot traffic is heavy, auto traffic is heavy, and the wind whistles through the antennas on the tops of the skyscrapers on either side of me.

       I didn’t bring my coat, hat, or gloves, and I’m freezing, besides I can’t go too far. I shouldn’t have left Megan by herself, but me being there feeling useless would ultimately be worse. I spot a Starbucks on the opposite corner and do a little running jaywalk until I push through its doors and get in line. I don’t even want anything, but I also don’t want to occupy a table without buying anything. 

       I end up at one of the window seats with a plain cup of dark roast. After a few minutes, I manage to get my emotions in order. I can’t wallow and mope about what’s happening. I need a plan. Things I can execute. I have to be preemptive with all of this. The time of playing defense is over.  I get on my phone and start reading electronics reviews that include a tracking feature.

       I order an Apple Watch for Megan. It’ll be a gift. She just won’t know that it’s for me to be able to track her location no matter where she goes.

       It feels good, taking an actionable step towards protecting her, protecting us. 

      Then I realize there’s more that I can do, and I order a couple of concealable cameras. I can put them at strategic locations in the condo—I can’t afford to take any chances. Megan never messes with the control page of our internet router, and even if she did, she wouldn’t recognize the devices on the list of those that are connected. It feels good, the relief I get as I purchase each thing.

       My phone rings in my hand. It’s Katie. I consider ignoring it. But I haven’t talked to my sister in a while, so I press the green button and say, “What’s up, Katherine?” I laugh, knowing she hates to be addressed by her full given name.

      She gives me the same treatment back, putting on a snooty tone and saying, “How are you, Kameron?”

      There’s a silence. I don’t know if she’s amused or annoyed. I say, “You called me, little sister. You have to go first.”

      “I just got one of those feelings,” she says. “I wanted to call my brother. So like, what are you doing?”

      “I’m at a Starbucks,” I say. “I’m, uh….”

      “What,” she says. “Are you robbing it? Did you take Dad’s muzzle-loader out of the garden shed?”

      I laugh, glad that she’s not in a pissy mood. “Actually,” I say, “I’ve been doing some thinking and…I want to make sure Megan’s safe. That includes even from herself, or one of herselves.”

      “What, do you mean?” she asks skeptically. I give her a rundown of my plan. “Jesus Kam, do you really want to spend your life babysitting Megan? What’s next? You going to lock her in the basement?”

      “No,” I say. “I’m going lock you in the basement while I show Mom and Dad your diary from high school where you talk about running away with Ellie and emailing all the newspapers with Dad’s most sensitive investing secrets,” I say, trying to lighten the mood by changing the subject.

      “I was fifteen, anyway,” she says, letting out a nostalgic laugh.

       “I just wanted to get together with you for dinner or something?”

      “Yeah…I can make that work.”

      “I was thinking tomorrow night? My treat. But…Kam, just you and me, okay?”

      “Hmm,” I say, still teasing. “Does someone miss her big brother?”

      “Yeah, I admit I do,” she says, and I’m surprised by the sincerity in her voice. “I kinda miss you too.”

      “Good.” She says, and I hear the smile in her voice. I’m breathing easier now, grateful to have family that I can count on because I know I’ll need all the help I can get to get through this.
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      I can almost taste Alana’s hot, sweet little mouth as I rock back in the sand, feel her on top of me, grinding against my dick. But it’s just a memory, I’m sitting with my arms wrapped around my knees at the beach we first went to together. My eyes are on the lake’s horizon, I can see the distant boats dotting the vast expanse, but my eyes are unfocused. I’m reliving in my mind those first few days with the woman who snatched my soul and never gave it back. The irreverence—no, the downright addictiveness of her. How she brought something out in me that I didn’t know I had, like someone watering a weed in a crack in the sidewalk until it grows into a tree whose roots push the tons of concrete to either side. I’m something bigger now. Something better. I have her to owe for it, and I want to spend my life making good on the debt.

      But, it’s the fucking, obstacles in the way of that, Kameron and Megan.

      A gray-haired man walks by in front of me with a wiry little dog on the nearly deserted beach. I grab my camera from where it rests next to me and snap a couple photos of them. But I can tell before I even look at the screen, the shots are nothing special.

      I hold onto the camera, fiddling with the settings in case I feel like taking some real outdoor shots later. And it’s like my fingers are doing the work by themselves. My mind is still back in Helen Lyce’s waiting room, and I’m walking past Davis where he sits in his thousand-dollar shirt, on his thousand-dollar phone like he’s the king of the world. And as the lakeshore breeze ruffles my hair across my eyes, I imagine what it would have been like if I’d walked up, lifted him out of his chair, and thrown him through the wall into the next office over. Or better yet, if that was an outside wall, I would have thrown him out into thin air to fall five stories. Bye-bye, Kameron. 

      You know better than that, Ian, my conscience says. That’s not thinking like a man.

      The other side of the same coin about the meeting at Helen’s was that all the incredible anger and sense of betrayal I had against Megan going in disappeared in a puff of smoke as soon as I laid my hand on her belly and felt the baby move. In that one second, my entire conception of what the rest of my life would and should look like changed. In that moment, I wanted nothing more, and right now, chasing ghosts on the shore of Lake Michigan, I want nothing more than to be a father to my kid.

      And it’s really messing with my head.

      I put my eye back to the viewfinder and start scanning for accidental compositions the way I sometimes do. There’s a thought nagging at the back of my mind. I’m aware that I’m trying to avoid facing it. My lens glides across a flock of gulls fighting over some snack. I don’t even bother to shoot it. Same with the top of a grassy dune with a visible wisp of blown sand flowing off the top of it.

      Man, it’s like I’ve gone from pro back to amateur, all because of her, no, the absence of her.

      And that’s when I’m confronted with the whole issue, like it or not. The her in question happens to be my wife, Alana. And the thing that really crushed me in the shrink’s office was my few seconds of pure joy feeling that baby should have been shared with her, not Megan. I can’t help feeling now that if Alana doesn’t come back, and the baby really is Kam’s, it’ll be the memory of that stolen joy that will be the end of me.

      I shake my head.

       I’m Ian Hudson. 

      I don’t sit around wallowing in heartbreak.

      Then I remind myself, as of recently, that’s exactly what I’ve been doing.

      I’m silently swearing to toughen up; I catch something through my camera that looks familiar. I focus the lens on a young woman about a hundred yards down the beach. She’s got light brown hair tied in a ponytail, and she’s a little on the short side—I can tell even though she’s crouching, taking a shot of something with a camera of her own.

      I chuckle, and before I even think about it, I’m waving my hand over my head and shouting, “Hey!”

      She stands up and looks, then uses her camera lens to get a better, closer look at me. Then she waves too, and she starts walking toward me. I remember talking to her a while back on this same beach. Back then, I gave her a business card, more as a gesture than anything else, but as I’m standing up to get ready to greet her, I remember she did call a couple days later and left me a message. One I didn’t return.

      I bend down to brush the beach sand off my jeans, and when I stand up again, she’s only a few yards away, beaming a smile that I can’t help but return. “Hello, stranger,” she says.

      I say, “Hi, um….”

      “Kylie,” she says.

      I slap my forehead. “Right! Sorry. I was gonna guess Karen.” 

      Why did I even just say that?

      She grins and says, “Karen? Should I be insulted?”

      It takes me a second. Then I laugh and say, “Not ‘Karen’ in the Facebook sense. Anyway, hi Kylie. How have you been?”

      She snaps the lens cap on her camera and lets it hang at her hip by the strap. Her blue eyes are actually pretty fascinating. “Still in search of the elusive million-dollar shot, I guess. Hey, I did try to call you all those weeks ago.” She says with a friendly smile.

      “I do remember,” I say. “And I apologize for never getting back to you. I was just dealing with a lot. A real fucked up situation. I wasn’t sure if you were wanting to date or something, which I wasn’t, hell I’m not…I’m sorry about that.”

      “Hey, no problem,” she says, gently touching my arm. She smiles and goes on, “I just figured you were busy. But just so you know, it wasn’t about that when I called. Not that you’re not good looking, incredibly so.” she giggles, her face flushes, and I realize how pretty she is. “I was more looking for a photo buddy, like that. So, um, get any good shots today, Ian?”

      I look down at my Nikon. “Honestly, I’m about to throw this thing into the lake,” I say. “It’s just been a constant stream of shit lately. You know, I never really believed in the whole ‘artist’s block’ thing before, but I can’t deny it, these past few weeks. Something’s been damming me up.”

      “That fucked up situation?” she offers.

      “Gotta be,” I say. “No way it’s a coincidence. And you’d think it would be the opposite, right? The whole ‘tortured but prolific artist’ thing. Nope. I’m fucked. I have a gallery showcase coming up, and I haven’t got shot one.”

      “Sounds tough,” she says. “I guess everybody must have to go through that once in life.”

      “Shit,” I say. “I’ve been standing here venting to you, haven’t I? Man, I feel like an idiot. Tell me about you, Kylie. Everything good?”

      She laughs. “It’s perfectly alright. It actually gives me an idea. Um…are you free in the next few hours?”

      I put on a funny face and say, “Let me check.” I make a show of looking at my watch, and then I say, “Let’s see, wait a minute, yup! My schedule says, ‘a whole lot of nothing.’”

      She laughs, high and clear, and gives me a little girl-shove. “You’re funny. But I was just thinking, my roommate is hosting a study group at my place today, so I don’t really want to be at home. They’re English majors, and all they do is remind me how many books I haven’t read. I can’t even grab a yogurt out of the fridge without feeling illiterate. So, I was planning on hitting a few spots in the city—you’re gonna laugh, I’m such a nerd, I have it all mapped out—and if you wanted to go along on the shoot with me, I mean, it might go toward breaking your block? You know, strictly on friendly and professional terms.”

      I rub the back of my neck. “I don’t know,” I say. “It sounds like it might be fun, but I usually work alone.”

      “I know,” she says. “Me too. It’s a solitary kind of endeavor, usually. But that’s what I’m saying, it would be a new experience for me, too. Come on, Mr. Brooding Bad Boy. I’ll drop you off here later to pick up your car.”

      I chuckle at her characterization. “Fuck it,” I say. “Why not?”

      It turns out to be a good idea. A great one. Kylie and I spend the next few hours roving from spot to spot in Chicago, following her itinerary. I’m relieved to learn that she doesn’t talk a lot when she’s searching for worthy photographs—I don’t have to keep up one end of an endless stream of small talk. We fall into a kind of familiar coexistence. Kylie is after a bunch of architectural studies, but I start zeroing in on the people. At first, it’s just a bunch of candids that aren’t anything special at all, then, outside an indie coffee shop in a Polish neighborhood in Brighton Park, I meet a woman who’s celebrating her hundredth birthday with a simple mocha latte. I approach her with a request to shoot her wizened hands holding her mug. She’s so glad for the company—her family’s all gone—that we get to talking. Before long, I have her performing for the camera like a fashion model, but natural, not forced. I get a shot of her throwing her head back and laughing. I check my viewscreen as I continue to learn about her life, and something shifts—I’ve started to capture her character. It’s a really great photograph. I come to life like an addict just shot with Narcan.

       Her name is Abby, and as she gets more comfortable with my presence and the camera between us, she starts sharing stories about the neighborhood—which buildings used to hold other businesses in her youth, crazy characters who used to live there but are long gone, her granddaughter’s hilarious professional-comedian husband and the adventures the three of them had before the young man and woman were lost in a train crash—until she laughs again over some lame joke of mine and takes a deep breath looking at her mug and says, “These things have way too much sugar and caffeine. I’m gonna be up all night. But you know what, young man?”

      “Yes, ma’am?” I say. I see Kylie approaching and signal her to hold off for a second.

      Abby says, “You’ve made me feel like a movie star. And I want to tell you something, if I may.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I say. “Please.”

      She leans forward and puts her feather-light hands on mine. “Young man, no matter what you do, don’t ever give up. Ever.”

      I nod, suddenly unable to speak because of the lump in my throat. I know exactly what I should never give up on—Alana and our baby. My eyes are wet, and I can see that Abby’s are too, as I lean over to give her a gentle embrace. And I’ve never been a religious man. Still, I find myself whispering into her ear before I pull away, “God bless you, Abby.”

      She’s so tiny that it’s almost humorous, but as I’m standing up from the table to rejoin Kylie. Abby makes a fist and shakes it and says, “You go get ‘em, Ian. You get ‘em good!”

      I’m almost overcome. All I can do is nod and wave. I intercept Kylie and bring her into the coffee shop with me to pay Abby’s bill. The barista happens to know Abby’s contact information since she’s one of the neighbors who watch out for her. I write it down to make sure Abby gets invited to the gallery for the show that will feature her amazing face and her beautiful laughter.

      I’m in Kylie’s car with her on the way back to the beach, just sharing a comfortable silence, when an idea strikes me, and I say, “You know what? I’m back in business. I feel it. And I need to thank you, Kylie. Let me buy you dinner.”

      She chews her lip. “You know what, I am kind of hungry,” she says, “But….”

      I laugh. “Yes, of course,” I say. “Strictly as friends. Colleagues.”

      “Colleagues,” she repeats. “I actually know this really good Indian spot near here.”
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      As I devour my Palak Paneer and red goat curry, I learn that Kylie is a senior at Columbia College Chicago majoring in photography, she’s a transplant new to the city, her roommate is a really good listener and comes from money that she doesn’t mind sharing despite her slightly snobbish literary bent, and Kylie is from a small town in Idaho where the schools actually let kids out early to help with the potato harvest during that time of year. And she admits, with a fair amount of self-deprecating laughter, that she is indeed one of those dreamers who came to the big city in pursuit of fame and fortune.

      I’m tearing apart a piece of garlic naan to use to wipe up the rest of the sauce off my plate when I notice Kylie staring at my wedding ring.

      “Yeah,” I say, holding my left hand up to the light. “They told us it was white gold, but for all I know, it’s aluminum. Things are not always as they seem in Las Vegas.”

      She blushes a little and tries to cover it by sipping her lassi. I only watch, trying to keep my expression unreadable, and finally, she asks, “Well…what’s she like? Your wife. And, um…like, why are you down about things?”

      I chew my last bite as I try to think how to answer the question. I lean back, push my plate away from my belly, and say, “You know when you take a picture, but you have your F-stop messed up, so the image you end up with is nothing like what you saw through your viewfinder?”

      She pushes some basmati rice onto her fork with her butter knife, murmuring, “Yeah?”

      “It’s sort of like that,” I say. “Except instead of one messed-up image, you have three, and you’re not sure which one is of the actual subject.”

      “Hmm,” she says. “You mean, like…she’s not two-faced, is she? I can’t see you choosing someone who would be like that, Ian.”

      I watch my hands as they place my silverware on my empty plate to make it easier for the busboy to pick up. I say, “She…she doesn’t have a lot of control over it. And she doesn’t even remember when it….” I sigh. Then, urged on by Kylie’s bright blue eyes, I continue, “That’s why I say it’s complicated. Incredibly so. You could probably unravel DNA strands and still not find the answer.”

      “Hmm,” she says, finishing her rice and pushing her plate away too. “Sounds tough. And you know enough about me at this point to know how little I know, but it’s like—some small-town wisdom here—I’ve always found that if you just keep going, keep pushing forward, things have a way of figuring themselves out. The power of true love, right?” She sips on her drink again until it starts gurgling in the straw. She laughs. “I’m rude.”

      I look at the way she sparkles a little bit in the restaurant’s subtle lighting. For a second, I think somebody ‘up there’ likes me, and they sent Kylie today to watch over me. I smile and say, “No. You have insight. You have clarity of vision, Kylie, and I want to see the photos it helps you take. But listen, if you want to see mine from today, I’d like to invite you to the gallery when they go up. I know they’re good. It’s the least I can do to thank you for unblocking me.”

      She grins, ignoring the server who’s arrived to give us the check and is hovering over us. 

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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      I’m standing inside Crown Hall on the campus of the Illinois Institute of Technology, trying to figure out the smoke-chimney situation and how they’re not filling the entire venue with noxious fumes from cooking the Delta-style rib tips that the vendor in front of us has just piled high on the paper plates that Hillary and I hold in our hands. But then I’m blown away by the flavor of the old-time Chicago recipe. Hillary’s face looks like an endless orgasm as she puts tiny girl-size bites in her mouth, albeit at a rate that in volume matches my less frequent giant chomps. We look at each other and laugh around the food in our mouths.

