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1 - AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE

The first night was supposed to feel safe. Jae had spent a lifetime feeling anything but.

The mattress was too soft, a cloud of down and cotton that swallowed her narrow frame. She lay on her back, staring at the ceiling of the Bradshaws’ spare room. It was painted a serene, pale blue. There were no cracks, no water stains from leaky pipes, no glittery flecks of old, peeling paint. It was perfect. It was alien.

She could hear Lily’s faint, even breaths from her room across the hall. A sound of deep, untroubled sleep. Jae’s own breathing felt jagged, a thing caught in her throat.

Her mind kept replaying the day in sharp, disjointed clips.

The courtroom had been cold, smelling of floor wax and old paper. There sat her mother, Lainey, swallowed whole by a shapeless orange jumpsuit and slumped next to a public defender who looked like he’d rather be anywhere else. Drug possession. Again.

Jae watched from the gallery, a hollow exhaustion settling deep in her marrow. For eighteen years, Lainey had chosen drugs over being a parent. When the judge handed down the one-year sentence, ignoring Lainey’s tearful pleas for mercy, Jae didn't feel relief—only a heavy, familiar sinking. She watched her mother being led away in handcuffs, the sound of Lainey’s sobbing echoing against the linoleum until the heavy doors cut it short.

Reality hit Jae on the bus ride back to their crumbling apartment. She was a fresh high school graduate with a fast-food paycheck that couldn't even cover the back rent, let alone the future.

She called Lily Bradshaw, her best friend since kindergarten.

An hour later, Lily and her mother, Kendra, were at the door. The Bradshaws had always provided the meals and stability Lainey never could. As they helped Jae shove her meager possessions into a few cardboard boxes, Kendra pulled her into a firm embrace.

"We’re so glad you’re coming home with us, Jae," Kendra said, her voice leaving no room for argument. Home. The word tasted foreign, like a fruit she’d never learned the name of.

Then the arrival. The Bradshaw house wasn’t large, but it was warm. Everything was clean and smelled of lemon polish and fresh laundry. Lily had squealed, dragging her up the stairs, treating it like a permanent sleepover. They’d eaten pizza on the floor of Lily’s room, giggling over memories from school. But beneath the laughter, a cold, slick sensation had begun to coil in Jae’s gut. It was jealousy. It was resentment. It was watching Lily’s easy smile, her casual mention of her dad bringing her coffee every morning, her mom’s habit of braiding her hair before bed when she was little. These were rituals of care, a language Jae didn’t speak.

Now, hours later, the giggling had ceased. Lily had gone to bed, and Jae was left in the silence of a borrowed room, wrapped in a borrowed nightgown—a thin, pale cotton thing Lily had lent her. It was soft, but it felt like a costume.

Her thoughts turned, inevitably, to her mother. Lainey’s face, gaunt and twitchy, flashed behind her eyes. The anger was a slow burn, not a flare. It didn’t rage; it seeped. It filled the hollows of her bones with a weary, aching poison. Why couldn’t you just be normal? Why couldn’t you be a mother? The unspoken question hung in the dark. There was no answer. There was just a year-long sentence and an empty apartment waiting to be cleared out by the landlord.

A dry thirst clawed at her throat. She needed water.

She slipped from the bed, her bare feet meeting the cool, smooth wood of the floor. She didn’t bother with a robe. The nightgown was long enough, covering her to mid-thigh. It was modest, but it was thin. She could feel the whisper of air against her skin through the fabric.

The hallway was dark, lit only by a faint nightlight plugged into the wall near the bathroom. She moved quietly, a ghost in this orderly house. The kitchen was at the end of the hall, a rectangle of stainless steel and pale oak glowing under the soft light of a single pendant lamp over the sink.

And he was there.

Beau Bradshaw stood at the counter, a glass of amber liquid in his hand. He wore a dark t-shirt and loose pajama pants. He wasn’t a large man, but he carried a solidness, a quiet density. His blonde hair, usually neat, was slightly tousled. In the dim light, the lines of his face seemed softer, the blue of his eyes less bright, more like deep water.

He turned as she entered, his movement fluid. “Jae. Couldn’t sleep?”

His voice was low, a velvet-rumbled sound that filled the quiet kitchen. It wasn’t a question of intrusion. It was an offer of space.

“Just… thirsty,” she said, her own voice sounding small.

“The tap’s fine,” he said, gesturing to the sink. “Or there’s filtered in the fridge.”

She opted for the tap, turning it on and filling a glass she took from the drying rack. The water was cold, crisp. She drank half of it down, the chill a brief shock to her system. She set the glass on the counter, leaning against it.

Beau didn’t move away. He took a sip from his own glass. “Whiskey,” he said, almost apologetically. “Old habit. Helps the numbers stop swirling in my head after a long day.”

Jae nodded. She knew nothing of accounting, of numbers that swirled. Her world had been shifts at a greasy burger joint, counting out tips that never added up to enough.

“Kendra’s already asleep,” Beau continued, his gaze resting on her for a moment before drifting to the window. “She was on a double shift today. The hospital… it takes everything she has sometimes.”

“She’s amazing,” Jae said, the words genuine. Kendra had been the steady hand, the calm voice through all the chaos of her mother’s spirals.

“She is.” Beau’s smile was brief, fond. Then his eyes returned to her, their focus settling. “You’ve been through a lot, Jae. More than any kid should.”

The word ‘kid’ pricked at her. She was eighteen. A legal adult. But in his eyes, she knew she was still Lily’s friend, a child in need of shelter. The coil of resentment tightened.

“I’m not a kid,” she said, the statement flat, defensive.

Beau’s expression shifted, a slight tilt of his head. “I know,” he said quietly. “You’ve had to grow up fast. That doesn’t make it fair.”

Silence stretched between them, filled only by the hum of the refrigerator. Jae looked at him, really looked. The musculature of his arms, defined even under the loose shirt. The strength in his shoulders. The way his jawline held a clean, sharp edge. He was handsome. It was a fact she’d always known, but it had been a distant one—her best friend’s father, a figure in a polo shirt at school events.

Now, in the intimate quiet of night, stripped of the daytime context, the fact became a sensation. It moved from her mind to her skin.

She noticed his eyes. They weren’t on her face anymore.

They had drifted lower, tracing the line of her body under the thin cotton gown. The fabric was sheer enough that the shape of her breasts was visible, the curve of them against the material. The cool air of the kitchen had made her skin react, the peaks of her nipples pressing against the soft cloth. She hadn’t thought about it. Now, she felt it with a sudden, acute awareness.

A flush warmed her neck, creeping up to her cheeks. It wasn’t embarrassment at being seen. It was a sharper, more complicated heat—the awareness of being looked at, and by him. She didn’t pull her arms across her chest. She didn’t move. She stood there, letting the look happen, feeling her own breathing become shallow and deliberate.

Beau’s gaze lingered for a beat too long. Then, as if catching himself, he blinked and looked back to his glass. A faint, almost imperceptible tightening appeared around his mouth. “You should get back to bed,” he said, his voice maintaining its soft rumble but gaining a new edge. “Try to rest.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, the words automatic. “For letting me stay.”

“It’s no problem,” he insisted, the phrase a gentle dismissal. “You’re like family.”

Family. The word was a blanket, meant to comfort. To Jae, it felt like a weight.

She picked up her water glass, her fingers cool against its surface. “Okay,” she said. “Goodnight.”

“Goodnight, Jae.”

She turned and walked back down the hall. Her steps were slow, measured. The sensation of his gaze stayed on her skin, like a phantom touch. She felt it on her back, on the places where the gown clung to her form. She didn’t look back.

Back in the blue room, she closed the door softly. She didn’t drink the rest of the water. She placed the glass on the nightstand and stood in the center of the room, the soft mattress behind her like a trap.

Her mind was a riot.

The image of Beau in the kitchen, his eyes dropping to her chest, replaying in a loop. The subtle shift in his posture when he realized what he was doing. The low tenor of his voice saying you’re like family.