      This is fun! I think. I’m so glad that…

      It’s time to say something. Luckily, Hillary has just become busy trying to wipe off a glob of barbecue sauce that’s sliding down her chin. After she gets it, she looks at me like she’s about to ask me if her face is clean.

      I take the opportunity to say, “Hey—don’t worry, you got it—but you know, I’m glad you called.”

      She nods, lifting up her chin as she chews to keep from leaking even more, and she turns to wander deeper in among the booths and kiosks of the yearly Chicago Barbecue Festival. I follow her. We keep munching as we weave among fellow festival-goers and take in the sights, sounds, and smells of the gathering of hungry people. I swear it’s the body heat of the crowds and not the HVAC system of Crown Hall that’s keeping the autumn chill out of the expansive, open space. Hillary suddenly stops, and I see what she’s looking at. They have a ball pit set up in the middle of a big square raised stage area. It looks like three young brothers that play this at home, too, because they’re acting like dinosaurs, ducking down into the pit and then roaring up, their arms throwing the red, green, yellow, and blue plastic balls everywhere before diving down again. They’re wrestling with each other in between.

      Hillary, her mouth still full of the amazing rib tips, makes an ‘Aww’ sound in her throat.

      I swallow my bite and say, “No way. Two years. Two years from now, we can have the ‘kids’ conversation. Final answer.” 

      I wink at her to make sure she knows I’m joking. It’d be at least 5 years.

      . I finish my food. I nudge her with my elbow and say, “Besides, ball pits are like bacteria factories. Those boys are probably gonna get diphtheria.”

      Hillary rolls her eyes and says, “Blue, you’re impossible.” But she takes the greasy paper plate out of my hand and stacks it with hers, which is empty now too, and she grabs me with her other hand and pulls me to the nearest pair of big gray trash bins, tossing our plates and soiled napkins in. The thing is, and admittedly I have been fully enjoying it; she’s especially affectionate this time around. She keeps pulling me by the hand until we’re in a semi-private corner between the fire doors and the stairway to the office level. Then she turns and faces me and I feel Little Blue responding. Hillary is one of the hottest women I’ve ever known. In the 90’s swimsuit model sort of way. It comes across as effortless.

      . And then there are her high cheekbones, that ‘smoky’ makeup job I’ve always loved, and her luscious parted lips as she says, “I was wrong to let you go. Thank you for coming here with me.”

      She’s practically standing on her tiptoes, face turned up to mine, and I don’t waste the opportunity. I slip my arms around her waist and kiss her. To say it was electric when our lips meet is like saying a lightning bolt has a little energy. And there’s something different about Hillary’s approach now. She must have really missed me. She’s got her arms around my neck, our bodies are pressed together like just one being, and then my phone rings.

       “Let me get rid of this.” I groan and say until I look at my screen, I see Megan’s name.

      Nope, not today, I think. I refuse the call. “Want to get out of here? Maybe walk off our lunch while we can, while the weather’s not too cold?” I ask Hillary.

       “Yeah, sure,” but there’s something about her tone.

      “What,” I say.

      “Well, who was it?”

      I motion for her to follow along and we get our bearings and figure out where the exit is. We set off at a slow pace. The crowd is thinning, or maybe they just gathered at a stage somewhere in the huge venue—I can faintly hear an 80s pop cover. “It was Megan.” I finally admit. Hillary begins to protest, but I override her. “I didn’t answer, did I?”

      She stops. “Would you have, if I weren’t here?”

      Before I can answer, my phone goes off again. I check it. Megan. “Damn it!” I say.

      Hillary gives me an icy nod and says, “Just take fucking call, Blue.”

      “It’ll be fast,” I promise. “I know I said my hands were washed of the whole situation, but—”

      “Trust me, we’re gonna talk about that,” she snips. Then she turns and disappears into another part of Crown Hall.

      I quickly connect the call with Megan and say, “Hi. Sorry I missed you a second ago. What’s going on?”

      “Hello, Blue,” she says, and I instantly recognize the voice. 

      It’s not Megan, but Veronica.

      “Holy shit,” I say. “I thought I’d never talk to you again!”

      “I know,” she says. “Anyway, Blue, I want to apologize for the way things happened when I saw you last. I know I hurt you, the one person I value most. It was a vast error in judgment, and I….”

      “It’s okay,” I say, and I realize that I mean it. “I could have handled the whole thing better, myself. It’s…really good to hear your voice.” I see a couple of guys rolling a closed-up food cart in my direction. To get out of their way, I climb the first few stairs toward the management mezzanine and sit down on one stair like a teenager. 

      I try to ignore the butterflies in my stomach and think of when I had them last since Veronica, and it hasn’t been damn near since high school.

      “So, uh…you probably know what my question is gonna be.”

      She laughs lightly and says, “Why is it me you’re speaking with today?”

      I chuckle. “Yeah, basically. Not that I’m disappointed….”

      Shit, I shouldn’t have said that.

      “You aren’t?” she asks, and I can hear the small smile in my voice. I rub the back of my neck, figuratively kicking myself. 

      “No…” I admit. A moment passes between us; I’m about to interrupt when she does.

      “I don’t have long, but I wanted to reach out to you because something isn’t right with them.”

      I feel my face harden.

      “With Megan and Alana?”

      “No, Megan and Kam.” 

      This shocks me.

      

      “I…I want to ask you a favor. Could you please come by to talk face to face? I’m not sure if it will be me but? Just come and get a feel for things.”

      I’m sort of worried now.

      “Veronica, what’s wrong?” I ask her, my tone becoming serious.

      “Nothing to alarm you. It’s--I just don’t trust my instincts how I once did and things are different. Kam isn’t necessarily himself and….”

       “What do you mean? Talk to me!” I say, feeling my blood pressure rise.

      “I notice things that are different about him. It could be nothing, but I think this is all getting to him.”

      My heart drops.

      “Okay. I’ll come, I’ll come tonight,” I say, knowing Hillary is going to kill me.

      “Thank you, Blue. I really appreciate it,” she says quietly.

      “I’ll always be there when you need me. I-I care about you, I know things didn’t….” I let out a frustrated breath, not sure if what I’m doing is helping this situation or making it worse.

      “Everything happens for a reason, right.” I hear her say, her voice wobbling as if she’s trying not to cry.

      “Yeah. But, sometimes the reasons aren’t fair, are they?” I bite my lip, kicking myself in the ass. I even realize what fucking mixed signals I’m sending. But hell if I don’t want to see Veronica.

       I’m at least grateful to hear her voice, and I’m not ready to let her go yet. I hear her sigh, and I think back to that night, her body against mine, my hands touching her, and that beautiful whimper before she asked me to tell her I loved her. It seems like it never happened, but also like it was just yesterday.

      Finally, she breaks her silence and says, “Blue, I’m more…vulnerable than I can ever remember being. And I’m certainly not trying to emotionally blackmail you in any way. Nothing like that. But the reason my confidence is eroding is that…well, I’ve never felt the way I felt with you before. My psyche doesn’t really know how to process it.”

      “What?” I stop walking so suddenly that a woman jostles me from behind and I almost drop my beer. “Veronica, believe me, if I knew that anything about me would upset you in any way…fuck, now I feel awful.”

      “I’m not trying to make you feel bad. I just have to be honest about everything. First, because I never want to lie to you, but second because if I’m not, something could happen to me that will affect Megan and Alana, and I’m not willing to risk that. I never will.”

      I’m outside now in the brisk lake-effect air. I let my eyes adjust to the sunlight. “And since I’m being honest, Blue? I know I was irrational for part of the time, but I also know what’s in my heart when I’m not….”

      “Yeah?” I say, a pang of fear touching my insides.

      “I really do love you.” She hangs up before I can respond.

      And thank God for that.

      I look at my half-finished drink and toss it in a trash can before climbing into the Challenger. I close my eyes and lean back on the headrest.

      This is going to be a long night…
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      I certainly don’t love everything about Chicago, but the upscale steakhouse Spur & Brand that Katie’s chosen for our dinner downtown is quickly becoming an exception. It’s laid out with several small, connected dining rooms that each allow for an intimate experience while still hosting a large overall number of diners. The service is spectacular—and I’m used to the best, so I know. And from the very first piece of oven-warm bread to the incredible Delmonico I’m working on now, the food itself is heavenly.

      Across the white linen-topped table from me, Katie looks thoughtful. We were both starving when we got here, so there hasn’t been a lot of banter. But Katie seems to have taken the edge off with a glass of Pinot. Now she’s just relishing the flavors. “So, big brother. Let me catch you up on what you’ve been missing at home. Do you know who showed up at Mom and Dad’s the other day when I was there?”

      “Can’t imagine,” I say.

      “Max Galenford,” she says, gazing at me intently.

      “Okay,” I say. “I’ll stroll down Memory Lane with you. But not all night, please…now, Max. No, doesn’t ring a bell.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You’re a little young to start suffering from memory loss. That really tiny guy I went to junior prom with?”

      But as my sister keeps talking, I get a feeling that I should check the cameras I put around the condo and make sure Megan’s good. I take out my phone and use the app to look in from all angles. There she is in the bedroom, laying back with a book and a bowl of cereal—she’s developed a taste for Muesli, which is some sort of weird oatmeal. It doesn’t look good at all, but she has loved eating it since she’s been back.

      I look up, realizing that my little sister has been staring at me incredulously. She lets the pause build for dramatic effect, then finally says, “Kam. What are you doing? That’s like the seventeenth time you’ve done that. What is going on?”

      I think back and do remember checking the cameras a few times since we got to Spur & Brand. I turn off my phone’s screen and lay it on the table next to my salad plate. “Alright,” I say. “We’ve always told each other the truth, and I’m not about to stop now. As…sensitive as it is.”

      “Sensitive?” she says. “Okay, Kam. Spill.”

      “I’m checking on Megan.”

      “Okay, what’s wrong with that?” She asks, seemingly confused, then realization dawns on her face. “Without her knowing.”

      “What!? Cameras? Kam, that’s pervy! What the heck are you afraid she’ll be…oh! To make sure she stays her?”

      “Something like that,” I mutter. I saw off another bite of my steak and concentrate on the taste and texture to distract myself from the conversation. I’m the older one, but Katie has always been able to put me on the spot.

      “Well,” she says, “I suppose that’s not exactly the same as spying on someone because you don’t trust them. But Kam, it’s sure as hell close. I mean, do you really want to have to do that your whole life?”

      “Katie—”

      “No, listen,” she interrupts. “This is part of what I wanted to say to you face to face anyway. I want to know—have you really thought about what you would do if she does switch again and takes off, or God knows what? And plus, everybody seems to be forgetting that there’s a huge chance the baby won’t be yours. What are you going to do then?”

      “It’s not a huge chance, it’s a slim chance, but if that’s something I have to face, I’ll love that child like my own, simply because it will certainly be Megan’s.”

      “Right,” Katie says. “Okay. Not the usual course of events that would happen, say if it was Dad in this situation, or Grandpa Marcus or Grandpa Lee, but okay. But Kam, you’re still overlooking a gigantic issue that’s going to happen in such an eventuality. You and Megan will have to co-parent with—”

      “Don’t even say his name,” I snap.

      “Fine. You’ll have to co-parent with the other guy. Every weekend, you’ll have to talk to him. And that’s only if it’s not you who can’t see the child except on weekends. Not to mention—and Kam, I do say this out of love for you—even if Megan remains Megan, she did actually sleep with the guy. What if her feelings resurface, or somehow the two of them get—”

      “That’s enough!” I growl, barely controlling my volume but still causing the family at the next table to stop and look.

      “It’s alright,” Katie tells them with a wave. “Just family stuff.” She sounds friendly and relaxed, and they go back to their meals, but when Katie turns back to me, her forehead is creased with annoyance and concern. “I’m just worried, Kam. I see this happening to you, and I know you almost better than yourself—this position isn’t one that I would have ever expected you to let yourself get tied up in. And now with this camera stuff, and how you just got defensive about things that you’d normally accept as contingencies and prepare for…I love you, brother, but are you sure this isn’t less eternal love and more an unhealthy obsession?”

      I flex my right hand open and closed and open again to prevent making a fist. I take a sip of water to calm my nerves. I take a deep breath. None of it helps me to relax. I don’t know if I’m fighting all this anxiety because part of me knows that Katie is right about a lot of it. But I do know what my decision is and has been for some time now, and that is not going to change. I look at my sister with a level gaze and say in a controlled tone, “Katie, I have two things to say about that. First, if you want you and me to continue to get along and keep in touch, I’m going to have to ask you to fully recognize what Megan is to me, namely my future wife, the mother of my future child—biologically or not—and my entire world. Respect that. Secondly, I’ve thought about it, and I think it would do all of us a lot of good if you would apologize to Megan for how you treated her last time back home. You stepped over a couple of very important lines. You have to step back.”

      “Me?” she says. “Why should I have to—”

      I hold up a hand like I’ve seen Dad do to me and Katie hundreds of times to stop our lips from flapping. She huffs, but she looks at me like she’s listening. “That’s where the distinction is drawn,” I say. “You don’t have to. But I’m asking you to. For me. Because I don’t want to become estranged from my only sibling.”

      It’s a gamble because I don’t know how I’d ever be able to carry through on my threat to cut Katie out of my life anyway, but it pays off.

      “Oh, alright,” Katie says, opening her remaining lobster claw with a nutcracker, making a loud crunch.

      “I want to make sure,” I say. “You’re saying that you’ll—”

      “Yes, Kam,” she says, rolling her eyes like the little girl I remember. “I’ll do it.”

      “Good,” I say.

      We both work on finishing up our dinner. Watching Katie do silly things now like make a neat little pile of pieces of lobster shell on a napkin on the table beside her plate that I know she’ll wrap up in a bundle and set aside when she’s done, I remember how much I appreciate my family. The small stuff that makes up the big stuff.

      My grip tightens on my water glass. I think, But I will do absolutely anything for my OWN family.
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      I’m in a nightclub, on stage as I sing a song that I never knew the words to. Members of the audience keep throwing money up onto the stage—not just bills, but those packets wrapped in a paper band that you get at the bank. I keep stooping down to collect the cash, but when I do, it’s hard to sing. Then I hear this beeping, and in my dream, I think it’s the fire alarm going off in the kitchen of the club. But it gets louder and louder…

      And I’m awake. I have to look around to remember I’m in the condo in Chicago. I’m alone. I’m not sure if it’s morning or evening. Then I realize that the beeping sound is still going on. I snatch my phone up off the nightstand. It’s the doorbell app. I check the camera feed and gasp out loud—It’s Blue.

      I have no idea what he wants or why he thought to come here, but in all honesty, it feels good to see his face on my phone screen. I wrestle my way out of the twisted-up comforter, throw on a robe, and go to the front door.

      When I open it, Blue stands still, his hawkish gaze searching my face. He’s dressed less punkish than usual, in a dark green L.L. Bean down-stuffed shell and black jeans. I see he hasn’t gotten rid of the jet-black Doc Martens boots. I shake the remaining sleep out of my head and say, “Hi.”

      “Hey, Megan.”

      I can’t help but detect a little bit of a questioning tone in his voice, but after the dream I just had, can I blame him.

       “You can come in,” I say. “If you want….”

      He hesitates outside the door. The light flowing in from the condo building’s hallway reminds me that I should flip on my own hall and kitchen lights. I do, and their brilliance lights up Blue’s face as he stands there, creating a little glint that shines off his lip ring. And, as if on cue, there are his right thumb and forefinger flying up to fiddle with the piercing.

       “It looks like you were sleeping. If this is a bad time…?”

      “No,” I say. “I mean, yes, I was napping, but no, I’m actually glad for the company. Please.” I motion him to come in and close the door. He does, but he still seems nervous about something. Trying to break the ice, I venture, “I was a little shocked when I saw you on the doorbell app. Is everything okay?” I open the fridge and bend down, “I have orange juice, Stella Artois, Gatorade—the orange kind, and this fridge’s water isn’t too bad at all. Anything?”

      He hangs his jacket on the set of pegs by the door and enters the kitchen, saying, “Yeah, a little ice water couldn’t hurt. Please.”

      I nod and grab a clean tumbler out of the cabinet. The ice machine makes a clatter as the cubes spill into the glass. One cube escapes and skitters across the kitchen floor, ending up out of sight somewhere. I see Blue trying to detect it, too, from the seat he’s taken at the kitchen island.

      I lean with my hands on the counter across the island from him. I can feel the baby moving around and rub my stomach.

      “So, what brings you here, Blue?” I ask reluctantly, knowing there are only a few things that would bring him to my door, and wonder if everything is okay with Ian.

      “What, I can’t stop in on an old friend just because?” But there’s something in his grin. I study his face, and he quickly takes a sip of water.

      “Friends, I’m not sure if I’d consider us that just yet.”

      He heaves a sigh. “Alright. I guess there’s no point in hiding it from you. But you might not like the truth. Veronica invited me over here a little while ago.”

      “What…” I gasp. No! What the hell?!

      Blue, his face now full of sympathy, reaches across to stroke my hand, and I let him. He says softly, “Megan, I can’t imagine what that must be like. If you want me to go….”

      “No,” I say. “Please stay. If I was alone, I’d drive myself crazy over this.” I search my mind trying to find some recollection of the past few hours and find absolutely none except for that nightclub dream. “God,” I sigh. “Well, at least it wasn’t Alana.”

      Blue’s voice is nearly a whisper. “Megan, I’m so sorry. That must be incredibly frightening.” I only nod. He continues, “You look a little pale. Maybe you should sit down.”

      I shake my head. “No, it’s okay.”

      “Okay,” he murmurs, staring into his glass. “So I guess you were right about us having things to talk about. And, I’ll start. I’ve thought a lot about this. Back when I knew Alana as a close friend and didn’t tell you about it, I thought I was doing the right thing. Same for when I put you and Ian together. But I’ve learned that that old saying is a cliche because it’s true—the road to hell is paved with good intentions. In this case, the ‘hell’ was the pain I caused everyone while I was trying to be some kind of fixer. I have no excuse, Megan. I fucked things up, and I’m sorry.”

      I look into the puppy-dog eyes he’s making, and I want to forgive him, but that pain from back then is still too fresh in my memory. I say, “I appreciate that, Blue. And I believe that you’re sincere. But I thought I was your friend—the kind of friend who wouldn’t keep secrets in a million years. I’ve been trying to shake the sense of betrayal I got from when that happened.  I wanted to try to leave it behind. And I’ll keep trying in the future, but right now….” I shake my head. “And let me get just a little more specific. What I saw, exactly, wasn’t that you lacked loyalty. It was just that I wasn’t the one you showed it to. I felt second-class. I was humiliated.”

      He rubs his thumb on the rim of his water glass, quiet.

       “I was trying to be all things to all people. Which was impossible, really dumb. And you’re right. I was playing some sort of stupid game with the whole concept of loyalty. I should have been more…well, fuck that, like I said, I have no excuse.” His eyes meet mine, and for a moment, I feel like whatever woman he ends up with will probably be very happy. Blue has integrity. Soft-spoken. Emotional courage. Then I shake my head, remembering that none of those qualities were ever gifted from him to me. He goes on, “This is probably too little too late, but for what it’s worth, my loyalties don’t lie with Alana, either.”

      The mention of her name jolts me right back into the dream I had before Blue got here, and for a millisecond, I want to tell him all about it. Then I think about what he’s just said.  “Then who?”

      He stretches one arm along the length of the counter on his side of the island and gives me a cockeyed grin. “I’m Switzerland.”

      “Hmm,” I say, finding that statement hard to believe. “Um, do you want a bowl of ice cream? Pistachio. I’m gonna have some.”

      He looks a little crestfallen that his charm didn’t affect me, and I can’t help but gloat to myself as I turn around and open the freezer, because that’s what he deserves.

      “Nah,” he says. “No, thanks. I don’t do too well with dairy.”

       I dig the ice cream scoop out of the drawer. “With this eating machine inside of me, I don’t even think lactose intolerance would even count. I could probably swallow nuts and bolts, and this baby would thank me for the iron.” Blue laughs. It’s a nice sound, even if he’s off my trust list. Then I hear the ice in his glass tinkle as he takes a long gulp. “So, you mentioned Veronica. What do you think about her, anyway?” I ask, digging into the carton.

      The enthusiasm in his first couple of words tells me I’m right

       “She’s alright, I guess.”

      “Well, she must like you to have called,” I say after I put the ice cream tub back and get a spoon, and I turn around. I’m leaning with the small of my back on the edge of the counter by the fridge. I begin to spoon the cold cream into my mouth.  I’m staring at him now and he’s getting fidgety. He alternates between pulling at his lip ring and shifting his water glass between his left and right hands. Blue is nervous, but why?

      I’m about to ask what’s wrong with him when I get an internal flash of intense warmth and intimacy, as if I’ve just been kissing the heck out of Kam, and he does that thing where he sweeps me up and throws me on the bed—my insides melt and I see it plain as day. “Oh my God,” I shout. “You kissed her!”

      He’s a deer in the headlights. “What?” he says. “Wait, how did you know that?”

       “What the hell happened when I was gone?”

      He lets it all out. He tells me about his and Veronica’s attraction, how things escalated that one night. And finally, how things really went to hell, and she disappeared.

      This is bad. This is so bad.

      “It was just about sex, lust, right?” I’m asking, but there’s a pleading under my tone. Please just let it be about sex, that I can accept. Blue’s attractive, and Veronica doesn't feel a connection to Ian or Kam, but when he hangs his head, my heart constricts. 

      “She…wanted me to tell her that I love her.” He says quietly.

      My brain dumps what feels like a gallon of adrenaline into my bloodstream. “What!?” I rage. “No! Blue, you didn’t!” I shriek. “You can’t, right?!”

      He wipes a hand across his face and sighs before responding, “I…no. I don’t.”

      This can’t be happening, but looking at Blue, I don’t believe his answer, and it’s scaring the hell out of me.

       I turn around, throwing my ice cream bowl into the sink and rinsing it out. I see the spoon I dropped under the pantry door, but it seems too far away to deal with right now. That’s how I feel—I can see everything, but it’s all out of reach.

      I hear Blue’s counter stool scrape on the tile as he pushes it back and stands up. “I guess this is my fucking specialty,” he says. “Unmitigated disaster. But I can’t lie to you. If things were different—and I mean extremely different—there could have been a world where I did let myself fall for Veronica. And try to be with her. But that’s where that stops. Because things aren’t different. Things are how they are—a giant shitty mess!”

      I’m about to tell him this is so much more than a mess when I hear a key turn in the front door lock. Blue and I both freeze. I can hear the low, even timbre of Kam’s voice and Katie’s. All I can do is turn around to see their faces as they walk into the room after coming through the front door.
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      The words ‘what the hell is he doing here’ die on my lips when I see Megan slumping to the kitchen floor while Blue and Katie are frozen with the shock of the chance meeting. It’s close, but I move fast around the island, and I’m just able to slip my left hand behind Meg’s head and prevent her from smacking it on the edge of the counter. My right hand instinctively covers her belly. She seems okay, but I crouch next to her and watch closely to make sure her eyes are clear, and she’s unhurt. She nods in answer to my silent question, then she grabs my shoulders and lets me help her back to a standing position.

      I help adjust her so she’s leaning on the island with her hands on either side of the range. 

      She’s looking at me like she can see right through me. A sort of vacant stare. My heart is racing, and my hands start to tremble. 

      “Sweetheart?” I say. “Can you tell me what’s going on?”

      I feel better when she throws her arms around me. “I’m okay, just had a dizzy spell,” she says lightly. I hug her back, inhaling her scent and letting it drive me crazy—the good kind of crazy—before I draw back and say, “So…this is a bit of an odd homecoming.”

      Megan looks across at Blue where he’s standing next to Katie—my sister is a little too close to him for comfort, from the look on his face—and Blue looks back at Megan as if they’re each waiting for the other to tell the story of why he’s there. They both start to speak at once, then they do that ‘no, you first’ thing back and forth. We all sort of laugh at the routine and in relief that the ice is broken, and two, Megan takes the reins and says, “Blue decided to check on me. Sort of as a conciliatory gesture.”

      “How about that,” I say as I open the pantry and take out a canister of roasted almonds. I pop one in my mouth and say, “What brought that about, Blue?”

      Katie, probably doing the most sensible thing out of the four of us, pulls out a bar chair and sits down, plopping her purse on the island.

      I’m looking at Blue for an answer. He opens his mouth, closes it, takes a breath to try again. Megan cuts in, “He had a feeling,” she tells me. “One of those times when you get a feeling that someone may need you, so you reach out. And he was nice enough to follow through. Right, Blue?”

      Blue nods and says, “Always let your conscience be your guide, right?” He attempts a cocky grin, but I’m not buying it. I stare him down, still popping almonds.

      I turn to Megan and say, “So….”

      “Let’s talk about it later,” she says. “Babe?”

      I crunch on my snack, offering her a little more than a nod. I know that something is going on here, and the disappointment I feel that it’s so hard for Megan and me to be honest with each other is turning into anger. “Right,” I say, putting the lid on the nut can and smacking it down on the counter. “We have company.”

      Katie gets a startled look, but to her credit, she’s ready with a question for Blue. “So, how have you been?” she asks. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you.”

      A dark look crosses Blue’s face, and I can tell he’s still pissed about the way Katie cheated on him. He recovers quickly enough to shrug and mutter, “Same as it ever was, I guess. You?”

      “Not too much different. I’ve changed majors, though. I’m going into art history. I want to be a museum curator.” 

      Blue gives a nod, realizing that it’s his turn next in this bizarre situation. He seems to warm up to Katie a little. “I’m in the middle of a career shift myself. Long story short, it’ll probably be in IT with an established company. The ‘frontier’ is pretty much settled these days.”

      Katie’s paying close attention, but before she can respond to Blue, I cut in., “I just remembered. Katie, weren’t you telling me about something you wanted to say to Megan?”

      “That was the clunkiest segue I’ve ever seen come from you. I don’t exactly think this is the right time…?”

      I realize she’s probably right, as much as I’d like it to be otherwise. Megan stretches and yawns. She giggles a little and says, “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be rude. It’s been a long day.”

      Katie gives me a big-eyed look as if to say, ‘see, dopey?’

      I reach out and rub the small of Megan’s back, “It has. No reason everything else can’t wait till tomorrow.” I say.

       She steps a little closer, and now we’re standing arm in arm on one side of the island counter, and Blue and Katie are fidgeting nervously on the other.

        “Katie, if you’re heading out, I’ll walk you to your car,” he offers. Blue once again shows he can think on his feet.

      It’s like somebody just switched on a thousand-watt bulb, the way my sister beams. She nods enthusiastically and jumps off her stool. They say their goodbyes to Megan and me, and in a flash, we’re alone. I kiss her on the top of the head.

      Megan heads down the hallway, and I know she’s going to wash her face and brush her teeth. I sense that it’s not a good time to push her, but I really want to know the real reason Blue was here. I’m in my pajamas, propped up on my pillows with SportsCenter on mute with the captions going by the time Megan is finished in the bathroom and joins me in bed. She gives me a peck on the cheek as she climbs under the covers, moving slowly as she holds her stomach, then grabs a book off her night table.

      “You and Blue seem to have warmed up alright.”

      “It wasn’t like that?” she answers, still on the defensive.

      “You want me to sit here and speculate?” I say. “That’s how little you think of me these days? I’m clearly asking, and Megan, I swear…just tell me, what was the real reason Blue showed up here at our house?”

      She’s like a brick wall. “Why do you think there has to be some kind of ulterior—”

      “No!” I say, and this time I do raise my voice. “Answer the question, Megan. Answer it.”

      She throws her book aside on the floor. “It was Veronica, alright? She talked to Blue and invited him over, and then I was back. I thought I just slept for a while! Blue had to explain what happened when he got here. So I didn’t do it!”

      “Veronica!? Fuck!” 

      She gives a teary-eyed nod and looks down at her belly, cradling it with both hands. “Why do I have to fight you for the truth?” I ask her, letting her see how much this hurts me.

      She sniffs.,

       “I’m sorry. I don’t know, Kam. I’m all over the place. I’m not trying to be secretive. I guess I knew you wouldn’t like it. I was afraid that if it came out how close Blue and Veronica are, you’d feel outnumbered, like you and I had yet another person or pair of people who were working against us.”

      “Close.’ What exactly do you mean by that? They haven’t…they haven’t had sex have they?”

      “Of course not! Blue assured me they didn’t.”

      “How can you be sure, Megan? Think of the amount of time Blue has spent, pretty much lying to the faces of everyone he knows. Isn’t it quite a stretch to imagine you could trust him about something like this?”

      “Well, I…I just know he wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t, Kam.” She smooths the portion of the comforter that’s over her belly.

      “He wouldn’t do that? Megan?” I’m trying hard not to let anger completely take over the tone of my voice. It’s a losing battle. “I don’t think that’s such a safe assumption at this point. Who the hell knows, maybe he should be taking a paternity test too!”

      Her hand flies to her mouth, and she looks at me like I just physically struck her.

      I know I’ve messed up. I reach out to her, but she knocks my hand away. I start stammering, the apology not coming to my lips. 

       “Wow, just wow!” Her voice is like ice. 

      “I’m going to sleep on the couch.” She says as she carefully climbs out of our bed. I throw the covers off, but before I can even put my feet on the carpet, she’s out the bedroom door, saying, “Kam, don’t. Just don’t.”

      I realize I’m still holding the remote control. I hurl it at the far wall and watch as it breaks open, sending the batteries flying. I clench my fists and hang my head, with no idea at all how I’m going to fix this.

      You’re gonna fix it, Kameron. You’re you. You’re a Davis. You don’t give up.

      I run my fingers through my hair a few times, mumbling to myself, “Alright, alright, I can do this…fix this. We need time, just more time.” 

      I look up Mom and Dad’s travel agent and private-message her. She’s awake. She helps me with the details of the plan I’m starting to formulate. I send the wire and remind her of the discretion I need. In a matter of a half-hour, I believe that my plan is airtight.

      I find Megan still awake on the long living room couch, under a blanket she’s taken out of the linen closet, lying on her side watching an old movie in black in white. It looks like It’s A Wonderful Life.

      She looks at me coolly, seeing that I’ve picked up her book and brought it with me.

      “Is that your idea of a peace offering?” She says, barely glancing at me.

      I know I have to tread carefully. “Well,” I say, “I was going to bring an actual olive branch, but I checked the flights and I wouldn’t have gotten back from Greece till the day after tomorrow.” I try for a smile, and she gives me a genuine one—I do love her, and she knows it.

      Relief washes over me as she smiles back, albeit combined with a head shake.

      I still feel like there are walls that need to come down. “Isn’t it a little early in the season for that one?”

      She looks a little surprised, like she’s already forgotten about the film and wants to see what I have to say, but she glances at it and says, “I’m streaming it. In all the foster homes I was at as a little girl, this movie was the one constant. At Christmastime, I mean. It was a weird way to connect all those different…episodes in my mind. I’d be with hippies in a shack in the woods one year, steelworkers in Pennsylvania the next, and on and on, but everybody would watch this movie in December. I really don’t think there was one exception, which is strange in itself, but….”

      I take a step, sit on the coffee table and put down the book and glasses case. I brush Megan’s cheek with my hand. I’m welling up when I tell her, “I’m so sorry for what I said earlier. It was unnecessary.”

      She sees inside me, I’m sure of it, and she presses her hand on the back of mine. She kisses my palm and nods gently with her eyes closed.

      She invites me to sit with her and makes room on the couch by curling up her legs. We have a lazy sort of quiet time as the movie plays. “I have something I’ve been thinking about. Working on, really?”

      “What?” she says, perking up even though it’s getting late.

      “I think this would be the perfect thing for us to reconnect.”

      Megan nods, glancing at her bump, and says, “You’ve piqued my curiosity.”