It was wrong. A list of wrongs scrolled through her head like a guilty ledger. He’s married. He’s Lily’s dad. He’s forty. I’m eighteen. I’m staying at his house. It’s pathetic. It’s sick.

But the thoughts were brittle, papery things. They crumpled against the solid, warm memory of his stare. It hadn’t been leering. It hadn’t been vulgar. It had been… observant. Acknowledging. It had made her feel seen, not as a problem to be solved, but as a presence in the room. A female presence.

She walked to the window, looking out at the quiet suburban street. A single streetlight cast an orange pool on the pavement. Everything was orderly, asleep. Her own life was chaos, a mess left behind in a drug-tainted apartment. Here, in this ordered house, a new kind of chaos was blooming inside her. It was quiet. It was internal. It was terrifying.

She turned away from the window and sat on the edge of the bed. The cotton gown felt like a second skin now, too aware. She ran her palms over her thighs, feeling the smoothness of her own legs under the fabric.

Stop it, she told herself. Just stop.

But her body wasn’t listening. A low, insistent pulse had begun to stir, a warm current deep in her abdomen. It was unfamiliar in this context, divorced from the clumsy, rushed experiences she’d had with boys from school. This was different. This was a slow, creeping want, born from a glance and a quiet voice in a dark kitchen.

Her hand moved without conscious permission.

It slid from her thigh, under the hem of the nightgown. Her fingers traced a path up her own skin, over her hip, until they reached the flat plane of her stomach. The touch was exploratory, light. She wasn’t thinking of those boys now. Their faces were blurred, irrelevant.

She was thinking of Beau.

Of his hands, which looked capable and clean. Of the strength in his shoulders. Of the way his blue eyes had held hers before they dropped. Of the slight rasp in his voice when he said “Try to rest.”

Her fingertips brushed lower, past the gentle curve of her belly, into the softness between her thighs. The touch was electric, a spark that made her inhale sharply. She closed her eyes, leaning back against the pillows.

In the darkness of her mind, she constructed him. Not as Lily’s father, not as Kendra’s husband. As a man. A man standing close in a small kitchen. A man whose gaze had traveled over her with a quiet, undeniable interest.

Her fingers began a slow, circling motion. The friction was gentle at first, then more deliberate. A soft, wet warmth bloomed under her touch, a secret response to a forbidden fantasy. Her breathing lost its rhythm, becoming a series of shallow draws and soft exhales.

She imagined his hands, not hers. They would be larger, warmer. They would know what to do. They wouldn’t be hesitant or greedy. They would be slow, sure. She pictured him stepping closer in that kitchen, his body a solid wall near hers. The scent of his whiskey mixing with his own clean, male smell. His palm settling not on the counter, but on her hip. The heat of it through the thin gown.

The pulse inside her deepened, becoming a rhythmic, aching need. She increased the pressure of her fingers, her movements becoming quicker, more focused. A tiny, choked sound escaped her lips—a gasp, swallowed by the quiet room.

The fantasy shifted, grew more vivid. He wouldn’t say anything. Words would ruin it. He would just act. He would turn her gently, his hands guiding her. His mouth would find her neck, not her lips. A kiss there, a hot, open-mouthed press against her pulse point. His teeth grazing, not biting. A promise.

Her own teeth clenched. Her back arched slightly off the mattress. The pleasure was building, a tight coil winding tighter at her core. It was sharper than she’d ever managed on her own, fueled by this illicit, vivid imagining.

She thought of his eyes again. How they would look if he saw her now, like this, in this bed in his house. Would they darken? Would that calm, composed expression fracture into something raw and wanting?

Her hand moved faster, the slickness easing the way. The coil snapped.

A wave of release washed through her, sudden and intense. It wasn’t a crescendo; it was a silent, inward collapse. Her body tightened, then melted into the too-soft mattress. A long, shaky breath left her, deflating her.

She lay there, her hand still between her thighs, the aftershocks tiny tremors in her muscles. The room was silent again. The blue ceiling was just a ceiling.

The guilt rushed in then, cold and immediate. It flooded the warm hollows left by the pleasure, turning them icy. What did you just do? The voice in her head was her own, but it sounded like her mother’s—sharp, disapproving. You’re disgusting. He’s your friend’s father. He’s letting you live here.

She pulled her hand away, wiping it quickly on the sheet. She felt filthy, corrupted. The clean, lemon-polish smell of the house seemed to mock her.

She sat up, pulling the nightgown back down over her knees. Her heart wasn’t racing; it was sinking, a heavy stone dropping into a pit of shame.

But beneath the shame, a stubborn, glowing ember remained. The memory of his gaze. The sensation of his imagined touch. They were etched into her nerves, a brand she couldn’t scrub off.

She looked at the closed door. Beyond it, he was in his bedroom with Kendra. Asleep, probably. Unaware of the turmoil in the spare room down the hall.

Jae lay back down, pulling the covers over herself. She stared at the blue ceiling again, but now it felt like a lid, closing her into this new, secret chaos.

She told herself it was a one-time thing. A stress response. A rebellion against the helplessness of her situation. It wouldn’t happen again.

But as she finally drifted toward an uneasy sleep, the last thought that flickered through her mind was not of her mother, or of Lily, or of her uncertain future.

It was of the way Beau Bradshaw’s eyes had looked at her in the kitchen. And the warm, treacherous pulse that had answered that look in the dark.

2 - THE SWEETEST SIN

The silence of the Bradshaw house on a weekday afternoon was a different beast than the nighttime quiet. It wasn’t a soothing blanket; it was a taut, expectant wire strung between the rooms. Jae moved through it like a trespasser.

She’d spent the morning trying to disappear into the spare room. Lily had bustled in before leaving for her waitressing shift, full of sunny chatter about her coworkers and a cute customer who’d flirted with her. Jae had nodded, smiled, said the right things. Her mind was a locked box, the contents of last night—the kitchen, her own hands in the dark—rattling inside.

After Lily left, a carafe of cheerful noise trailing behind her, the house settled into a deeper stillness. Kendra was at the hospital, another long shift. Beau was somewhere downstairs. Jae could hear the faint, methodical clicks of a keyboard. He was working.

She tried to read a book Lily had lent her, some breezy romance. The words blurred. The heroine’s problems seemed frivolous, laughable. Jae’s own problems were a knot of concrete and barbed wire. She put the book down.

Hunger eventually pulled her out. It was a neutral, biological need, something she could justify. She padded down the stairs, her bare feet silent on the carpeted steps. She wore jean shorts and a simple grey t-shirt—borrowed from Lily’s closet, but they fit. They felt like armor, compared to the nightgown.

The kitchen was empty. Clean. The afternoon sun sliced across the oak floor in bright rectangles. She made a sandwich, the actions mechanical: bread, mayonnaise, turkey, lettuce. She ate it standing at the counter, looking out at the backyard. Everything was so green, so neatly trimmed.

The clicking from the other room stopped.

A moment later, Beau’s voice came from the doorway of the living room. “There’s a decent movie on. If you’re bored.”

She turned. He stood there, dressed in casual clothes—a soft-looking Henley shirt in deep blue, a worn pair of jeans. He looked like he hadn’t slept much. There was a faint tiredness around his eyes, but they were still that vivid blue. They held hers for a second, then dropped to her sandwich. “Or you can keep eating dry turkey. Your call.”

His tone was light, teasing. Normal. Fatherly. It was the tone he’d always used with her. But now, it felt like a veneer. Something thin and brittle over a deeper current.

“I’m done,” she said, wiping her hands on a napkin. Her voice sounded steady. She was proud of that.

“Come on, then.” He gestured with his head toward the living room. “It’s a waste to watch alone.”

She followed him. The living room was comfortable, dominated by a large, soft sofa in a neutral color. A flat-screen TV was mounted on the wall. Beau picked up the remote, flicking through menus. He settled on a film—some action thriller she’d never heard of. He sank into one end of the sofa, leaving a generous space between them.