      “A getaway,” I say, gaining confidence as her eyes light up. “To a private spot somewhere warm. I want us to leave tomorrow afternoon, so we have a good few days before we have to worry about the test.”

      “Tomorrow?” she says, surprised, but she’s excited. “Okay. It’s not exactly like my schedule is full. But somewhere warm? That could be anywhere.” She laughs.

      “Here’s where I ask for your total trust,” I say. “I want it to be a surprise. I will take care of absolutely everything. I want you to put your hand in mine and just go with me where I go. What do you say, sweetheart?”

      She holds my hand in both of hers. Her eyes are full of wonder and joy. I know I’ve made the right choice. I even manage to get her back to the bedroom. Even though we usually sleep intertwined, we get sweaty and have to roll apart. This time we spend all night spooning. The gentle rhythm of her breathing lulls me into the best rest I’ve gotten in a very long time.
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      Kam is off running errands. We’re going to have four days of bliss. Which couldn't be more perfect since I’ll be doing the paternity test when we come back. I try to push the thought away for now as I pack. I have till around three in the afternoon until Kam’s driver picks us up to bring us to O’Hare. Kam’s note says he’ll be home around noon to get his own things together. So I have a whole long morning to imagine where we’re going. I’ve never been to Miami or California. Possibly even Hawaii, but I try not to get my hopes up, but I do imagine myself reclining on a white sand beach with cabana boys attending to my every need

      But my imagination is invaded by what Kam said yesterday. That he could even have said something so mean to me about Blue.

      I know with everything that happened, it’s not an unreasonable fear to have, especially since Blue isn’t someone Kam trusts at all. Still, Blue wouldn’t lie about anything like that. Besides, I’d know, and at the very least, Ian would.

      I remember that I was supposed to meet with Helen tomorrow but email her that I have to cancel. I don’t want to tell her I’m taking a trip, but otherwise, she’d probably worry. So, I send a follow-up email about the reason for my canceling.
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      I’m buzzing with anticipation in the back of Uber, and I squeeze Kam’s thigh. We’re maybe halfway to the airport. The traffic isn’t bad, plus the driver is one of those guys who seems to glide right through even gridlock situations with very little effort. I’m looking out of the tinted window, a little worried about the weather. It’s gray and raw-looking. I try to push the worry of the flight being delayed by ice or snow out of my head. Then something occurs to me. I pat Kam’s leg and say, “I’ve never even been to the ocean, you know.”

      He raises his eyebrows. “Well, it’s much different from Lake Michigan, I can tell you that.”

      I say with a grin, “Just a little bigger, I’ve been told.”

      He chuckles. “Quite.” Then he puts his hand into the pocket of his sports coat and says, “I have something here….”

      “A sleep mask and a pair of earplugs?” I ask, looking at what he holds in his hand. “Is it really noisy at the villa?”

      He laughs. “Remember when you said you’d trust me with absolutely everything on this trip? This is where that starts. I want our destination to be such a surprise that you literally won’t know anything about it until we get there. We’re almost outside O’Hare, and I don’t want you to be able to read the concourse and airline signs, so it’s time. Can you put them on, sweetheart?”

      “You’re…not kidding,” I whisper as I take the mask and plugs. “I don’t know, Kam. I don’t want to look like an idiot.”

      He nods and says, “I get it, but people do it all the time. Look it up on social media. TikTok videos are mostly what I found when I searched. But in those clips, everybody at the airport thinks it’s adorable. People get excited for the one who’s getting the surprise. Some of them, it’s their very first time on an airplane, too.”

      “Like me,” I mumble.

      He strokes my knee for encouragement. “Sure, why not? It’ll be fun.” I put in my AirPods and watch as Kam grabs the mask. 

      “No peeking. I’ve got this,” he says, giving me a peck on the lips before placing the mask in its position. It’s strange to sit there in darkness and silence. I’m not crazy about the feeling, but I know I’ll like the end result. And it is a very sweet gesture, Kam’s romantic plan. I try to meditate to pass the time. Soon the car stops. Kam gets out, I assume to get our bags and give them to the porter or to have the driver do so. Then I sense my door opening. Kam’s touch gently guides me out of the car and into the seat of a wheelchair. I’m a little embarrassed, imagining how it all must look, but also relieved because it seems like an easier prospect than being led around by the hand, trying to walk blind.

      Once we’re past the check-in and ticket gate, I feel Kam controlling the wheelchair’s gathering momentum as we go down through the jetway. He stands me up as we board the plane and finally slips the blindfold off of my face. He’s pointing at a couple of the first-class seats and saying something. I realize I still have the earplugs in. I pop them out, and Kam repeats, “That’s you and me. Take the window or the aisle, it doesn’t matter to me.”

      “It doesn’t look like I’ll see much with this fog, but….” I scooch into the window seat and look out at the flat expanse of the runways and taxiways. I see two men in orange vests unloading baggage from an airport mini-tractor hooked to about six trailers, all piled high with suitcases.

      Kam is stuffing our carry-ons into the overhead bin. He clicks it shut and plops down beside me, grinning. “So tell me the truth,” he says. “Did you peek, back in the concourse, at all?”

      “No,” I say. “This is sort of exciting.” I look around, taking in the first-class cabin where people are settling in and taking out their devices, as the long line of coach passengers files past, moving toward the middle and back of the passenger cabin. I’m struck that almost every walk of life is represented in this single group of a couple hundred people—I see everything from a couple of authentic-looking cowboys to a middle-aged man and woman in Hawaiian shirts with three boisterous kids, to the woman in the seat across the aisle from Kam whose diamond jewelry looks like it cost as much as this plane would.

      Kam takes my hand, which I immediately squeeze. “You haven’t been on an airplane before, right?”

      I think about it. “In a word, maybe,” I say. “I have a vague memory, but I think it’s either from so long ago that this may as well be the first time, or it’s a fragment that’s leaked into my head from Alana or Veronica—and I don’t want to talk about them.”

      “Agreed,” he says firmly. “I propose that we make it a policy to keep them out of our conversations for the whole trip.”

      Kam takes my phone out of my purse and tells me to put it on airplane mode. I thank him and press the little plane icon on it and giggle. Then turn my music back on before the pilot announces where we’re headed.

      The whole thing thrums with the power of the engines, two of which I can see on the wing on my side if I peer to my far left out my window. I get lost in the experience. The power of it, the newness. Kam holds my hand the whole time, beaming at my wonder and amazement. Then there’s the intense rush of the roaring engines and I’m pushed into the softness of my seat during takeoff. Now we’re airborne and climbing, and it feels like I’m already in a different world.
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      I sleep on the plane, something Kam tells me is a lot easier in a first-class seat than in coach. When I wake up, people are standing all filing out.

      “We’re here!” I squeal, and Kam gives me a charming smile. I’m practically bursting with excitement.  Once we get off the plane, climb up the jetway, and set foot on the shiny broad floor of the arrival gate, I see a huge multicolored sign that says, ‘Welcome to Cancun.’

      I actually jump for joy, while Kam watches me and laughs. I gasp, “Mexico!”

      “Si, Señora,” he jokes. I must look like I’d be okay just to stay in the airport, because I’m practically spinning in circles to take it all in. “There’s actually more of Mexico outside,” he teases.

      “But how, I don’t have a passport,” I say, shocked.

      “I took care of it. My dad…” he says, his skin blushing slightly. I squeal again.

      “Oh, I’m gonna be a tourist, hardcore,” I say in my own defense. “Give me five minutes, and I’ll be wearing a sombrero.”

      “Ay, caramba,” he smirks. “But seriously, listen, sweetheart. If you have to use the restroom, now is the time to do it. We have a car waiting outside, and it’s quite a long drive to the villa.”

      We take our carry-ons and head along the wide airport hallway toward the baggage claim. The giant carousel’s steel sections click and clank against each other as they crawl around the whole oval, and a constant flow of baggage has already begun to drop from the ramp in the middle. As I keep an eye out for my red faux leather suitcase and Kam’s dark brown Samsonite bag, something occurs to me.

      “Kam, what about the water?” I say. “We need to be especially careful. The baby …”

      “It’s okay,” he says. “The main house is on its own system, and the other buildings are equipped with state-of-the-art filters. You can shower, you can drink—the water, I mean—and you can swim in the pools. It’s all pure and clean. Here are our bags. Come on.”

      He reaches down and grabs both of our suitcases, one by one. We extend their handles and make the short journey to the street access doors. As soon as I’m on the sidewalk, I stop and stand there, blown away by how different the air itself feels. Not only is it a lot warmer, but bordering on hot even though it’s almost nighttime.  The ocean must also be nearby—I can practically taste the salt of the sea. 

      Any doubts I had about how good an idea this trip was now disappear. I’m still a little nervous about going deep into Mexico, away from the tourist areas. Still, it’s great that I get an authentic experience.

      Kam is behind the large black SUV talking to the driver in Spanish. Just as they finish and Kam steps back up to the sidewalk, I see the ground lighting come on underneath the palms that flank the airport exit. Illuminated now, the fronds at the tops of the trees wave in the sea breeze, swishing and swaying so beautifully that they put Indiana’s maples, oaks, and elms to shame. 

      Everything is great, but the driver’s style is more than a little jerky. He is flying through traffic like we’re in a high-speed chase.

      Kam notices me gripping the door handle with white knuckles.  “It’s alright, sweetheart. It’s Mexico. You have to drive more aggressively here.”

      “That’s exactly where I’d like to get,” I say, gritting my teeth. “Anywhere.”

      “Try to relax,” he says. “A little farther out, there’ll be a lot less traffic. You’ll be able to nap for an hour or two if you want.”

      “We’re more than two hours away from the villa?”

      “It’s worth the trip,” he says. “You’ll fall in love with the place.  I know you’ve probably heard stories about the…unpleasant things that go on outside the tourist centers in Mexico, but don’t worry. We have round-the-clock guards, highly trained dogs, the whole nine yards.”

      “Wow,” I say. “But Kam, why couldn’t we just stay at a resort in Cancun? I would have liked to see all the shops and vendors. And restaurants.”

      “I think you’ll really appreciate the authenticity of our experience. And we’ll be going to the restaurants and stores that locals use, and not just buying crappy souvenirs. Plus, I want us to have plenty of alone time. Private time, without the disturbances of room service and housekeeping and having to push through crowds everywhere we go.”

      I can see how important this is to him, and I think it’s pretty crucial too, so I put on a smile and joke, “You had me at ‘alone time.’”

      “We need it, don’t we?” he says softly, leaning in to kiss me on my neck. I tingle as I hear him inhale the scent of me.

      “I can’t wait.”

      Kam gives me one of his heart-melting smiles and pulls me into his embrace. I close my eyes, enjoying Kam’s closeness, and soon I fall asleep.
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       The car has stopped. We must be here. I try to shake the sleep out of my head, then the baby shifts inside me, and I have a sudden bout of anxiety. What if something happens? What if I need a doctor?.

      “Megan? You okay?” Kam has opened the door on his side, and I catch a glimpse of an immense house front, lit from the ground like the palm trees back in Cancun.

      I decide to push back against the anxiety. It’ll be fine. We’re only here for three days. What could happen? I nod at Kam and let him help me climb out. I see that three white-coated staff members of Kam’s are attending our arrival, but I have to close my eyes for a second. I’m a little dizzy.

      It’s only three days.

      Three days.

      Purple.

      Black.

      Green.

      Orange…
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      Our first two days and nights at the villa—it has a name, ‘Casa del Semental Blanco,’ or House of the White Stallion—are like a dream you don’t want to wake up from. Kam and I get closer and closer, swimming in the pools and the ocean—the beach is at the bottom of the cliff on top of which the villa is situated. We play board games on the whitewashed veranda while the surf crashes far below and eat the best food I’ve had in my life. It’s just the recharge I was hoping for, and I know it is for Kam, too. I’ve never seen him so relaxed. 

      The only thing that sucks is my phone doesn’t have a good signal here, but I’m not too worried about it since we’ll be leaving soon, and Kam’s phone has strong reception if we need to call anyone.

      The only other thing that’s flawed with this trip is that Kam and I haven’t made love, but I’m hoping that changes tonight. I’ve bought a beautiful Spanish-style dress from one of the workers who spoke very little English, Alejandro, and tonight is going to be the night. I walk down from the house onto our own private golf court, and I just watch my fiancé. I don’t know much about golf, but Kam’s swing and follow-through look good to me. And I love his poise and patience as he stands still after each shot to watch that tiny white dot sail out, out, and disappear. Seeing his body move reminds me of how perfect I want tonight to be.

      We’ll be leaving Mexico tomorrow, and we have so much to go up against back at home, starting with that unavoidable paternity test and its fallout that will change our lives whether we want it to or not—tonight might be our last really private time together for a long time. We’re going to be raising a newborn, after all.

      Finally, Kam turns his head and he sees me. His face breaks into a huge smile and he motions for me to come closer, shouting, “Megan!” He speaks to Fernando, one of the staff, quickly in Spanish and hands him his golf club. Fernando carries both clubs and the basket of golf balls they’ve been using past me as he smiles and murmurs, “Señora,” and heads off to another part of the grounds.

      Kam puts his hand on my hips and kisses me. It starts as a peck but lingers and turns into something more. I savor his lips and his tongue as it explores my mouth. He pulls away just as I think I might swoon. “I talked to Josefina, the chef,” he says. “She promises to really outdo herself tonight. Best of the best. I’m having the crew set up a dining area outside on the veranda—the sunset is supposed to be spectacular tonight.”

      I can’t hide my shock. “Kam,” I say, my jaw slack. “How did you know that’s exactly what I wanted?”

      He only grins and winks at me. “Plus, I hired some musicians in from Chetumal. They’re amazing.”

      He turns me back to face the villa and puts his arm around my shoulders, telling me as we stroll that he’s taken care of every conceivable detail. As he speaks, I start listening more to the tone and timbre of his deep, resonant voice and lose track of the exact words. Kam makes every cell in my body come alive. We end up at the big swimming pool directly behind the main building. We change into our bathing suits and spend a couple of hours lounging on the beach chairs by the pool, getting up every once in a while to take a dip. He tells me about the swim team and water polo at his old private high school.

      In what seems like only a few minutes, the sun is sinking pretty low, and it’s time to get ready for dinner. We agree to get ready separately to make it like a real date. I take time to shave, curl my hair, put on makeup, and put on the flattering gown made of sheer scarlet satin. I’ve added a white Mexican Poppy I found on the edge of the grounds behind my ear.

      I want Kameron at the point where he can keep his hands off me. I primp for a few more seconds, making sure everything is how I want it, and I leave the master bedroom to make my way to the table that Josefina and her kitchen helpers have set up for us. I turn the corner to step up onto the veranda, and I freeze—Kam stands up from his chair where he’s been waiting, sporting an obviously personally tailored charcoal-gray suit. He looks like James Bond’s casually cool younger brother. I still can’t help feeling butterflies when I look at him.

      The look on his face as his eyes rove up and down my figure let me know my extra effort was worth it. My dress is not only one of the most flattering things I’ve ever worn, but it’s the most effective maternity dress I’ve ever seen in terms of how it minimizes my baby bump. He crosses to me and takes both of my hands in his. “There are no words to describe how incredibly beautiful you look,” he says softly.

      “You look as handsome as you’ve ever been, Mr. Davis,” I say.

      We stand there smiling at each other. Only when the servers come onto the veranda, do we move to take our seats at the carved wood table. Kam pulls out my chair like a true gentleman then takes his own. He winks at me as he snaps his white linen napkin open and lays it across his lap, saying what sounds like very complimentary things to his staff members in Spanish. They are well-mannered and swift, and before I know it, there’s a soup course in front of me. I pick up my spoon, looking over the candles in the table’s centerpiece at the love of my life, and I don’t think I’ve ever felt happier.

      I jump as a rising overture of chamber music begins—I forgot all about the string quartet. But there they are in the failing daylight at the far end of the veranda’s floor space, each with a little light on their music stands. I dip into my soup, the name of which Kam tells me but that I could never properly pronounce. It tastes like the culinary answer to the concept of heaven. 