Jae sat on the other end, perched on the edge. The movie started. Explosions, car chases, a stern-faced hero. It was noise and light, a distraction. She tried to focus on it.

But her awareness was a needle, finely tuned to the space beside her. The scent of him—clean cotton, a hint of soap, a faint masculine musk—was subtle but distinct. She could hear the soft rustle of his clothes when he shifted. She could see, without looking directly, the shape of his body against the cushions. The strength in his thighs, the breadth of his shoulders.

About twenty minutes into the film, he moved.

It wasn’t a dramatic shift. He simply leaned back, stretching his arm along the back of the sofa. His hand came to rest not far from her shoulder. The distance was maybe six inches. It felt like six millimeters.

Her skin prickled. The movie dialogue became a meaningless buzz.

Another minute passed. Then his fingers, resting idly on the sofa back, moved. They didn’t touch her. They traced a slow, absent pattern on the fabric, coming closer. The tips of his fingers grazed the sleeve of her t-shirt.

A jolt went through her, sharp and electric. She didn’t move.

“This movie’s crap,” he said, his voice low, almost conversational. “Sorry. I should have picked something better.”

“It’s fine,” she murmured. Her throat was tight.

“You’re not watching it,” he observed. He wasn’t looking at the screen either. He was looking at her profile.

She turned her head then, meeting his gaze. The blue of his eyes was intense, a laser in the dim room. There was no tiredness in them now. There was a focus, a quiet intensity that stripped away the veneer completely.

“I’m watching,” she said, a weak defense.

“No.” His mouth curved, not quite a smile. It was something more knowing. “You’re thinking.”

She swallowed. The action felt loud in her own ears. “I just have a lot on my mind.”

“You’re thinking about last night.” The statement was flat, undeniable. It landed in the space between them like a stone.

Her face warmed. She couldn’t lie. She nodded, a tiny, barely perceptible dip of her chin.

His hand left the sofa back. It came to rest on her shoulder. The touch was firm, warm. His palm covered the curve of her joint, his fingers pressing gently into the muscle. It wasn’t a casual pat. It was a hold.

“It’s okay,” he said. His voice had dropped to that velvet-rumble again, the one from the kitchen. “I’ve been thinking about it too. How you looked in that little nightgown.”

The confession hung in the air, thick and dangerous.

“You shouldn’t,” she whispered. The words were automatic, the script of guilt. “It’s wrong.”

“Wrong?” He let the word sit for a moment. His thumb began to move, a slow, circular stroke against her shirt. “What’s wrong is leaving a girl like you to fend for herself. What’s wrong is you having to be tough all the time. This… this isn’t wrong. It’s just a feeling.”

His logic was seductive, a slick path around the wall of morality. She felt it eroding her resolve.

His hand slid from her shoulder down her arm, his fingers tracing the line of her bicep to her elbow. The touch was exploratory, appreciative. “You’re so strong,” he murmured. “But you’re soft, too. I’ve always noticed that.”

Always. The word expanded in her mind, rewriting history. All those years, all those casual interactions at school events, in their living room—had he been looking? Noticing?

“You’re beautiful, Jae.” He said it plainly, as if stating a fact about the weather. “It’s not a secret. It’s just something people don’t say out loud.”

Her breathing became shallow, a series of quick, light draws. The movie’s soundtrack swelled, then faded into background noise.

He shifted on the sofa, turning his body more toward hers. The space between them vanished. His knee brushed against hers. The contact was a live wire.

“I shouldn’t…” she started, but the sentence died. Her own will was crumbling, dissolving under the heat of his proximity and the raw honesty in his words.

“You should,” he countered, his voice a soft persuasion. “You should feel good. You should be touched. You should know what it’s like to have someone want you, just for you.”

His other hand came up, cupping her cheek. His palm was warm, slightly rough. His thumb brushed the corner of her mouth. “Just once,” he whispered. “Let it be just once.”

His face was close now. She could see the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, the sharp angle of his jaw, the perfect shape of his lips. He was so male, so undeniably adult and physical. A world away from the boys she’d known.

The guilt screamed inside her, a shrill alarm. Kendra. Lily. He’s married. He’s her father.

But the alarm was drowned out by a louder, more primal sound: the drumbeat of her own want. It pulsed where his thumb touched her lip. It throbbed low in her belly, a deep, aching echo of last night’s private release.

She didn’t pull away.

He saw the permission in her eyes. It wasn’t a yes, but it was the absence of a no.

He leaned in.

The kiss wasn’t sudden or aggressive. It was a slow convergence. His lips met hers with a soft, testing pressure. They were warm, slightly firm. They moved against hers with a deliberate tenderness that shattered her last defense.

A tiny sound escaped her—a sigh, a surrender. Her lips parted under his.

The kiss deepened.

His hand left her cheek and slid into her hair, his fingers tangling in the long, dark strands. He angled her head slightly, fitting their mouths together more perfectly. His tongue touched her lower lip, a tentative inquiry.

She opened to him.

The taste of him was clean, faintly minty. His tongue slid into her mouth, exploring with a lazy, confident rhythm. It wasn’t the frantic, sloppy kissing she’d experienced before. This was methodical. It was knowledgeable. He knew how to kiss a woman.

Her hands, which had been clenched at her sides, uncurled. One drifted up, her fingers finding the solid muscle of his shoulder. She held onto him, an anchor in the sudden, swirling storm of sensation.

He made a low, approving sound against her mouth, a vibration she felt in her own lips. His other arm wrapped around her waist, pulling her closer until her body was flush against his side. She could feel the heat of him through their clothes, the hard plane of his chest against her softer one.

The kiss went on, a long, drugging exchange. He broke it only to change angle, to nip lightly at her lip, to kiss the corner of her mouth, her jaw. Each movement was calculated, designed to draw a response.

She was responding. Her body was softening, melting into his hold. Her mind was a white haze, blissfully empty of thought. Only sensation existed: the wet heat of his mouth, the scratch of his jeans against her bare thigh, the secure pressure of his arm around her.

When his mouth finally left hers, they were both breathing harder. He looked at her, his eyes dark with a hunger that was no longer subtle. “See?” he said, his voice rough now. “Just a feeling.”

He didn’t wait for her to answer. His hands moved to her shirt.

He gripped the hem of her grey t-shirt and pulled it up, over her head. The action was swift, efficient. The cool air of the room hit her skin, making her gasp. She was wearing only a simple cotton bra beneath.

His gaze dropped to her chest. The bra was pale, sheer. Her nipples were already hardened, visible through the fabric.

“Beautiful,” he repeated, the word a growled praise now.

He didn’t remove the bra with finesse. He hooked his fingers under the cups and pulled it down, exposing her breasts completely. They were small, firm, with dusky pink nipples that tightened further in the open air.

He looked at them for a long moment, his expression one of pure, reverent appreciation. Then he bent his head.

His mouth closed over one nipple.

The sensation was immediate, intense. His lips were warm, wet. His tongue circled the peak, a lazy, dedicated orbit. Then he sucked, drawing the flesh into his mouth with a gentle, persistent pressure.

A sharp cry left her lips. Her back arched, pushing her breast more firmly into his mouth. Her hands flew to his hair, her fingers clutching the tousled blonde strands. She held him there, wanting more.

He obliged. He suckled harder, his tongue flicking against the sensitized tip. Pleasure, bright and electric, shot from her nipple down to her core, a direct line of fire. She moaned, the sound unfiltered, raw.

He switched to the other breast, giving it the same devoted attention. His mouth was relentless, his tongue skilled. He licked, he suckled, he teased with the edge of his teeth—a gentle scrape that made her shudder.

One of his hands left her waist and slid down, over the curve of her hip, to the fastening of her shorts. He popped the button open, then eased the zipper down. The sound was obscene in the quiet room.

He pushed the shorts down her legs, along with her underwear. They tangled at her ankles. She kicked them off, a frantic, uncoordinated motion.

Now she was naked on the sofa, exposed in the afternoon light. He was still mostly dressed, a fact that made her feel even more vulnerable, more desired.

He leaned back, looking at her sprawled form. His eyes traveled from her breasts, down her flat stomach, to the place between her thighs. His gaze was a physical touch, branding her.

“Lie back,” he instructed, his voice thick.

She obeyed, sinking into the soft cushions. The sofa was wide, accommodating. She felt the fabric against her back, a contrast to the heat of her skin.

He positioned himself between her legs, his hands settling on her inner thighs. His palms were warm, his grip firm. He pushed her legs apart, opening her to his view.

She felt a moment of acute shyness, a flush of embarrassment at being so exposed. But his expression held no judgment. It held only a deep, focused hunger.

He leaned forward.

His mouth didn’t go to her breasts again. It went lower.

He kissed the inside of her thigh, just above her knee. A soft, lingering press. Then he moved higher, his lips tracing a slow path up her sensitive skin. He nuzzled the crease where her thigh met her body, a hot, damp caress that made her muscles tremble.

He was taking his time. Building the anticipation with a master’s patience.

Finally, his head dipped between her legs.

His mouth found her center.

The first contact was a soft, open kiss against her folds. Then his tongue emerged, a slick, warm point that delved into her. He didn’t start fast. He explored. He tasted. His tongue slid along her slit, tracing its length, finding the sensitive bud at the top.

When his tongue circled that bud, a shockwave went through her. Her hips jerked off the couch. A choked, gasping sound tore from her throat.

He held her thighs down, his hands strong, keeping her in place. His tongue continued its work, now more focused. It pressed against her clit, firm and direct. It flicked. It swirled. It applied a steady, rhythmic pressure that was utterly foreign to her. No boy had ever done this. No one had ever taken this kind of time, this kind of care.

The pleasure was blinding. It was a slow, building avalanche, starting at that single point and spreading outward, consuming her limbs, her thoughts, her breath. She was panting, her head thrown back, her fingers digging into the sofa cushions. Her legs tried to close around his head, but his shoulders were there, blocking them, holding her open.

He added a finger.

While his tongue worked its magic on her clit, one of his hands left her thigh. His finger, slick from her own wetness, pressed inside her. It was a single digit, but it felt immense. It filled her, stretching her inner muscles. It moved in a slow, corkscrew motion, matching the tempo of his tongue.

The stimulation was unbearable. It was too much. It was everything.

Her body began to tighten, a coil of pure tension winding at her core. She was whimpering now, a continuous stream of tiny, desperate sounds. Her vision blurred. The room, the movie still playing ignored on the TV, the sunlight—all of it faded into a buzzing periphery. Only this existed: the wet, hot friction of his mouth, the deep, filling motion of his finger.

He felt her approaching the edge. His movements became more urgent, his tongue faster, his finger plunging deeper. He sucked on her clit, pulling it into his mouth with a gentle, insistent vacuum.

The coil snapped.

Release crashed over her, a wave so powerful it felt like a dissolution. Her body convulsed, her back arching sharply off the sofa. A raw, loud cry escaped her, a sound she didn’t recognize as her own voice. The pleasure was a white-hot flood, washing through every nerve, leaving her shaking and limp.

He didn’t stop. He gentled his motions, his tongue soothing her oversensitive flesh, his finger easing its pace to a gentle pulse. He drew out her climax, extending it until the last tremors faded.

When he finally lifted his head, his face was glistening with her juices. He looked up at her, his blue eyes gleaming with a dark satisfaction. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, a casual, primal gesture.

She lay there, boneless, her mind utterly blank. She was a vessel, emptied and filled at once.

He stood up. He unbuckled his jeans, pushing them and his boxers down in one efficient motion. His cock sprang free.

It was… imposing. Thick, long, with a pronounced curve. It was fully erect, the skin flushed a deep pink. She stared at it, a mix of awe and trepidation stirring in her gut.

He didn’t ask if she was ready. He saw her state, her utter pliancy, and he knew.

He moved onto the sofa, kneeling over her. He gripped her hips, lifting her slightly. “Come here,” he murmured, his voice gravelly with need.

He guided her until she was straddling his lap, her knees on either side of his thighs. The position felt dominant, powerful—she was above him. But the control was illusory. He held her, his hands on her waist, directing her.

He positioned his cock at her entrance. The tip pressed against her, hot and blunt.

“Take it,” he said, his eyes locked on hers. “Slow.”

She lowered herself.

The first inch was a stretch, a profound, filling intrusion. She gasped, her inner muscles clenching around him. He was larger than anything she’d known.

“Easy,” he coaxed, his thumbs rubbing circles on her hips. “Just relax.”

She tried. She breathed out, letting her body open. She sank down further.

He slid deeper, a slow, inexorable invasion. She felt every ridge, every contour of him as he entered her. It was a sensation of overwhelming fullness, a claiming of space she hadn’t known was empty.

When he was fully inside, she sat still, impaled on him, feeling the incredible reality of their joining. He was buried in her, his length reaching a depth that made her eyes widen. He was so deep.

He let her adjust for a moment, his hands steadying her. His own breathing was ragged, his chest rising and falling rapidly. “You feel…” he started, then stopped, shaking his head. Words failed.

Then he moved his hands, placing them on her ass, gripping her firmly. “Now,” he instructed. “Ride me.”

He guided her, lifting her up slightly, then pulling her down. She followed his lead, her body learning the rhythm. Up, then down. A slow, tentative rocking.

The friction was exquisite. The drag of his cock inside her, the way it filled her completely on each descent—it was a new kind of pleasure, deeper and more consuming than what his mouth had given her.

She began to move on her own, finding a pace. She rose until only the tip remained inside, then sank down, taking him back in fully. Each time she bottomed out, a soft, choked sound left her lips.

He watched her, his eyes burning with a fierce pride. “Look at you,” he growled. “Taking me so good.”

His words spurred her. She moved faster, her thighs working, her hips rolling. The sofa cushions were soft beneath her knees, allowing the motion. The wet, slick sounds of their joining filled the air, a private, obscene music.

He began to thrust up into her, meeting her downward strokes. The synergy amplified everything. Each impact was a jolt of pleasure, radiating from her core outward. She could feel him hitting a place deep inside that sparked something bright and sharp.

Her hands found his shoulders, clutching him for balance. Her head fell forward, her dark hair swinging around her face. She was lost in the motion, in the building, tightening pleasure.

He gripped her ass harder, his fingers digging into her flesh. His thrusts became more forceful, more urgent. “Cum for me again,” he demanded, his voice a rough command. “Cum on my cock.”

The words, filthy and direct, triggered something in her. The coil began to wind again, tighter, hotter. Her movements became frantic, less controlled. She was riding him with a wild abandon, driven by the need to reach that peak again.

He felt it too. His own pace increased, his hips pumping up into her with a relentless rhythm. His jaw was clenched, his face a mask of concentrated pleasure.

“Jae,” he gritted out, his breath coming in sharp gasps. “Now.”

The permission, the command, unleashed her. The orgasm broke over her not as a wave this time, but as a crackling, electric storm. It ripped through her, making her cry out, a sharp, broken sound. Her body clamped around his cock, a vice of ecstasy.

He groaned, a deep, guttural sound that seemed to come from his chest. His thrusts became short, punishing drives. He was chasing his own finish, pushing into her convulsing tightness.

He found it.

With a final, powerful surge, he buried himself to the root and held there. His body stiffened beneath her. A hot, flooding warmth spread inside her as he released. He let out a long, shuddering exhale, his head dropping forward against her chest.

They stayed like that, locked together, for a long minute. The only sounds were their ragged breathing and the ignored movie’s soundtrack.

Slowly, the world seeped back in. The feel of the sofa beneath her knees. The afternoon light still streaming through the window. The faint scent of their sweat and sex mingling in the air.