      The sunset is burning so brilliantly that I’m almost blinded by the magnificence of it, and you have the dinner of a lifetime. Josefina’s cuisine is something from another world. I’m almost emotionally affected by it. But I am absolutely emotionally affected by the quartet’s performance. We’re only halfway through our meal, but Kam sees me peeking over at the musicians, and he says, “Would you care to dance, beautiful?”

      I nod, my vision full of sparkles in the dusk from the candles, the Christmas lights around the inside of the veranda’s ceiling, and the lightning bugs that have started to blink on the manicured lawn around us. As we stand and meet by the side of the table, Kam notices tears in my eyes. “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I let him escort me to an open space where we can move around. “Babe, this has literally never happened to me before, but I think these are tears of joy.”

      He puts one hand out and the other on my hip. “I want to show you what those are like as often as I can for a very long time.”

      I’m floating at how good this feels. “Megan? Do you love me?” he says.

      I don’t even move my cheek from his shirt when I say, “I love you more than anything or anyone, Kameron.”

      He turns me slowly, in time with the classical piece the quartet is playing, and he says, “Can you…do you promise?”

      I look up to see if he’s playing, but I’ve never seen him more serious. I feel a little sliver of worry, but I push it aside. “That’s why we’re engaged to be married, silly.”

      “What I mean is…Megan, will you love me under any circumstances? No matter what?”

      My heart skips a beat. I have a brief flash of all the chaos of our worst moments, and even worse, I feel Alana’s consciousness somewhere inside me like she wants to rise up. I consciously place all that on one side of a mental scale, and on the other side, I put my recall of the past three days here in paradise. I have no doubt about which one I think is more real, more important. “Kam, I always will.”

      The music slows as it blends with the sound of the multitudes of crickets singing in the dark tropical forest all around Casa del Semental Blanco, and it puts me into a dreamy state. I want to stay in this moment forever.

       “Tell me how much you trust me,” he says.

      I don't even have to think about it. “With my life,” I tell him, never spoken a truer thing to him.

      He presses me even closer to him and pulls my chin up with his hand. When we kiss, he’s like a man possessed. His hands are all over me and now sliding underneath the dress. I wonder briefly if staff is watching, but if they are, I won’t make a move to stop him. Neither one of us needs to ask. We know what we want, what we need to do. We turn and go hand in hand, practically running, until we’re in the bedroom and we lock the door behind us.

      By the time we make it as far as the bed, stumbling across the carpet, I’ve already pulled off Kam’s jacket and thrown it onto the floor. I tug at his tie, trying to undo it with clumsy fingers, eager to get him naked. It’s been way too long since we’ve been together like this, and I feel like I’m starving for him—for his affection and love, as much as the pleasure that I get from sex with him.

        I manage to get the tie loose, and his shirt is next, joining the growing pile of clothes on the floor as our mouths stay glued to one another, kissing like we haven’t in what feels like so fucking long. It feels like the early days again, like when we first started sleeping together, before so much else got in the way.

      Kam breaks the kiss just long enough for his hands to slide down from my waist to my hips, fisting in the material of my dress and pulling it up, over the length of my body and up over my head, so that I’m standing there in nothing but my underwear at the foot of the bed.

        I’d worn something pretty just for him, hoping this would happen, as if I could wish it into being. Sheer, rose pink lace panties with little embroidered flowers, a matching bra, soft against my pale skin, the color I know he loves on me. Sweet and innocent, just like he wants me to be for him.

        His sweet girl.

        His Megan.

        I hadn’t expected to feel so anxious with his eyes on my naked body, though. At a little over six months pregnant, I’m well aware that my stomach isn’t quite as flat as it once was, that I’ve put on a little weight, that my face is rounder. But Kam doesn’t seem to care. He sucks in a sharp breath as his gaze rakes over me, lingering on where my breasts are starting to strain a little at the edges of the bra, fuller than they were when I bought it.

        He moves towards me and I grab his belt, pulling him eagerly into another kiss as I run my fingertips over the hair on his chest and stomach, enjoying the softness of it under my touch. He tastes good, like the salt on the margarita he had at dinner, like the tang of citrus. It feels perfect, like the heavenly finale to the paradise we’ve been in for the past few days. I can smell the sea breeze coming in through the window, warm and soft, curling around us in the night air. I want nothing more than to make this perfect, romantic night stretch out for as long as I possibly can.

        Kam buries his face in my neck, kissing down the length of my throat as his hands find my bra, tugging at the hooks as I work on unbuckling his belt, yanking it through the loops until it too falls on the floor. I’d planned to leave the bra on, to let him see me in the sexy lingerie while we made love, but at this point, I’d let him do almost anything he wanted, see me any way that he wants. Just as long as I get to have him inside of me again.

        His hands skim up my waist as the bra joins the rest of our clothes, up to my breasts, cupping them and pinching my nipples. “I like these like this,” he murmurs against my throat, and I feel a rush of pleasure. He pulls back then, looking down at my full cleavage, his eyes darkening as they flick up to mine. “I like that no other man has seen them like this. This is my Megan. All mine.”

        “Yes,” I whisper, kissing him again. “You know I am. All yours.”

        “Fucking right you are.” He reaches for me again, picking me up and lifting me onto the edge of the mattress as if I weighed nothing at all. My ass is on the very edge of it, and Kam pushes me back with one hand on my chest so that I’m flat on my back, my legs dangling over the edge. He holds me there like that for a moment, nudging my legs apart so that he’s standing between them, looking down at me.

        This should feel perfect. The man I love is about to make love to me again, on vacation in Mexico, in our own private little slice of paradise. But there’s something in his face that disturbs me, something almost vacant and distant, as if he’s not really seeing me. As if his mind is somewhere else, even as his hand travels back to my breast, and he bends down to kiss my stomach just above the slight swell of it.

        You’re being foolish, I tell myself. It’s just been a while. He’s probably thinking about the lineup of the Chicago Cubs, so he doesn’t come too soon, before we even start. I can see how hard he is as I look down the length of my body, straining against his fly. He wants me, there’s no doubt about it, and if I get in my own head, I’m going to ruin this.

        I can’t bear that, not after I’ve wanted it for so long.

        Kam’s hands slide down to my waist, then to my hips, holding me there as his lips graze over my belly, down to the space between my hipbones, just above where I’m aching for him, already wet. I’ve been soaked since the moment he started kissing me, the sheer lace clinging to my flesh. He sees it the moment his mouth trails down a little further, his fingers catching on the edge of my panties as he presses his lips to the fabric over my clit. His warm breath heats my skin, making me squirm and whimper, and I hear him inhale.

        “So fucking turned on for me,” he murmurs, and then I feel the heat of his tongue, pressed against the sheer lace, tasting me through it. “So wet. For me.”

        “Yes,” I pant, squirming. “I want you so much, Kam, please—”

        “What do you want?” His eyes roll up to meet mine. “Tell me.” His fingers tighten on the edge of my panties, but his voice sounds distant too, almost like he’s reciting something, speaking from a script.

        But I don’t care. Or I do—but I can’t let myself think about it. If he stops now, I’m going to scream.

        “You,” I whisper, my hips arching up, wanting more of his mouth on me. “Your tongue, please, Kam—”

        I feel him pulling my panties down then, over my thighs, the warm air of the room on my bare and damp flesh. Then he grips my inner thighs, spreading my legs wider as his mouth presses between the apex of them with a groan.

        Every thought of him being distant, of wondering about his mood, flies out of my head. His tongue is warm and wet, pressed against my sensitive flesh, my swollen clit, licking upwards with a long, firm stroke that leaves me gasping. It grazes over where I need it most before his mouth moves downwards, teasing me, sucking my folds between his lips as I squirm and clutch at the bedspread, wanting him desperately to focus on my clit, to lick me there until I come. It wouldn’t take much—

        Kam knows me. He knows what I want, what I need. He’s done this plenty of times before, and he follows that path exactly, teasing me a little longer before he fastens his mouth over my clit, his tongue swirling in the circles that drive me insane. He’s following the same pattern he always does, like he’s doing it by habit, I think, but then he sucks my clit into his mouth, and the thought flies away like a leaf on the breeze.

        He wants me, I tell myself firmly. He’s hard as hell just from seeing me naked. If it’s the same thing he always does, it’s not because he’s distracted, it’s because he wants to please me. I know I have to stop being so paranoid. I have to stop second-guessing everything.

        I have to get out of my fucking head, because I want to enjoy this.

        His tongue is making those tight circles again, over and over, one hand tight on my thigh as the other slides up to finger my entrance, one digit and then two slipping inside. They curl upwards, finding that spot inside of me that feels so good, that adds the pressure I need. Kam slides them in and out slowly, matching the rhythm of his tongue, and I know I’m on edge.

        “I’m going to come,” I gasp, my hands clutching at the bed. “Oh god, Kam, don’t stop, please, I’m going to come—”

        His tongue keeps going, circling, lashing, his fingers pumping inside of me as he drives me higher and higher. I needed this so badly. I needed him to touch me, to kiss me, to taste me. My own fingers aren’t the same, my own fantasies. I needed this, and now I have it, and when he buries his fingers inside of me and sucks my clit into his mouth, I see fucking stars.

        The orgasm feels like it goes on forever, my body arching and shuddering, grinding against his face as I come hard on his tongue. He keeps going, too, licking me through it until he finally pulls back, leaving me damp and twitching atop the bed as he stands up, unzipping his pants.

        Kam pushes them and his boxers down together, and he springs free, long and thick and everything I’ve been dreaming about. I want to give him the same pleasure. I’m about to slip to my knees when he suddenly strides towards the bed, climbing atop it and swinging his knee over my stomach so that he’s straddling me.

          “Come here,” I whisper. “I need you.”

        Something flickers across his face, but he moves towards me, his mouth coming down hard on mine again as he nudges my legs apart, kneeling between them as his cock brushes against my inner thigh. My body clenches in response, my legs wrapping around his waist as he angles me underneath him, and I gasp as I feel his tip slide against the wetness between my legs, already slipping inside of me.

        “Fuck,” Kam groans as he slides an inch deeper and then another. My arms go around his neck, my legs tightening around him, pulling him into me. I want all of him, and he thrusts forwards,  filling me completely as he sinks into me as deeply as he can, moaning with pleasure as he buries his face in my neck again. “Fuck, Megan—”

        “You feel so good,” I whisper, as he starts to move. “So good—”

        “So do you,” he groans. “That tight fucking pussy, all mine, god you feel so—” His words break off as he kisses me again, harder this time, more possessively as he starts to thrust faster. I open my eyes, and I see him looking down at me, his gaze raking over my face as his hips grind against mine.

        “Mine,” Kam grunts, thrusting into me again. “You’re mine, Megan, and I’ll never let you go. Never.” His hand caresses the side of my face as he says it, and I feel a flush of warmth, pleasure bursting over me. He might have been distant before, but he’s here with me now, his gaze fixed fiercely on my face as he leans back, kneeling between my legs as he lifts mine over his shoulders. It raises my ass up a little, lets me see as the length of he slides in and out of me, and he moves slower now, savoring every stroke and watching me as he fucks me slowly.

      “Yes,” I gasp, feeling the slow tightening deep in my belly, the rising pleasure as my next orgasm starts to build. “Yes, I’m all yours. I promise, Kam, all yours. Please, make me come, please—”

        He grins, his cock still sliding in and out of me with long, slow strokes, glistening with our combined arousal as he reaches between my thighs, parting my folds as he starts to circle my clit with his finger. “No other man is ever going to touch you like this,” he murmurs, rubbing my clit. “Only me.”

        “Yes.” I’m panting again, squirming under his touch, so close to the release that I desperately need. He leans forward, driving himself even more deeply into me as he keeps teasing my clit, rubbing and pressing against it. When his mouth crashes down onto mine again, I lose control.

        The orgasm crashes over me, even more intense than the first one, the feeling of his fingers on my clit and his cock thrusting inside of me and his mouth on mine, his tongue tangling with mine, driving me past the point of pleasure into a bliss that feels almost unreal. Kam groans against my mouth as he feels me clenching around him, and his hands grab my hips, thrusting faster. “Mine,” he groans. “My girl. My fucking girl.”

        I wrap my arms around his neck, tilting my chin up, savoring the sound of his voice. He wants me, I think as I kiss him back, as I arch against him, feeling my breasts press against the hard muscle of his chest. His chest hair feels soft against my skin, rubbing pleasurably over my nipples, the hard ridges of his abdomen sliding against the soft curve of my belly, and I love every second of this, skin to skin, my forehead pressed to his, my lips pressed to his, and the two of us tangled together.

        I want to stay this close to him, always.

        “Yours,” I whisper against his lips. “Yours always, Kam.”

        He groans, shuddering against me, and I feel him swell, even harder than before. He feels impossibly hard, filling me up. I wrap myself around him even tighter, feeling a third, smaller orgasm welling up on the heels of the second, a tingling burst of pleasure just waiting to explode over my skin as Kam explodes inside of me.

        “I’m going to come,” he groans. “I’m going to fill you up, I’m going to come, oh god, Megan, fuck—”

        He kisses me hard, his tongue plunging into my mouth as he gasps against it, his hips bucking as I feel him start to come, flooding me with the hot rush of it as he fucks me deeper into the mattress. I can feel all of it in his kiss, all of his pleasure and emotion and need, and I cling to him, wanting to give him all of it back.

        This is everything I wanted, everything I needed. Kam inside of me, giving me himself again. Not holding anything back.

        “I love you,” I whisper against his lips as I feel him shudder against me once more.  Kam rolls onto his back next to me as he tries to catch his breath, and I scoot closer to him, not wanting us to stop touching each other. I hear his breathing start to slow, growing more even, and I want him to say something, to pull me into his arms and hold me close. 

      I trace the line of fine hair that goes from Kam’s navel to his pubic patch, and I murmur, “Do you think we should get under the covers?”

      But it’s too late. The only answer is a soft, steady snore as Kam drifts off to sleep. I cuddle up to him and pull the part of the comforter that hangs over my side of the bed and lift it around me. It’s not perfect, but the parts of me it doesn’t cover are close enough to my man to trap some of his body heat. Before I can even wonder about tomorrow and the day of travel back to Chicago, I close my eyes, and I know no more.
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      I’m up early, and today is the day. It all hinges on this and my stomach feels full of fluid.

      I’m in the dining room on the villa’s ground floor, while my mind wanders. I go over everything I made Megan promise the night before. She told me she loves me more than anyone or anything, and that she would trust me with her life. I nod to myself as I fold the paper, put it on the table, and reach for the platter of morning pastries. I break the bread, but I don’t bite into it. 

      This is the right thing to do. Even if she doesn’t see it now, she will.

      I pull my phone out of my pants pocket and fire off a couple of texts. Within five minutes, I’ve got confirmation. The medical staff I’ve been trying to arrange has come through in full agreement.

      My mind is made up. I won’t waver anymore. It’s final. We’re gonna stay here at the Casa until after the baby is born.

      I can convince myself that this baby will be mine, but bottom line, it’s not a foregone conclusion. There’s still a chance it’ll be Hudson’s kid. So I need time—specifically, the remaining weeks of the pregnancy and beyond—to really continue to connect with Megan, like we did last night, and forge the bond with the baby before anything else interferes. That kind of bonding together that can’t be undone, no matter what the test results eventually say.

      I tip back my cup of coffee, and when I set it down... I’m thinking of all the people—Mom, Dad, Katie who won’t understand and will be downright upset when they find out, but I can’t bow to that pressure. My future marriage and my own family have to be my first priority. Starting now. I claim responsibility, and I claim ownership.

      Megan said explicitly that she trusts me. I just hope she means it.

      She’s going to have to.

       Because there’s no way I’m going to let Hudson anywhere near her or my child. I can’t risk him triggering Alana’s appearance in any way, or the other one. Which means now, I can’t risk her being anywhere near Blue. I think about what Katie said at dinner. My actions might seem extreme and possibly borderline obsessive, but it’s what you do when you love someone. You fight for them until you have nothing left. Megan and I haven’t officially said our vows, but I have already begun to embody them. Especially the ‘for better or worse’ and the ‘in sickness and health’ parts. I am willing to do whatever, just like Megan, to ensure our family stays together.

      She’ll understand. Everything I’m doing is for her. For us.