He softened inside her, his cock beginning to slip out. She moved off him, her body feeling heavy, used. She collapsed beside him on the sofa, her limbs loose.

He pulled his jeans up, but didn’t fasten them. He sat back, his head resting against the cushions, his eyes closed.

Silence.

The guilt didn’t wait. It came rushing back, cold and vicious, as the heat of pleasure receded. It flooded her veins, icing them.

She looked at him—the man she’d just fucked. The married man. The father of her best friend. The husband of the woman who had given her a home.

The reality was a slap.

She scrambled up, her movements suddenly frantic. She grabbed her clothes—the t-shirt, the bra, the shorts and underwear tangled together. She pulled them on in a messy, hurried fashion, not caring about order. She just needed to be covered.

Beau opened his eyes, watching her. “Jae,” he said, his voice soft now, almost gentle.

She didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Words were a trap. Any word would anchor her here, in this terrible, perfect moment.

She turned and fled the room, her bare feet slapping on the hardwood floor as she ran for the stairs.

“Jae, wait,” he called after her, his tone rising.

She didn’t wait. She didn’t look back. She ran up the stairs, her heart hammering not from passion now, but from panic. She burst into the spare room, closing the door behind her. She didn’t lock it—there was no lock. She simply stood there, in the center of the blue room, shaking.

The smell of him was on her skin. The feel of him was inside her body, a physical memory she couldn’t erase.

The house was no longer a sanctuary; it was a cage. Her breath came in ragged hitches that felt like they were tearing her throat. Every inch of her skin felt branded. The cotton of Lily’s t-shirt felt abrasive against her breasts, which still burned from the heat of his mouth.

She looked down at her hands. They were trembling so violently she had to tuck them under her armpits to make them stop.

Downstairs, she heard the heavy, rhythmic thud of his footsteps. He wasn’t coming up. He was moving toward the kitchen. She heard the distinct clink of a glass against the granite counter, then the hum of the refrigerator. He was getting a drink. He was hydrated. He was moving on with his afternoon as if he hadn't just dismantled her entire life.

The front door creaked open.

Jae froze, her heart stopping in her chest.

"I'm back! And I brought Thai!" Lily’s voice floated up the stairs, bright and melodic. "Dad? You home? I got cut early because the lunch rush was dead."

Jae squeezed her eyes shut so hard she saw stars. The timing was a physical blow. She heard Beau’s voice respond—smooth, level, perfectly pitched.

"In here, Lil. Just finishing up some emails. Thai sounds great."

"Where's Jae?" Lily asked. Jae could hear her moving into the kitchen, the crinkle of takeout bags. “Is she still napping?”

"I think she's upstairs," Beau said. There was a pause—a beat of silence that felt like a lifetime to Jae. "She seemed a little quiet. Maybe let her rest for a bit."

"Nah, she's gotta eat," Lily said. "Jae! Jae-bird! Get down here before I eat all the spring rolls!"

Jae looked at the door. She couldn't stay here; that would be suspicious. But she couldn't go down there. She looked in the small vanity mirror in the corner of the room. Her lips were swollen, a deep, telltale bee-stung pink. Her hair was a bird's nest of dark tangles. Her eyes were wide, the pupils still slightly dilated from the rush of it all.

She looked like a girl who had been thoroughly, expertly ruined.

With trembling fingers, she grabbed a hairbrush and yanked it through her hair, wincing as it snagged. She splashed cold water on her face from the en-suite bathroom, rubbing her lips until they hurt, trying to scrub the color—and the taste of him—away.

"Coming!" she called out, her voice cracking. She cleared her throat and tried again. "Coming! Just... waking up."

She forced herself to walk down the stairs. Each step felt like a descent into a pit.

When she reached the kitchen, Lily was already plating Pad Thai. She looked up and beamed. "There you are! You look like you slept for a century. You okay?"

Jae didn't look at the table. She didn't look at the sofa in the other room. She looked only at Lily. "Yeah. Just a headache."

"Well, carbs are the cure," Lily said, sliding a plate toward her.

Jae sat. And then, she saw him.

Beau was leaning against the counter, a glass of water in his hand. He looked perfectly composed, though his hair was still a bit more tousled than usual. He didn't look away when she entered. He watched her sit, his gaze cool and possessive, tracing the line of her throat where his mouth had just been.

"Headaches are the worst," Beau said, his voice a low, steady vibration. "I told her she should probably just take it easy this afternoon."

Lily laughed, nudging Jae with her elbow. "Dad’s such a worrier. Drink some water, Jae. You’re probably just dehydrated."

Jae picked up her fork, but her hand was still shaking. She dropped it, the metal clattering loudly against the ceramic plate.

"Whoops," Lily giggled, reaching over to pick it up for her. "Seriously, Jae, you're like a ghost. Is it your mom? I told you, a year goes by fast. We're gonna take care of you."

"I know," Jae whispered. The guilt was a physical weight now, a stone in her stomach that made the smell of the food nauseating. "I know you are."

She looked up, and for a split second, her eyes met Beau’s over Lily’s head.

He didn't look guilty. He didn't look ashamed. He looked at her with a terrifying, calm hunger, his tongue darting out to lick a stray drop of water from his lower lip. It was a private signal, a reminder of exactly where that tongue had been ten minutes ago.

Jae looked down at her plate, her vision blurring. She had nowhere to go. No money, no mother, no home but this one. And this home was no longer a refuge. It was the site of her greatest sin.

"Thanks, Lily," Jae said, her voice hollow. "The food looks great."

She forced a piece of chicken into her mouth. It tasted like ash.

3 - THE SEED OF BETRAYAL

The guilt was a living thing inside her, a cold, coiled serpent that woke with her every morning. It poisoned the sunlight streaming through the spare room’s window, turning the cheerful yellow into a judgmental glare. For the next week, Jae became a ghost in the Bradshaw house.

She avoided Beau with a strategy born of pure survival instinct. She timed her movements. She listened for the sound of his keyboard, the click of his office door, the low rumble of his voice on the phone. She moved through the hallways like a thief, silent and swift. She ate only when Kendra or Lily was present, creating a buffer of normalcy between her and him. She spent hours in her room, reading, pretending to nap, staring at the ceiling.

She couldn’t look at Lily. Her friend’s easy smiles, her oblivious chatter about work and boys, felt like a betrayal. Lily’s innocence was a spotlight on Jae’s corruption. Every time Lily hugged her, or shared a secret, or laughed, Jae felt the serpent twist deeper into her gut.

Kendra was the hardest part of all. Her presence, once a sanctuary, now felt like a scorching light on Jae's skin. The older woman’s warmth was genuine and untainted, which only made the betrayal feel more jagged. When Kendra brought her a cup of tea, asked about her job search, or simply smiled at her from across the dinner table, Jae felt a momentary flicker of something clean—only for it to be instantly drowned by a wave of nauseating shame. This woman had given her shelter, had treated her like a daughter, and Jae had repaid that grace by fucking her husband on the living room sofa.

The memory of that afternoon was not a distant blur. It was a vivid, tactile film she replayed against her will. The weight of him inside her. The slick heat of his mouth. The commanding grip of his hands on her hips. The words—You feel… Look at you… Cum for me. It wasn’t just a memory; it was a phantom sensation that lingered in her muscles, a low, persistent hum in her blood. At night, in the dark, her body remembered. Her hand would drift downward, and she would snatch it back, horrified by her own response.

She knew it had to end. It couldn’t happen again. The entire fragile structure of her new life—this safe house, this borrowed family—would collapse. She would be cast out, back into the chaos of her mother’s world. She couldn’t let that happen. She needed this stability, this normalcy, more than she needed… whatever that was with Beau.

The decision to talk to him was not a brave one. It was a desperate one. She needed to sever the possibility, to lock the door and throw away the key. She needed him to agree.

An opportunity presented itself on a Saturday. Lily announced she and Kendra were going to the big farmer’s market downtown, a weekly ritual. “We’ll be gone a couple hours,” Lily said, bouncing on her toes. “You want to come?”

“No,” Jae said quickly, forcing a smile. “I’ve got… some job applications to finish online.” The lie tasted bitter.

“Okay! We’ll bring back strawberries!” Lily chirped, kissing Jae’s cheek before they headed out. The front door closed, and the house fell into a different kind of quiet—a quiet without shields.

Jae waited ten minutes, listening. Beau’s office door was closed. She could hear nothing. She crept downstairs, her heart a frantic bird in her chest. She went to the kitchen first, a neutral territory. She poured a glass of water, just to have something in her hands.

He found her there, as if he’d been waiting.

He walked into the kitchen from the hallway, dressed in weekend clothes—a faded green polo shirt, khaki shorts. He looked relaxed, ordinary. His blonde hair was a little messy, his blue eyes clear. He didn’t look like a man who had shattered a girl’s world a week ago. He looked like Lily’s dad.

“Hey,” he said, his tone casual.

“Hi,” she replied. Her voice sounded thin. She gripped the glass tighter.

He moved to the fridge, opened it, took out a bottle of lemonade. He poured himself a glass, leaning against the counter opposite her. The distance was safe. The granite island was a moat between them.

“How’s the job hunt?” he asked, sipping his drink. He was using the script of normalcy too.

“Slow,” she said. “Not many places hiring full-time.”

He nodded. “It’s tough.” He studied her for a moment, his gaze steady. “You’ve been avoiding me.”

The statement landed, blunt and undeniable. She couldn’t pretend.

“Yes,” she admitted, looking down at her water.

“Because of what happened?”

She nodded. The serpent in her gut tightened, squeezing her breath. She had to say it. Now. “It… it was a mistake.”

The word hung in the air, sharp and final.

He didn’t react immediately. He took another sip of lemonade, his eyes fixed on her face. “A mistake,” he echoed, his voice low. “That’s one word for it.”

“It’s the right word,” she insisted, forcing herself to look at him. His expression was unreadable, a calm mask. “It can’t happen again. It shouldn’t have happened at all.”

He set his glass down on the counter with a soft clink. He crossed his arms, leaning back. “You think I don’t know that?” The mask cracked a little. A flicker of something raw passed through his eyes—regret, frustration. “I know it was wrong, Jae. I know it’s… complicated.”

“Complicated?” The word felt too small. “It’s a betrayal. Of Kendra. Of Lily.”

He nodded slowly, accepting the charge. “It is.” He looked away, toward the window, where the backyard sunshine was bright and innocent. “My marriage… it’s good. Kendra is a good woman. The best. But… it’s predictable. It’s comfortable. It’s lost the spark, the…” He trailed off, searching for a word that wouldn’t sound like an excuse. “The fire,” he finished, softly.

Jae listened. She shouldn’t care about his marital problems. They were his burden, not hers. But she did care. She cared because it explained why. It wasn’t just about her youth, her vulnerability. It was about his own hunger, his own missing pieces.

“I gave into temptation,” he said, turning his gaze back to her. “I saw you, and I… I wanted. It was selfish. I’m sorry for that. I’m sorry I made things awkward for you here. That’s the last thing you needed.”

His apology was direct. It didn’t try to dress the act up as something noble. The honesty, strangely, made her feel less dirty. She wasn’t a siren who had lured him. She was a temptation he had chosen to take.

“We have to keep it a secret,” she said, her voice firmer now. “Forever. No one can ever know.”

“Agreed,” he said immediately. “No one.”

“And it can never happen again.”

He looked at her for a long moment. His eyes, that magnetic blue, held hers. She saw the conflict there—the agreement wrestling with the desire. But finally, he nodded. “It won’t,” he said. The words felt like a promise, heavy and deliberate.

The tension in her shoulders eased, just a fraction. The serpent loosened its coil. “Okay.”

“Okay,” he repeated.

They stood there, in the clean, bright kitchen, the ghost of their sin acknowledged and banished. It felt like a resolution. A door closed and locked.

He picked up his glass again. “You’re a good kid, Jae. Don’t let this… don’t let it mess up your head. You have a future here. With us.”

She nodded, a lump forming in her throat. He was giving her back the safe ground. He was reaffirming the deal: she could stay, she could belong, if she pretended the earthquake hadn’t happened.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He gave her a small, tight smile—not the warm, fatherly smile she’d known before, but a soldier’s smile after a ceasefire. “Go finish your applications,” he said, turning to leave the kitchen.

She did. She went back upstairs, and for the first time in days, she could breathe without the weight crushing her lungs. The conversation had worked. They had drawn a line. They would move on.

—

They would move on.

For the next month, she tried to believe it.

Life resumed a semblance of normalcy. Lily was her buoyant, constant companion. They went to the mall, watched movies, talked about boys Lily met at the restaurant. Jae laughed with her, hugged her, tried to sink into the role of the grateful, temporary sister.

Kendra was a steady, maternal presence. She helped Jae look for better job listings. She taught her how to make a proper omelet. She asked about Lainey, her tone gentle and concerned. Jae gave vague answers—Lainey was fine, taking college courses in prison, hoping to stay clean after her release. The lies were easier when they weren’t layered over a bigger one.

Beau was polite, distant, careful. He spoke to her at dinner, asked about her day. He never touched her, not even a casual pat on the shoulder. He was playing his part perfectly.

And Jae played hers.

But the line they had drawn was not a wall. It was a wire, and she felt its current every day.

She saw the way he looked at her. Not when he was talking to her, but in the moments between. When she was bending to get a spoon from a drawer, the curve of her back in a t-shirt. When she was laughing with Lily, her head thrown back, her neck exposed. When she came out of the shower, her hair damp, her skin flushed. His gaze would catch her, just for a second. It wasn’t the hungry, possessive stare from the sofa. It was a glance, quick and veiled. But it was loaded. It was a glance that remembered. It held the ghost of his mouth on her skin, his hands on her hips.

And she remembered too.

The memory was not a passive thing. It was an active, whispering presence. It spoke to her when she was alone in her room, when she was trying to sleep. It replayed the sensations, not just the pleasure, but the power of it. The feeling of being so thoroughly known, so thoroughly wanted. For a girl who had spent her life being overlooked, being a burden, being invisible to her own mother, that feeling was a drug. It was an answer to a question she hadn’t known she was asking.

She tried to suppress it. She told herself it was wrong, it was destructive, it was a path to ruin. She repeated the words: mistake, betrayal, secret. But the whisper was louder. It came in the form of dreams—hot, fragmented dreams where his hands were on her again, his voice in her ear. She woke from them sweating, her body aching with a phantom need.

She would touch herself then, in the dark, hating herself for it. Her fingers would trace the paths his mouth had taken, and she would imagine his voice, his commands. The release was sharp, guilty, and empty. It left her feeling more hollow than before.

The guilt and the craving became a twisted dance inside her. One step forward, one step back. She was living two lives: the grateful guest in the sunny Bradshaw house, and the secret, yearning girl who had been fucked by her host.

Then, the symptoms started.

It was subtle at first. A strange, metallic taste in her mouth one morning. She passed it off as toothpaste. Then, a sudden, intense craving for pickles. She ate half a jar standing at the kitchen counter, bewildered by her own appetite.

A few days later, her jeans felt tighter around her waist. She blamed stress, maybe eating too much of Kendra’s good cooking. She felt bloated, sluggish.

Then the nausea arrived. Not vomiting, but a constant, rolling unease in her stomach. It came in waves, often in the morning. She’d stand in the bathroom, looking at her pale face in the mirror, wondering if she was sick. But she had no fever, no other signs.

She told herself it was the stress of the situation. The guilt. The weird, fractured dynamic in the house. It was her body reacting to the pressure.

Then she missed her period.

That was the alarm bell. A loud, clanging one.

Her cycle had never been perfectly regular, but it was usually close. A week passed. Then two. Her mind began to circle a dark, terrifying possibility. She tried to push it away. She was stressed. Stress could do that. It had to be stress.