      I stare at my phone, and I catch a glimpse of a silhouette out the side of my eye. She looks even more beautiful than she did the night before.  Pregnancy definitely suits her. 

      “Good morning,” she says, rounding the table where I’m sitting. “You’re up early.” She says, sounding happy and well-rested.

      “Did you sleep well?” I ask, feeling a knot beginning to form in my stomach.

      “Amazing. How about you?”

      “Best that I have in a while.” She sings. She’s in such a good mood, and it makes me feel sick. 

      It’s going to be okay.

      “I could tell. You barely even moved when I got up.”

      She places a kiss on my cheek before easing towards my lips.

      We both needed last night. Being here, away from everyone and everything, and seeing her in that dress—made it easier to do so. There were no distractions or lingering worries. It’s what we’ll have more of.

      She frees my lips then moves towards a chair to sit down to eat. I watch as her eyes scan the table of food.

      “I hope you’re hungry.” I smile at the excitement in her eyes. “I had Josefina prepare something special for you. Brittany-style crepes with berries and crème fraîche.” Megan nods as she takes it all in. “I thought it would be a nice break from the muesli.”

      She smiles before a soft chuckle escapes her lips. “It smells wonderful. Guess I must’ve worked up an appetite last night,” she says the last part flirtatiously.

      “This will definitely hold me until we make it to the airport.”

      I look down at my cup. Attempting to hide the trepidation coursing through me. Megan can always sense when I am doing so. She reads me just as well as Katie does. 

      “Speaking of the airport, when should I start packing? You haven’t said what time we’re leaving.” She mentions before taking a bite of her crepe. “I didn’t see your things packed either.”

      Looks like we aren’t even going to make it through breakfast.

      “I haven’t packed just yet. Our flight was canceled.”

      “Oh, no... Was it the airline? Did something happen?” 

      “No, nothing happened per se.”

      She gazes at me with a perplexed look on her face. I can tell she’s trying to figure out why the flight was canceled if nothing happened for it to be canceled. She picks up her glass of juice and sips, waiting for me to say something else.  

      Except I’m not.

      “Well then, what happened?”

      “I canceled it, Megan,” I say bluntly. 

      I notice the shift in her expression. Not just at the way I said it, but the directness of which my tone contained. Her face is full of confusion as she waits for me to continue with my explanation of why I canceled the flight.

      “Have you rebooked it yet?”

      “No, and I don’t plan to.”

      “Kam, I don’t understand. Why did you cancel it, and what do you mean—you don't plan to rebook it?”

      “I think we should stay here,” I say plainly.

       Be firm. Remain strong. You’re doing the right thing.

      “I’m sorry. What?”

      A deep crease forms across her forehead. Her tone fluctuates from the light-heartedness it first contained when she came down to a more serious one.

      “I think I may have misheard you.”

      “Megan, I think we should stay here. At least until after the baby is born. These few days have been magical. You have been so relaxed. I think it’s best for you, me, and the baby if we stay here. Afterward, we can go back to Chicago, or Terre Haute, or wherever you want to live.”

       I give her time to process what I am saying. I know I’ve caught her completely off guard with this. I know that once I lay it all out for her, she’s going to see this was planned from the beginning, but she won’t stay mad forever. When everything is right, she’ll understand this was all just to save us.

      She stares at me in utter shock.

      Silence fills the room as she dissects my proposal.

      All I can do is wait and hope she sees things my way and wants to stay.
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      Green.

      Blue.

      I stare at him. Intensely gazing into his eyes.  I search his face for any indication that he’s joking. I can see that he isn’t. Nothing about what Kam is saying is a joke. His tone of voice implies he’s given this some thought. And that frightens me. 

      The question I have now is how much thought? When we left, I saw this trip as a way to recharge and reconnect with Kam away from everyone and everything. I wasn’t looking to evade my life and what awaited us when we returned. I’ll be the first to admit that I wasn’t particularly excited about what may lie ahead with Ian and the paternity test—still, I was ready to face whatever was to come.

      As long as it was with him.

      “Kam, I don’t understand. What do you mean you want us to stay here until the baby is born?”

      “Exactly what I said. I think it would be best for all of us if you had the baby here, in Mexico. Then afterward, we can return home.”

      “You’re serious about this?” I ask him.

      “Very. Megan, I’ve gone over this a thousand times in my head. Night after night, I’ve been wracking my brain about how to protect you, me, and our family. I tossed around several different scenarios in my head, fighting against whether this was a good idea, or if this would ultimately ruin us, but this is the only way. I have decided that staying here, bonding with you and the baby—away from everyone else, is the only way I can be sure.”

      Black.

      White.

      Gray.

      Pink.

      I take slow, deep breaths as I attempt to process what he is saying to me. Trying to figure out what triggered this knee-jerk reaction. This unhinged decision. Was it me? Was it the paternity test that’s been looming over us?

       Maybe it was Blue showing up and me admitting that Veronica had resurfaced for a brief moment. I am drawing straws as to why he would go this far. I remain calm so I don’t worsen a tense situation. Kameron seems absolute in his decision. He’s given this more thought than I’ve had time to prepare. I rehash our conversation prior to coming here. Wondering if this was why he kept everything a secret and asking questions surrounding if I trusted him. I continue to exhale. Kameron is a reasonable guy. He always has been. I can reason with him. Remind him of our obligations, our family, and our life. I can’t stay here.

      I don’t want to stay here.

       The last thing I want to do is give birth to my child in a foreign country.

      “Kam…” I mumble softly. “I can’t... We can’t stay here. Have you forgotten we have the paternity test tomorrow?”

      “No, I haven’t forgotten anything. And who says we have to go back? Megan, you and I don’t have to do anything we don’t want to do. I feel you only agreed to do this because your brothers told you that you should. We don’t owe anyone anything. You and I are the only two people who can make decisions for our family. No one else. If we say we don’t want to take a paternity test right now, then we don’t have to.”

      His voice holds a mixture of fear, worry, and contempt. I understand it because I wrestle with the same emotions. I hate that Alana has put us in this situation. I was nervous about taking the test. Afraid that the results would come back, and Ian would be the father.  I constantly worry about what that would be like for our family, but this is not the way. Running away and hiding is not the way. Regardless of whether we take the test now or after the baby is born, the results will be the same. 

      “I understand what you are saying, Kam. And I want you to know that although my brothers may have suggested I reach out to Ian and that I should take a paternity test—the decision to do both was ultimately mine. I was not pressured to do either. I know it may not seem like it, but I do think taking the test to find out who the father of my child is, is important. Whether it’s you or Ian, I need to know.”

      His eyes travel upwards to mine.

      “I hear you, Megan, but you’re wrong. I don’t need to know if I’m the father of your child, because I already am. The moment I asked you to marry me, the child you are carrying became my child. No test is going to change that.”

      I feel a certain warmth come over me from his declaration of love for our unborn child. Then it quickly fades.

       Kam telling me that my decision to take the test is wrong is offensive. As if he is the only person who knows what’s best for our child, my child. I am trying to be calm, but I can’t help but be perturbed at how he decided all of this without including me.

      “Let’s not forget that we both originally agreed to run away and start a new life. Just a few months ago, we left everything and everyone behind. You were fine with it then. What’s changed now?”

      I contemplate his question. There is validity in what he is saying. We did agree to run away. And we did have this whole new life planned once we made it to Arizona. Albeit, the most important factor in all of that was we. The decisions that were made, we made them together. This situation was the polar opposite of a few months ago. I was given no part in planning this life on the run he seems to have thought through.

      “You’re right, Kameron. I was in complete agreement with you when we decided to run away. However, this is not that.” I pause to steady my racing heart. “What you’re doing is solely an individual decision. You didn’t include me in any of this. Not to mention, you lied to me about the real reason we were coming here. We both agreed that taking the test was the best course of action.”

      “Well, I’ve changed my mind,” he says, brashly. “I don’t believe taking the test is a good idea anymore. At least not right now. Besides, I know what’s best for us, and being here is what’s best. Once you have our baby, I can then determine what direction our family should go in.”

      My heart rate is speeding. My anger is surfacing, but I know that I should put some space between us. For right now, anyway. I don’t want this to become volatile in the state I’m in, between protecting my child and keeping everyone at bay. I need to calm down. I get up from the table to walk to my room. I need to speak to Helen. She’s the only person who can help me maintain control and possibly help me come to a reasonable solution.

      I walk into the bedroom, closing the door behind me. The silence helps calm me. It also provides me some privacy when talking to Helen. I unlock my phone and begin to dial Helen’s number. I hold the phone to my ear for a few seconds before I notice I don’t hear any ringing. My signal still sucks. I press the end button and then the call button to call her again.

      I notice the same silence. I hang up and open my message app. I want to send her a text, asking her to call me. I’m not sure if my phone is the issue due to my location. Since I didn’t know where I was headed, I didn’t think to call the phone company to have any international options added to my phone. I press send on the message. A few seconds later, a separate message pops up in her thread. I read it to see that my phone is unable to send messages. I have an eerie feeling about something and decide to follow my gut. I type another message, but this time, it’s to Kam. Seconds later, the same message that previously popped up in my text thread with Helen, pops up in Kam’s.

      I open the bedroom door to go back into the room I came from. As I walk downstairs, I search for the right words to say. I don’t want to argue. I don’t want to add more tension to an already tense situation. However, I need answers. What is happening?

      I don’t like how I feel right now. And I do everything I can to make sure I approach this as diplomatically as possible. I reach the final step to see he’s in the same place I left him in just moments before. Taking a deep breath, I stop at the opposite end of the table.

      “Kam,” I say, getting his attention. “Did you have my phone service shut off?”

      His head turns in my direction. I wait for his response. His expression void of any emotion. As if he’s waiting for me to come back to him.

      “Yes, I did.”

      “Why would you do that? Why on earth would you disconnect my phone? How am I supposed to communicate with anyone? I need to speak to Helen, and I can’t if I don’t have access to a phone.”

      “You don’t need a phone. I have one; that’s all we need while we’re here.”

      My mouth literally falls open.

      His response is definite. The tone of his voice is stern.

       Unmoving. 

      By the way he’s answered, I can tell there’s no wiggle room present. A sense of defeat comes over me.

       Kam clearly put a lot more thought into this than I imagined. Canceling our flights could have easily been coincidental. But, turning my phone off is a clear indication this was a well-thought-out plan. I’m afraid to know what else he’s thought of.

      I feel myself getting angrier by the second.

      He’s slowly ciphering control away from me. If I don’t put a stop to it, this is going to go from a romantic getaway to a hostage situation in the blink of an eye.

      “Kam, that’s not okay at all!” I yell. “Who gave you the authority to start making decisions for the both of us without including me? I am not a child! I am your fianceé!”

      “I am aware of who and what you are to me. I know it doesn’t seem like it right now, but everything I’ve done, it’s been with your best interest in mind. Besides, we only need one phone,” he says.

      Everything…what does he mean everything? What else has he done?

      “That’s not up to only you. I have a say in what goes on in this relationship—that includes my phone being turned off, among other things. And if we only need one phone, why would you turn off mine instead of yours?”

      He begins tapping his finger on the table. “Under different circumstances, you would be correct, but right now, with everything that is at stake—I know what’s best for you and the baby, Megan. I am keeping my phone on, so I am able to filter and manage how much stress you have to deal with.”

      I sigh heavily.

      I can hear what he’s saying, but none of it is registering. I’m still shocked. He tricked me. This was all a plan to get me here and not tell me. There are so many emotions flowing through me. A culmination of anger, hurt, shock, and disappointment. All of which I’ve never felt towards Kam. I am not sure who this person is sitting in front of me. He is not the man I fell in love with. He certainly isn’t the man I said yes to when he asked me to marry him.

      “Kam,” I say softly. Hoping to reach the person I know and love though he seems like a stranger right now. “I understand that you are under an immense amount of pressure. With the paternity test hovering over us, I also know that pressure is intensified. Maybe it is a good idea for you to take some time away from everything and relax. This might be best for you. Therefore, I’m going to go back home so that you can have some alone time.”

      Kam scoffs.

      “How exactly do you plan to do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Go home. How do you plan to go home, Megan?”

      I form a puzzled look on my face. I’m not sure I understand his question. He knows exactly how I am getting home, though I feel his question is more rhetorical than anything.

      “What do you mean, how am I going home? I’m going to board the plane and fly home. I need you to purchase a ticket for me, so I am able to do that.”

      “I’m not buying you a plane ticket, Megan. And you can’t leave. I have your passport, and there’s no way you can board a plane without it.”

      My body freezes. My legs feel like they are attached to concrete cinder blocks. I want to move, even speak, but I can’t. Shock and panic flood my insides. Fear begins to race through me. He is doubling down on his stance to remain here. I’m not a world traveler by any means, but I know that without my passport—I’m stuck.

      Yellow.

      Orange.

      Purple.

      I recite the colors over and over in my mind. I can’t lose it.

      “Fine. Then give me your phone. I will have my brothers send for me.”

      I know throwing my brothers in his face is a soft spot for him, but I don’t care. I want to go home. As beautiful as this place is, I don’t want to give birth here. I want to be surrounded by people, mainly qualified doctors and nurses, who can ensure that I have a healthy delivery. “No,” he says firmly. “I’m not giving you my phone to call your brothers or your passport to leave the country. Megan, you only have weeks until your due date, and then we can return home.”

      “Kam, give me my fucking phone, now!”

      He stands up and walks towards me. Stopping just a few feet in front of me. His nostrils are slightly flaring. I can tell he’s angry. No more than I am, but angry, nonetheless. I don’t know how he thought I would be on board with this, but I am not.

      “I will say this once again, and for the last time. I am not giving you my phone. I’m also not reconnecting yours. This time away from the city, and everyone else, is for us to bond. I want our baby to come into the world in a calm, peaceful environment. Once he or she arrives, we will return to the states. In the meantime, don’t ask me to use my phone or bring up leaving again. Being here is what’s best for you, for us.”

      “I don’t understand. What are you saying to me?”

      I watch as his face softens from the stone-like expression it bore a few seconds ago. He’s trying to remain calm, like myself. This predicament is not ideal for either of us. Raging tempers won’t make it any easier.

      “Megan, I promise you everything will be okay. I know right now the shock of it all has taken you by surprise, but you will see, once the baby is born, that this was the best choice.”

      I lean onto the table for support. Pressing my palms down on the surface. The coolness of it helps calm me down.

      Indigo.

      Tan.

      Ivory.

      “Kameron,” I say, hoping he recognizes the seriousness of my voice. “We can’t stay here. My doctors are back in Chicago. How do you plan on me having a safe delivery when I don’t have adequate medical care? I’m in my final trimester, it’s imperative I see my doctor regularly.”

      “I have that taken care of as well. Sweetheart, I’ve hired the best medical care money can buy. There will be a team arriving soon to make sure the remainder of your pregnancy is smooth sailing.” He tells me proudly. The way he says it is like he’s waiting for me to applaud him. Tell him I’m outdone at the fact he’s thought of everything. But I can’t. Nor will I. What Kam is doing is a far cry from being romantic. This…what he’s doing is very close to being illegal. “I’ve also hired a top-notch therapist. You won’t have to worry about speaking to Dr. Lyce. I have that covered too. I told you. I am doing what’s best for you and the baby.”

      I blink.

      This can’t be real. Please tell me this isn’t real. Maroon…gold…lavender.

      Finally, I let out a haughty laugh.

      This has to be a dream. I must be imagining this. There is absolutely no way Kameron, the man I am in love with—the man I am planning to marry, would blatantly kidnap me. I can’t be truly living this. Because I know he loves me way too much to go to this extreme.

      “Okay, jokes over. Turn my phone back on and let’s go home,” I tell him.

      “This is not a joke, and I am not turning your phone on, Megan.”

      Oh my god. He’s serious. Take a deep breath, Megan. Breathe!

      My insides feel like a fire has been set ablaze. The tempo of my heartbeat pounds against my chest. Tears well up at the bottom of my eyelids. I am doing all I can to keep them from falling, but they are determined to fall. This situation is tense. And it doesn’t help that Kameron is not budging on his decision to stay.