But the other symptoms persisted. The bloating became more noticeable. She started wearing looser shirts. The nausea became a near-daily companion. The cravings were bizarre and specific—she wanted oranges, but only if they were sour. She wanted salty chips, but only a certain brand.

The fear grew, a cold seed planted in her chest. It grew roots, spreading through her ribs.

She finally went to the drugstore on a Tuesday afternoon. She used cash from her fast-food job. She walked there, her legs feeling like wood. She bought a pregnancy test, the cheapest one on the shelf. She stuffed it into the bottom of her purse, a pathetic attempt at secrecy.

She waited until the house was empty. Lily was at work. Kendra was at the hospital. Beau was at his office, a meeting he’d mentioned.

She locked the bathroom door—the only door in the house with a lock. She opened the box, read the instructions with a detached, clinical focus. She did the test, her hands steady but her mind screaming.

She set the stick on the edge of the sink and waited. Three minutes. She set a timer on her phone. She stared at the tile pattern on the wall, counting the seconds in her head. She thought about nothing. She became a void.

The alarm on her phone buzzed.

She looked.

A plus sign. Clear. Unambiguous.

Positive.

The world didn’t tilt. It shattered. It broke into sharp, jagged pieces that cut into her lungs, her heart, her brain. She stared at the symbol, a simple blue line crossing a vertical one. A crossroads. A condemnation.

She was eighteen. She had no family. Her mother was in prison. She had a part-time job serving fries and burgers. She lived in a borrowed room in a house built on a lie. She had fucked a married man, her best friend’s father, once. One afternoon. One mistake.

And now this.

A baby. A real, living thing that would grow inside her, that would need a world, a home, a life. A thing that would need a mother who wasn’t a drug addict, who wasn’t a liar, who wasn’t a girl who had fucked her way into ruin.

How?

The question was a tsunami, drowning all other thought. How? How could she do this? How could she take care of a baby? She had no money. No skills beyond flipping burgers. No stable home. No partner. Beau was not a partner. He was a secret. A man who had promised silence.

Abortion.

The word surfaced, cold and clinical. It was an option. It was a solution. It would erase the problem, bury the evidence. She could go back to being the grateful guest, the temporary sister. She could pretend the earthquake never happened.

But the thought made her stomach clench, a deeper nausea than the one from the pregnancy. It felt… wrong. Not morally wrong in some abstract way, but wrong for her. She thought of her mother, Lainey, who had chosen drugs over her. Who had chosen escape over responsibility. Jae had spent her life dreaming of being the opposite—stable, responsible, present. To choose an abortion felt like choosing her mother’s path. It felt like running away from a consequence, from a life.

She wanted to be a good mother. The phrase was a naive, desperate wish. She wanted to give a child everything she hadn’t had: safety, love, attention, a clean home, full cupboards, a bed that was theirs. She wanted to prove that she could be better than Lainey. That she could build something from the rubble.

But the rubble was all she had. How could she build a home on it?

The practicalities were a mountain she couldn’t climb. Money. Housing. Childcare. Health care. All of it was a foreign language she didn’t speak.

And Beau.

She would have to tell him.

The thought was a bolt of pure terror. Telling him would break the silence. It would shatter the fragile normalcy they had built. It would force him out of his role as the distant, polite stepdad-figure. It would drag the secret into the light, naked and screaming.

What would he do? Would he be angry? Would he blame her? Would he tell her to get rid of it? Would he tell Kendra?

Would he… want it?

That last question was a tiny, dangerous flame in the darkness. Would he, somehow, want this? Would he see it as a… connection? A terrible, forbidden connection?

She dismissed it immediately. He was a married man with a daughter. He had apologized for the mistake. He had promised it wouldn’t happen again. A baby was not a connection; it was a catastrophe. For him, for his family, for everything.

She sat on the bathroom floor, the plastic stick lying beside her like a verdict. She cried, but the tears were silent, hot streaks down her face. She didn’t sob. She just let the panic leak out through her eyes.

After a long time, she stood up. She wrapped the test in toilet paper, buried it deep in the trash bin under other garbage. She washed her hands, splashed water on her face. She looked at herself in the mirror. Her brown eyes were wide, haunted. Her long dark hair was a messy frame around a pale, frightened face.

She was pregnant.

She was going to have a baby.

She had to tell Beau.

But she couldn’t. Not yet. Not today. She needed time to think, to plan, to… breathe.

She left the bathroom, walking back to the spare room. The house was still quiet. She lay on her bed, staring at the ceiling. The blue room felt like a cage now. A temporary cage that would soon have no door.

She thought about the baby. A tiny, forming thing inside her. A life. Hers. Beau’s.

The future was a black, empty space. She couldn’t see a path through it. All she saw was the plus sign, glowing in her mind like a cruel star.

4 - A SHATTERING CONFESSION

The secret was a stone in Jae’s stomach, a weight that grew heavier with each passing hour. For days, she moved through the Bradshaw house as a silent ghost, her smile a brittle mask she glued on each morning. She picked at her food. She jumped at sudden noises. She stared into the middle distance during conversations, only snapping back when Lily’s voice broke through the fog.

“Earth to Jae? Hello?” Lily waved a hand in front of her face at the breakfast table. Kendra was already at the hospital for an early shift, and Beau had retreated to his office. It was just the two of them.

“Sorry,” Jae murmured, pushing scrambled eggs around her plate. “Just tired.”

Lily’s cheerful face clouded with concern. She leaned forward, her voice dropping to a whisper. “Okay, spill. What’s going on? You’ve been weird for days. Like, weird weird. Are you sick? Is it your mom?”

The genuine worry in her best friend’s eyes was a physical pain. Jae’s throat tightened. She wanted to tell her. The urge to lay her head on the table and confess everything—the stupidity, the betrayal, the terror growing inside her—was a tidal wave. But she couldn’t. Telling Lily would be an explosion. It would destroy this kitchen, this sunlight, this fragile peace.

“It’s nothing,” Jae said, forcing her voice to lighten. “Just… job stuff. Feeling useless. The usual.”

Lily studied her, skepticism plain on her features. “Uh-huh. I know you, Jae Wells. This is more than job stuff.” She reached across and squeezed Jae’s hand. “You can talk to me. Always.”

The kindness was a knife. Jae swallowed hard, nodding. “I know. I will. Just… need to figure some things out in my own head first.”

Lily accepted this, though her worry didn’t fully fade. “Okay. But I’m here. Don’t forget that.”

Jae wouldn’t. That was the worst part.

The pressure built until it felt like her skull would crack. She needed to tell Beau. The pregnancy wasn’t a theoretical problem anymore; it was a cellular reality. Her body was changing. The queasy mornings were becoming a ritual. She’d caught her reflection in a shop window, her hand unconsciously resting on her still-flat stomach, and a jolt of pure fear had lanced through her. Time was the enemy now.

Salvation, of a terrible kind, arrived on Thursday. Lily bounced into the living room where Jae was pretending to read. “Mom and I are going to that hot yoga class downtown! The one with the cute instructor she won’t admit she likes.” She grinned. “Want to come? It’ll sweat the stress right out of you.”

“No,” Jae said, too quickly. She softened it with a weak smile. “Not really my thing. You guys have fun.”

“Suit yourself! We’ll be gone a couple hours. Don’t wreck the place.” Lily blew her a kiss before disappearing upstairs to change.

Jae listened to the sounds of their departure—the chatter, the jingle of keys, the thud of the front door closing. The silence that followed was immense and charged. This was it. No more excuses.

Her legs felt like lead as she climbed the stairs to the second floor. Beau’s home office was at the end of the hall, a room she’d actively avoided for weeks. The door was slightly ajar. She could hear the soft, rapid clack of a keyboard.

She raised her hand to knock. Her knuckles hovered an inch from the wood. Her breath felt thin, insufficient. Just say it. Just get it out.

She pushed the door open without knocking.