      I look up at him. Hoping the sadness my eyes contain will soften his heart. But I can tell they aren’t. He’s reacting out of fear, and that fear he is consumed by, is now being transferred to me. The mountain of things we had yet to say to each other was only getting higher. This is just one more thing to be added to it.

      “This is fucking kidnapping! You can’t keep me here like this! This is illegal!” I yell.

      My tears fall faster. Kam closes the gap between us, pulling me closer to him. The space between us is minuscule as he attempts to console me. He places a gentle kiss on my forehead. A meager expression of love I don’t want right now.

      “Megan, I know it seems like I’m crazy. I get that. But I need you to trust me. Remember when you said that you trust me,” he asks, not waiting for me to respond. “Then I need you to trust me. I promise you this is what’s best.”

      I push him away abruptly.

      I am unable to stop the ocean of tears running down my cheek. Despite the sincerity he’s tried to convey, I can’t take anything he said to heart. He is holding me against my will. Cutting me off from the world by taking my means of communication away from me. Now I’m stuck with a foreign doctor who is a stranger to deliver my baby, and he wants me to trust him? Nothing about this is worthy of trust. I don’t even know who this person is standing in front of me.

      I take a few deep breaths as I think about my next moves. I jump at the first thought that comes to mind. Dashing out of the door, I search the grounds for anyone who can give me a phone to use. Everyone I approach gives me the same response, ‘No hablo inglés.’

      I don’t know a lot of Spanish, but I am able to interpret what that phrase means, and it only adds to my frustration. After asking everyone I know, I give up. I feel defeated that not only am I unable to call for help, but I’m also in a foreign country, incapable of speaking the language to ask for it. The grass under my feet reminds me I am still standing outside. I gradually fall to my knees as I bury my head in my hands. I allow the tears to flow freely. The area our villa is located is far from anywhere I could think of.

      Getting to a city on foot is virtually impossible. We’re an hour or more away from any other form of civilization. Walking in my state was not the best idea. I have no way to drive or access to a vehicle. The feeling of hopelessness is mounting. I have no idea where to go from here.
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      The glow from the water catches my eye. The sun has started to set as the shades of pinks, yellows, and blues blend each other. The more I stare at it, the more I can see spurts of purple within it. The sky is beautiful. It was one of the perks of being out here. How the villa is situated, I can see the sky a lot more clearly than I can in Chicago, or even Indiana. The sunsets here look like I can reach out and touch them.

      Until the colors catch my eye, I don’t realize I have been sitting outside for hours. After my futile attempt to locate a phone, I gave up and finished crying my sea of tears in this chair. Kam has not come out to check on me. I’m not sure if I’m relieved by that aspect or hurt. After our argument earlier, I figured that staying out here might be a better option for both of us. Especially me. Tension only increases the possibility of someone else coming to the forefront. I was enjoying my pregnancy and was nearing the end. The last thing I want is for Alana or Veronica to be present for the birth of my child.

      I’m still hurt behind Veronica experiencing all those firsts’ I should have been present for. I need to do everything in my power to remain in control. I know that if, by chance, Veronica resurfaces, cooler heads will prevail. Although, I’m still not entirely sure what Alana’s reaction to all of this might be.

      I hear footsteps approaching me. My back is turned away from the house. I don’t bother looking to see who it is.

      “Dinner is ready, Megan.”

      Kam.

      His voice has diverted back to the tender, understanding tone I came to know and love. He sounds like the reasonable man I once knew. I turn to look at him. He stares at me. I watch as his eyes shift back and forth. I know he’s checking to see if I’m still me. To make sure he hasn’t triggered either of them—and they haven’t returned. I gaze into his eyes a few seconds longer for him to see, I am still me. I form a slight smile. Praying that the Kam I know returns.

      Instead, he doesn’t blink. He only waits for me to stand before he turns to walk back into the house. We take our seats and wait for dinner to be served.

      Dinner is awkward as we eat in silence. I don’t eat much and spend most of the dinner moving food from one side of the plate to the other. Surprisingly, this is the first time during my entire pregnancy I don’t have an appetite. Anxiety courses through me. I search for the right words to say. I need to know if he is truly serious about what he said earlier. With the time spent apart, I am holding out that he has taken the time to see how insane this plan is.

      I glance up at him. “Kam,” I say, breathing deeply. “I want to go home. I understand if you need time away to get yourself together. But please, give me my phone, so I can call someone to get me home.”

      “No!” He slams his hand on the table. The echo reverberates off the table, causing the silverware to fall onto the floor. “This is home now. And I am not giving you a phone to call someone so you can do so. So, stop asking me!”

      My eyes widen.

      “And another thing,” he continues, “You can stop asking the staff to use their phones. I’ve already instructed them not to let you use their phones. They know I am your conservator and that I am looking out for your well-being.”

      I sit still. I am speechless. I gather my thoughts while processing what he’s said to me.

      Gray.

      Teal.

      Coral.

      I keep naming colors. Repeatedly. But it’s not helping. The calm I normally feel is a small increment compared to how I usually feel after naming colors. Currently, I wanted to rip his head from his shoulders, grab his phone, my passport, and get as far away from here as possible, but I can’t. I am trapped here.

      “You bastard! What is wrong with you? Have you lost your mind? Need I remind you—kidnapping is a felony!” I yell before switching gears. I was trying to get through to him in anyway I could. “Kam, this isn’t good. I can’t be under this kind of pressure..”

      “I love you, Megan. I really do. I respect you too. I also know that these next few weeks can be trying. I am only making sure you remain mentally fit. Which is even more reason why I am going to keep a close eye on you. With the tranquil environment, me, and the round-the-clock care I will be providing, I am the level-headed one in this scenario. I know you don’t feel that way right now, but trust me, I know what’s best.”

      Level-headed… level-headed.

      I don’t know why the sound of that word, replaying in my head, bothers me. It’s as though he is trying to insult me. Not only that, but I can’t help but feel like that is his roundabout way of saying I am incompetent and incapable of thinking on my own.

      “Look at it this way, if you have a shift, there is a possibility I can lose you and the baby. And that’s not a risk I’m willing to take. Therefore, this method is the best option. I’m protecting you and the baby. You think I want to trust Alana resurfacing and getting an abortion or something..”

      I gasp.

      I will be the first person to admit that Alana isn’t the most maternal person; however, nothing I can think of gives me the impression she would do something harmful to herself or my baby. She might be a little on edge, but she won’t hurt a child. Kameron’s faulty contingency plan is not needed. He is preparing for something that probably will not happen. I squeeze my eyes shut for just a second. Thinking back to when I told him the truth behind Blue’s visit. I regret it now more than ever. My transparency was the last loose thread Kameron needed to unravel and concoct this crazy plan.

      My eyes follow him as he walks to stand beside me.

      “The sooner you get on board with this, the easier it will be,” he says before leaving me alone, and completely speechless.
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      I glance at my watch for the millionth time. It’s now ten minutes past our appointment time. I filter an aggravated breath between my lips. My muscles are tight. Every inch of my body feels uneasy. I am doing my best to keep my cool. Remain calm. Keep a level head. So I don’t add more tension to an already tense situation. But it’s ten minutes past our appointment time. And she’s late.

      Don’t flip out, man. She’s not playing you.

      “She’s coming,” Blue says, slicing through my silent doubts. He wanted to tag along. Initially, I wasn’t for it, but then I came to the conclusion it may be for the best if he did. At the very least, he will help keep me from busting rich boy’s head wide open. “You know how pregnant women are, Ian. Megan is probably moving a little slower than usual these days.”

      “I hope so.”

      “She will,” Blue assures me. “Megan won’t flake on you.”

      “I know. She’s coming.”

      I know I don’t sound believable. It’s because I’m not entirely convinced. I fidget in my chair as I attempt to get comfortable. This chair, for some reason, is agitating me. I can't get comfortable no matter which direction I shift in or how I sit. This entire office gives me the creeps. I hate that I even have to be here. It is humiliating. Most people only think this is humiliating for women, but it isn’t exciting for me either. This was not the picture I saw in my mind when it came to fathering my child. I always thought whenever Alana and I decide to have a child, it will be ours. 

      I wouldn’t be sitting in a doctor’s office, partially ashamed and embarrassed, by the fact I am one of two men who could be the father of my wife’s child. I don’t even know where to start with dissecting my feelings about this. One thing I do know for certain, I am getting madder by the minute. I have no idea how much longer I will be able to sit here before I flip the fuck out.

      “Something isn’t right, Blue.” I shake my head. “I can feel it. My stomach has been doing flips ever since we came through that door. I’m telling you, something’s off.”

      “Ian, chill. It’s only been ten minutes. There are a million reasons why they could be running a little late. For all you know, they’re in the parking garage. If you’re so worried, call her man.”

      I reach into my pocket to retrieve my phone. Blue’s point wasn’t wrong. There were tons of reasons why they could be late. And I would be open to them if my stomach wasn’t doing somersaults like an Olympic gymnast. 

      This morning was rough. I woke up to my stomach being in knots. A massive fucking headache. Along with worry wracking every inch of my mind. I’m holding on to the promise Megan made me.

      Though, if I’m being honest, I don’t trust any of this. And I sure as hell don’t trust Davis. He comes off like he has it all together, but the truth is, he’s spiraling. Panicking, for sure. The stuff with Veronica coming back probably is messing with him, too, if Megan told him. Then I can’t shake the fact he tried to pay me off. The mere fact that he would think I would take half a money in exchange for Alana shows me what lengths he will go to. Kameron is willing to do anything to hold onto Megan.

      I scroll my call log until I find Megan’s number.

      The phone barely rings one time before an automated message, stating her phone has been disconnected, comes on. Instantly, I hit the end button to redial. I check to make sure I have the right number. Selecting her name again, I tap on it and wait for it to ring.

      Nothing.

      My jaw tightens. Shortly after, my chest follows suit. The churning in my stomach intensifies. I’m not going crazy. I am right about the uneasiness I’ve been feeling. The human body never lies. Mine tells me everything I need to know about what’s happening around me and even with other people. The instant I woke up and didn’t feel good, my gut warned me.

      I go to my text thread to search for her name. I hit the phone icon to call her again. This time, hoping, praying, and wishing for her to pick up. Even though I wasn’t thrilled about the whole paternity test idea, I’m here now—and I need to get it over with. According to my calculations, Megan has roughly two or three months left before having the baby. There is no way I can wait another two to three months to find out if I’m going to be a father or not.

      “Everything okay?” Blue asks me, noticing my obvious panic. “Ian, you okay?”

      I hold up a finger. “I don’t know yet. Give me a second.”

      I press the phone up to my ear again.

      Nothing, again.

      “Fuck!” I shout.

      I pull the phone away from my ear, frustratingly. I’m boiling. I search my mind for the last time we spoke. It was a few days ago when she assured me she would be here in a text. I open my text app to send her a text. I type out three simple words, where are you, with a question mark to follow. Before my screen times out, a message came through. I open it to see it’s one of those responses you get when someone’s phone has been turned off.

      My suspicions are growing. I don’t believe for a second her phone bill wasn’t paid. Rich boy would make sure of that. Another thing I’m not sold on is the convenience of it all. Her phone being disconnected right before the paternity test—with no heads up, they are running late or may not be coming isn’t coincidental. Something isn’t right. I squeeze my hand around my phone. Almost tight enough to break it. But I don’t. Instead, I bang it against my head as I decide on what to do next.

      “Ian, man…what the hell?”

      “I knew it,” I mumble. “I fucking knew it.”

      Blue looks away, then back at me.

      “Dude, let’s chill on the language.”

      I look at him then over at the receptionist's desk. The older lady with wide framed glasses equipped with a gold chain hanging from the temple on both sides is staring at me. She reminds me of my grandmother. I’m positive she wants to wash my mouth out with a bar of soap. I give her a half-smile and nod. Acknowledging my inappropriate language and my current surroundings. Still, I can’t help but be pissed at the fact I’ve been played yet again by Megan and Kameron.

      “Look, I get it. You’re upset about them being late. But we are inside of a doctor’s office.” Blue reminds me.

      “Whatever,” I brush him off. “ I’m getting pissed off. Actually, I’m already pissed off. And I’m close to blowing a damn gasket. How the fuck did I let myself get duped by the two of them again?”

      “You still haven’t told me what’s going on.”

      I stop pacing long enough to look at him. “Her fucking phone is disconnected. And she’s not coming! That’s what’s wrong.”

      Confusion paints itself across Blue’s face. He’s processing what I just said to him. Trying to grasp the situation at hand. 

       His expressions tell me she hasn’t reached out to him either. I’m not sure if that makes me feel better or worse. Although I wasn’t thrilled about him being the one that was called when Megan gave Kameron the slip, I was relieved someone did. Otherwise, we never would have known about Veronica. Seeing his face look so disheveled is verification enough.

      “Calm down, cousin. Maybe something happened to her phone. She could’ve dropped it somewhere, or it could be off—tons of reasons why you can’t get ahold of her. Let’s dial it back a bit so we can think clearly. What did the message say?”

      I stare at the message since the thread was still open.

      “It basically says her phone is off.”

      “Okay, that doesn’t mean she’s playing you. Maybe she forgot to pay her bill. We both know she’s been dealing with a lot. Perhaps, she forgot to do it.”

      I contemplate what Blue is saying. He’s doing his best to keep me from punching a hole through a few of these walls around here. I already didn’t want to be here. I only came because I needed to know for myself if the unborn child was mine or rich boy’s. More than anything, I want to know if there is any chance for Alana and me.

      Alana, I think to myself. 

      In all of this, I haven’t taken a second to think about how Alana is going to handle all of this if she happens to resurface. Mainly, how she’s going to react if, in fact, this child is mine. I can’t think about that now, though. First, I need to locate Megan. I’m not sure if it’s my connection to Alana or her, but I can feel it in my bones—something isn’t right. The first time Megan left, I was surprised, I can admit that. But even then, she left a note.

      Her feelings had gotten the best of her. I understand. She wasn’t able to fully process them, and she ran. Still…she left a letter. I wasn’t happy about her sudden disappearance, but she cared enough to leave a letter. Alana, Megan, or someone in there—cared enough about my feelings to let me know versus vanishing into thin air. I haven’t completely accepted Megan being the driving force. I can admit that, but she looked me in my eyes and assured me that she would be here. She promised me that if the test came back and I was the father, she would not do anything to hinder my relationship with him or her.

      Was she reneging on that promise?

      “No, Blue, that’s not it,” I say confidently. I’m not sure what the reason is for her not answering her phone. She wouldn’t forget to do that and neither would Davis. Something else is wrong!”

      My volume increases. This prompts Blue to hold up his hands, motioning for me to lower my voice.

      “Let me try,” Blue says, pulling out his phone. “I’ll call to see if maybe it’s just an issue with your phone.”

      I nod at his suggestion. It could be. Maybe I’m just blocked. It’d suck, but that’s possible.

      Blue unlocks his phone to call Megan. I wait patiently as he holds it to his ear. After what seems like an eternity, he lowers it and shakes his head. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out his results are the same.

      “See! Now, do you think I’m overreacting? They’re not coming!”

      “Let me call Katie and see if she knows anything.”

      I huff.

       “If they’re not coming, she will tell me. She won’t lie.”

      I catch myself before I let the sarcastic comment escape my lips. Considering she cheated on him, and lying is a key component in cheating, I’m not sure why he feels she won’t lie to him. Nevertheless, this isn’t the time or the place to get into that. I am willing to accept help if it means this test gets done today.

      “Fine, do what you need to do. I need answers.”

      I pace back and forth as I wait for him to call his ex to get some answers. I’m hoping she doesn’t put up much of a fight. The fewer hurdles I have to jump over, the better.

      “Hey Katie, it’s Blue. Do you have a minute?” he asks.

      She obviously says yes because he puts her on speakerphone. I sit back down to be able to hear better. Blue holds his finger up to his lips as a reminder for me to keep quiet. It’s obvious who he’s calling for, but he doesn’t want me to piss her off, and she hangs up. Leaving us with no way of knowing what’s going on with Kam and Megan.

      “I don’t mean to disturb you, but I was wondering if you know where Megan and your brother might be? Ian’s been waiting for them to show up for about an hour and a half now.”

      Her end is quiet. I can still hear her breathing which means she hasn’t hung up yet. She’s thinking, and I am waiting to see what story she conjures up regarding her brother and Megan’s absence.

      “I’m sorry, Blue. Are you saying they never showed up for the paternity test?”

      “That is exactly what I’m saying, Katie. Do you happen to know if they are on their way or something?”

      “I don’t know why they wouldn’t be there. As far as I know, they are in Chicago, and the last time I talked to Kam, he assured me that he and Megan would be there. Let me call him, and I will call you right back,” Katie suggests.

      “Okay, thank you, Katie.” Blue ends the call.

      “I have a bad feeling about this, Blue. Something about this shit doesn't feel right. I don’t know what it is, but I can’t shake the fact something is off.”

      “I understand, Ian. How about we give Katie a second to figure out what’s going on before we jump to any conclusions.”

      I hear what he is saying, but I don’t say anything. I’m not very big on sitting idle on my hands. My insides keep telling me she needs me. I pull out my phone to call another person who may possibly know where Megan may be. The phone rings three times before he answers.

      “Hello.”

      “Hey Cal, it’s Ian.”

      “Yes, I know. What’s up?”

      “I was calling to see if you had heard from Megan. She hasn’t shown up to the paternity test, and I wanted to check on her. Have you seen or heard from her by chance?”

      “I haven’t. The last time we spoke, she was still planning to come.”

      I clench my fist. Squeezing it tighter than I’ve ever done before. Katie didn’t know they didn’t show up. And Megan hasn’t been to her brother’s. Everyone seems to be genuinely confused at the fact she isn’t here.

      “I don’t understand. She’s not here. You haven’t heard from her. Kam’s sister hasn’t heard from them since a few days ago.” 

      “I can go by the apartment to check and see if everything is okay. Maybe she fell asleep and forgot the appointment,” Cal tells me.

      I listen to him offering up an excuse. In a normal situation, I may have gone along with the probability of her napping. But the knots in my stomach that keep growing and churning say otherwise.

      “Thanks, I appreciate it.” I hang up.

      I bury my head inside of my hands.

      “What did he say?” Blue asks. “Does he know where she is?”

      I shake my head side to side. Cal was a dead end, same as Katie. Neither of them had a clue where the two of them were. Meanwhile, I’m struggling with this gut feeling I can’t seem to shake. 

      “He’s going to go by her apartment. He hasn’t heard from her either.”

      Just as Blue’s about to speak, his phone rings again. I look over to see Katie’s name on the screen. He looks at me before he answers and places it on speakerphone again.

      “Hey Katie, did you find out anything?”

      “No, unfortunately, I didn’t. Kam isn’t answering his phone,” she informs us. “I called a few times and nothing. My parents haven’t spoken to him either. It’s actually been almost a week.”

      “And you’re not covering for him, are you?” Blue asks.

      Katie let’s out a ragged breath. “I beg your pardon, Joshua. I don’t appreciate what you’re insinuating. I, nor have my parents spoken to Kam in almost a week. Like I said!”

      I get up and storm out. Full of rage as I replay what Katie just told Blue. I don’t have it in me to sit there and listen to any more of what she has to say. My instincts have never lied to me. The no show, the disconnected phone, the sudden disappearance—no one hearing from them. This isn’t a serendipitous moment. This is a well-executed plan.

      The door opens, and I spin around to see it’s Blue. He’s in need of some fresh air too.

      “I know what you’re thinking, Ian,” he tells me. It’s as though he’s become a mind reader now as well. The truth is, Blue has no idea what’s running through my mind right now. I’m not sure of everything I’m thinking. He interrupts my chaotic thoughts. “I don’t think she’s run off again. She would have called either of us if she had.”

      He’s right. I hate that he is, but he’s right.

      I swallow the anger that coils up in my throat.

      That day in Helen’s office, Megan was open to the idea of us co-parenting if it were my child. The promises she made, the conversation we shared, all of it was sincere. I could hear the sincerity in her tone when she spoke.

       Despite the fact she is Megan right now, I can’t ignore that part of her is Alana, and it’s that part that I feel is calling out to me. Warning me of what lies ahead.
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      The sun peeks through the sheer curtains. I part my eyelids to see I am still in Mexico. Which means I am not dreaming. We didn’t leave yesterday. Like I was under the impression we would be. I roll to my side. My body feels strangely exhausted. I didn’t sleep well last night. Tossing and turning from worrying about my child and Kameron and what this situation means for us moving forward. Most of all, I found myself in a state of restlessness because today is the day I am supposed to find out who the father of my child is.

      But I can’t.

      I can’t find out because Kam has taken it upon himself to plan yet another escape. This time he doesn’t include me in what the plan is. This time, I am not a willing partner, yet a hostage. The room I’m in is quiet. And on the opposite end of the hall. I chose to sleep in here to give both of us some space. I pull more of the cover on me as I lay in this bed alone. I keep asking myself how we arrived at this point.

      When we first got here, everything was perfect. Kam had done an immaculate job surprising me. At the time, I didn’t know this was exactly what I needed to relax before the baby was born. Only now, I am doing the opposite of relaxing. I am panicking. Every sensory cell in my body is firing off, and I am fighting my hardest to remain cool. All last night, while I was trying to fall asleep, I kept telling myself Kam had a bad day yesterday. It’s the only one he’s ever had.

      Yes, that’s it…he had a bad day. 

      I convince myself that maybe he just needs more time here to relax, or he may be feeling the same anxiety I am feeling about today. Throughout the night, and even now, I tell myself he is afraid and the armor he draped himself in, all this time, is slowly becoming undone. Kam has spent so much time assuring me that he will love me, no matter what the results turn out to be, that fear seems to have taken over, and it has pushed him to do something drastic.

      I keep telling myself everything is going to be okay, but I’m not so sure. Anguish courses through me. The calmness I was feeling before has vanished. Quickly replaced with uncertainty. I feel the tension and stress that is weighing me down. I am overwhelmed with emotions. I don’t know whether to empathize with Kam or be angry that he is doing this. I know he’s handling this the best way he knows how to. 

      This situation is a hardship for everyone involved.

      Closing my eyes, I gradually exhale slow, easy breaths.

      He’s losing his shit. Kam is going crazy.

      My eyes swiftly dart open. It’s the voice inside of my head that isn’t mine. I can feel who it is, and I fight with all my might to keep her at bay. The amount of stress I am under will only draw her out even more if I don’t get a handle on my feelings and this situation. Now more than ever, I need Kam to be reasonable about what he’s doing. 

      Staring out the window, I bury my head in the pillow. Today was the day I was going to take the giant step I needed to take, not only for myself but for my child. I was completely against the idea at first. There was nothing a test could tell me that I didn’t already know. Kam is the father. I know it. I can feel it in every ounce of me. But my hypothesis isn’t fair. I made an educated guess about a situation that needed certainty, facts—concrete proof so that other people can move on and not be left hanging in limbo.

      Once I realized this, I became open to the idea. Ian had just as much right to know as Kam did. It isn’t fair of me to rob him of that certainty.

      Ian.

      Thoughts of him race across my mind, and sadness washes over me. Yesterday, I was able to push him to the furthest part of my mind. Hoping to forget the promises I made to him in Helen’s office. I can only imagine how he’s feeling right now, sitting in that doctor’s office, waiting for me to show up. I am sure by now, he’s called my phone a thousand times, only to be greeted with the same surprise I was last night—it’s disconnected.

      I am sure he’s through the roof mad by now. If he’s still at the doctor’s office, I will bet my last dollar they have heard every expletive he knows. Ian is definitely angry by now. And he is well within his rights to be. All of the chaos I’ve caused has hurt him the most. And I feel horrible for it. Today was supposed to offer him some kind of relief, and now I can’t give that to him.

      The warm bed brings me back to a state of calmness. 

      All I can do is try and reason with Kam. Today is a new day. He may be in a different mood. At least, I hope he is. I need to reason with him. Help him see this is not the way to do this. Eventually, with no communication, people will start to worry. Before we know it, law enforcement may get involved. I don’t want to think of what may happen if that happens. Today was the day and everyone is on pins and needles. With Kam and I being incognito, I am sure Ian will probably have Blue call Katie. Which will then put her on alert. He’ll more than likely call Lauren, who will then ask Cal if he’s spoken to me. All of this is a powder keg waiting to explode.

      I lay beneath the covers a few more minutes before deciding to face the inevitable. I can’t ignore Kam. Nor can I avoid him. I have to try and reason with him. Last night caught me off guard; therefore, I wasn’t in the right state of mind to put him at ease. This morning, I am still uneasy, but I am in a better state to try and do so.

      Easing the covers over me, I make my way to the bathroom. I figure with a hot shower, I will feel more relaxed, which I hope will translate through what I am saying. Turning on the shower, I disrobe and step beneath the hot water, cleansing and relieving my tight body. A massage is ideal right now, but my mind is too cluttered to even enjoy it. I squeeze soap on my loofa sponge and ease it all over my body. The coconut-floral blend is welcoming to my senses. 

      The sponge glides easily over my skin, and I am careful of my movements, so I don’t slip and fall. After what I feel are a few good scrubs, I rinse off, then turn off the shower. I wrap the towel around me as I dry myself off. I stare at myself in the mirror. 

      My body has changed so much. It’s the most beautiful I ever felt as my stomach grows. My only regret is that I can’t fully enjoy it because I feel like I’m juggling people inside of my head and on the outside.

      I finish drying myself off and spend less than five minutes applying lotion to my body. I slide on my robe and walk out of the room. It’s time to face Kam. I’m not sure what kind of mood he’s going to be in. We didn't part on good terms last night. I am optimistic he will be a lot more open-minded today and understanding of the circumstances at hand. Kam isn’t who I fought with yesterday. The man I love has to have returned.

      The further down I get, the clearer the voices become. I can hear Kam’s voice, but there seem to be other voices as well. Female voices. None of which sound like they belong to people who’ve been here these past few days. At the point in which I reach the bottom step, I am sure they belong to women. I tug at my robe to ensure it doesn’t fly open unexpectedly. I wouldn’t want to flash complete strangers.

      I follow the voices until I arrive in the living room, where Kam is seated with two women. He’s facing my direction, so he immediately sees me enter. A partial smile finds its way to his lips, and I am hopeful this day will go differently. All I have to do is convince him that going home is the best option. The test can simply be rescheduled, and we can get back to adjusting to our new life together.

      Our new life. 

      The person I encountered last night was not the man I fell in love with. Standing here, I am searching his eyes, even his face, for remnants of that person. I am hoping with everything inside of me that the Kameron I fell in love with has come back, and the man who I saw surface last night—is long gone.

      I move around the couch to sit next to Kam. He stands up as I draw closer to him. 

      “Good morning, sweet heart,” he says, placing a kiss on my forehead. The softness of it is endearing…comforting. I smile as I tilt my head up to kiss his cheek. “Did you sleep well?”

      I nod. 

      It is the only thing I can think of so that I don’t lie. I didn’t sleep well. I hardly slept at all. But I don’t want to tell him that. And I don’t want to say it in front of these two strangers. I look over at them then back up at Kam. Waiting for him to introduce them. He catches the hint and says, “Oh, excuse my rudeness. Megan, this is Dr. Valentina Marciano. I have hired her as your therapist, so you have someone to talk to regularly. She’s been brought up to speed on your condition and everything that has happened during your pregnancy.” He glances at me before turning his head back towards them. “And here we have Dr. Mariana Orturo. She is one of the best OB GYNs in this region. She will be your obstetrician for the remainder of your pregnancy, and she will be delivering our child.”

      My body goes rigid. 

      No, no, no…this can’t be happening!

      Beige.

      Yellow.

      Turquoise.

      They smile at me, but I can’t find the strength in my lips to do the same. They have no idea they are co-conspirators in a kidnapping. And I am still shell-shocked at hearing him say they will be my new doctors. 

      This meant we weren’t going home. 

      Kam was serious about staying here, and they are the proof. 

      Inhale. Exhale. Breathe, Megan.

      I blink several times to rally the tears I feel clawing their way to my eyelids. I don’t want to cry, although crying might actually help them see I am being held against my will. I am torn between saving myself and not hurting Kam. I still love him. This is an awful position to be in.

      “Hello, Megan. Kam tells me you have a healthy baby growing there,” Dr. Orturo says, pointing at my stomach. “As soon as you are ready, I want to examine you to be sure everything is still on the right track.”

      Don’t worry, I won’t be.

      I try to smile. I attempt to show some kind of emotion, but I am stuck. Stuck in this spot I am standing in while sorting through my new reality for the near future. All sorts of thoughts race through my mind. And the one I keep coming back to is I am a hostage, and the man I love, the man I said yes to marrying, is the one holding me against my will. How do I get out of here?

      “Excuse me for just a moment,” I say.

      I turn to walk to the bathroom. I am in urgent need of some cool water on my face. I follow the hall to an empty bathroom and close the door behind me. I feel like a walking inferno on the verge of exploding. I hold my hand under the faucet for a few minutes before bending over to splash the water on my face.

      Red.

      Pink.

      Blue.

      I splash water on my face three times before grabbing a towel to wipe it off. I dry my face completely, then glance at myself in the mirror to see my eyes turn from green to grey.

      Alana.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TWENTY-SIX: ALANA

          

        

        
          
            [image: Alana]
          

        

      

    

    
      Fuck, that took long enough.

      I stare at myself in the mirror. My cheeks are puffier and my face round. Shit.

      I look down at my stomach, horrified at the drastic change but at the same time curious. There’s a fucking kid inside of me. I press my palms into the cold marble as I gather my thoughts. I have to get out of here, but I don’t even know where the hell here is. Megan is such a naive idiot.

      I can’t believe she let Kam do this to us. How the hell did she not see he was plotting this? I steady my breathing as I come up with a plan to get out of here. 

      Kam has clearly lost his mind. Desperation has taken over his rational way of thinking. But that’s not my problem. And the further away from him I get, the less I will care. Emerging from the corridor, I see the two women posing as doctors, sitting in their same spots. I smirk at Kam as I walk to stand in front of them.

      “Is everything ok,” the one lady asks.

      “I’m sorry, what did you say your name is again?”

      “Dr. Orturo. I will be the one delivering your baby.”

      “I’m sorry, but no, you won’t. As a matter of fact, the both of you should leave…right now!” I say tightly with a grin.

      “Megan!” Kam shouts.

      “What, that wasn’t polite enough for you, sweetie. I’ll fix it.” I tell him. I glance back at the two women on the couch. “What I meant was is that you should both get the fuck out right now.”

      They both appear to be in shock. “I am so sorry, Mariana and Valentina. I feel today might not be a good day. It seems Megan is a bit under the weather. Let’s pick this up again tomorrow. I’ll call you with a time once we figure out what’s going on here,” he tells them, his voice tight and clearly pissed. I burst out laughing as they scurry away.

      “No need to wait by the phone. He won’t be calling you. I don’t need you to do a damn thing for me. Please don’t waste your time coming back here.”

      “What the hell is wrong with you, Megan?” He growls.

      I laugh again. He’s so self-absorbed he doesn’t realize I’m not Megan anymore. And won’t be for a while. I’m going to see this pregnancy through to the end if I have to do whatever it takes.

      “There’s nothing wrong with me, Kameron! Though it seems you’ve become a little unhinged.” I say, my tone laced in condescension. 

      Kameron stares at me. 

      The shift in his expressions indicates he’s coming to terms with the realization he may not be speaking to Megan anymore. His eyes linger on mine a little longer.

      “Alana?” he says, unsure.

      My lips curve upward, slowly, into a wide grin that answers his question. Terror replaces the arrogance in his eyes at my acknowledgment. This is the exact thing he was trying to avoid, yet he is the orchestrator of it. 

      “Alana,” he whispers again.

      “Well, it sure as hell isn’t Veronica.”

      “No,” he utters. “No, this can’t be happening.”

      “Oh, but it is. And it's nice to meet you.” I say with a wide smile.

      “Where is Megan?”

      “Megan is gone, Kameron. Now you have to deal with me. Don’t worry, this is going to be a lot of fun.”
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        The next chapter in the saga, Ours releases spring 2022.
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