Beau sat behind a wide, mahogany desk, his focus on a spreadsheet glowing on a large monitor. The room smelled of lemon wood polish and his faint, clean cologne. He was dressed for a day at home—a soft grey Henley that stretched across his shoulders, dark jeans. He glanced up, his expression shifting from professional concentration to mild surprise, then to something more guarded.

“Jae.” His voice was neutral. “Everything okay?”

She stepped inside and closed the door behind her with a soft, definitive click. The sound echoed in the quiet room. She didn’t move further, just stood with her back against the door, as if barricading them both in.

He saw it then—the pallor of her skin, the wide, dark anxiety in her eyes, the way her fingers twisted together in front of her. He slowly leaned back in his leather chair, the keyboard forgotten. “Jae,” he said again, his tone lower, more serious. “What’s wrong?”

The words were a boulder lodged in her chest. She opened her mouth. Nothing came out.

He stood up, coming around the side of the desk. He didn’t approach her, just leaned back against the desk’s edge, his arms crossing over his chest. A pose that was casual but alert. “Talk to me.”

“I’m pregnant.”

The two words fell into the space between them like stones into a still pond. They seemed to hang there, vibrating in the air.

For a moment, Beau didn’t move. He didn’t breathe. His face went utterly blank, as if all his features had been wiped clean. Then, a tremor went through him. His blue eyes, usually so calm and assessing, widened with a dawning horror that was so raw, so complete, it stole the air from Jae’s lungs.

“What?” The word was a breath, a disbelieving exhale.

“I’m pregnant,” she repeated, her own voice a flat monotone. “I took a test. It’s positive.”

He stared at her. The horror in his eyes solidified into a sharp, panicked calculation. His gaze dropped to her stomach, then snapped back to her face. “Are you sure it’s…?” He couldn’t finish.

“It’s yours,” she said, the flatness cracking. A note of defensive anger seeped in. “Who else’s would it be? There hasn’t been anyone else.”

He flinched, as if the pronoun yours was a physical blow. He pushed a hand through his tousled blonde hair, his jaw tightening. “Jesus Christ.” He looked away, out the window, his mind visibly racing. When he looked back, his expression was that of a man staring into an abyss. “Okay. Okay. We’ll… we’ll handle this. There are options.”

“Options,” she echoed, numb.

“There’s a clinic. Downtown. Very discreet.” The words came out in a rushed, practical stream. “I’ll pay for everything. We can go this weekend. You won’t have to worry about a thing.”

An abortion. He’d said it without saying it. The cold, clinical solution. The eraser.

She shook her head, a slow, heavy movement. “No.”

“No?” He straightened, his brows drawing together. “Jae, think. Think logically. You’re eighteen. You have no money, no stable job. Your mother is… unavailable. This…” He gestured vaguely at her, at the room, at the impossible situation. “This is a life-altering event. A child alters everything.”

“I know what a child is,” she shot back, a spark of her old defiance igniting. “I’m not getting rid of it.”

A flicker of frustration crossed his face. “It’s not ‘getting rid of it.’ It’s a medical procedure. It’s the responsible choice.”

“My mother chose drugs over me,” Jae said, her voice trembling. “I’m not… I won’t do that. I won’t choose the easy way out.” The conviction in her own voice surprised her. It felt like the first solid thing she’d stood on in weeks.

Beau’s shoulders slumped. He saw the resolve in her eyes, the stubborn set of her jaw. The horror in his gaze morphed into a desperate pleading. “Jae, please. Think about the consequences. For you. For… for everyone. Kendra. Lily.” He said his daughter’s name like a sacred word, a talisman against disaster. “If they find out… it would destroy my family. It would destroy everything.”

The truth of it was a winter chill. He wasn’t just worried about her, or even about the baby. He was fighting for his life—his marriage, his home, his relationship with his daughter. She was the grenade that had rolled into his living room.

“I know,” she whispered, the fight draining out of her, replaced by a weary defeat. “I don’t want to tell them. I don’t want to hurt them.”

Hope, sharp and desperate, lit his eyes. He took a step toward her, then stopped, remembering the distance they were supposed to keep. “Then let me fix this.”

“I’m keeping it, Beau.” The statement was final.

He closed his eyes for a long moment, a man absorbing a death sentence. When he opened them, a grim acceptance had settled in. The strategist, the accountant, was taking over. “Alright,” he said, his voice quieter, more controlled. “Alright. If that’s your decision… I’ll support you. Financially. Whatever you need. But Jae… they can never know.” The last three words were edged with steel. “Kendra can never know this child is mine. It would break her. It would end us. And Lily… God, Lily.” He ran a hand over his face. “She would never forgive either of us. You would lose her forever. Do you understand that?”

The image was visceral: Lily’s sunny face collapsing into betrayal and disgust. The loss of her only real friend, her only anchor. Jae nodded, a sharp, pained jerk of her head. “I understand.”

“We need a story,” he said, his mind already working. “A cover. Someone else. A boy from your work, maybe. Someone young, reckless, who’s out of the picture.” He paced a few steps, thinking aloud. “You tell Lily you hooked up with a guy from the restaurant. It was a mistake, he’s gone, you’re scared. She’ll believe you. She’ll want to help you. Kendra will too. They’ll rally around you. They’ll support you.”

The plan was clean, cynical. It turned her real terror into a performative one. It made her a victim of a fictional boy, instead of a participant in a real betrayal. “Lily’s not stupid,” Jae said, her voice hollow. “I never mentioned anyone.”

“You were private about it. Ashamed. It’s believable.” He stopped pacing and looked at her, his gaze intense. “Can you sell it? Can you look her in the eye and tell her that story?”

Could she? Lie to the person who loved her most? She already had been, for weeks. This would just be a bigger, more detailed lie. She gave a slow, agonized nod. “Yes.”

The business was settled. The disaster was contained, boxed in by lies. The relief in the room was palpable, but it was a toxic, shameful relief. They stood there, co-conspirators in the ruin of their own decency.

Then the air changed.

The practical terror receded, and what was left was the raw, humming tension that had always existed between them. It flooded the space, thick and electric. They had just agreed to bury a secret that would tie them together for the rest of their lives. The magnitude of it was a dark, intimate thread, pulling them closer.

Beau’s eyes, which had been hard with calculation, softened. The intensity in them shifted, turning inward, heated. He looked at her—really looked at her—for the first time since she’d walked in. He saw the fear still trembling on her lips, the defiant set of her shoulders, the way her simple cotton dress clung to the slight, new curve of her waist. His gaze was a physical touch, a slow scan from her tangled dark hair down to her bare feet.

“I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it,” he said, his voice a low, rough rumble. The admission seemed torn from him. “About you. About that afternoon. Not a single day goes by.”

The confession hung between them, a forbidden truth finally spoken. It shattered the remaining pretense of distance. It acknowledged the hunger that had started all of this.

Jae felt the words like a key turning in a lock deep inside her. The guilt, the fear, the panic—they didn’t vanish, but they were pushed aside by a surge of something hotter, more immediate. A craving she had tried to suffocate with shame. It roared back to life, fed by his blunt honesty.

“Me neither,” she whispered. The admission was a surrender.

That was all it took.

He crossed the space between them in two long strides. There was no gentle approach, no tentative question. His hands came up to frame her face, his palms warm and rough against her cheeks. His thumbs stroked the arch of her cheekbones, his gaze searching hers, asking a silent, urgent question.

She answered by rising onto her toes, closing the last inch, and pressing her mouth to his.

The kiss was not like the first one. That had been a slow, exploratory burn. This was a conflagration. It was all pent-up frustration, fear, and a desperate, clawing need for connection in the middle of their shared ruin. His lips were demanding, possessive. He kissed her like he was trying to consume her, to swallow the reality of her, of the life growing inside her. She met him with equal fervor, her hands clutching at the soft fabric of his Henley, pulling him closer. Her mouth opened under his, and his tongue swept in, tasting of coffee and a deeper, wilder flavor that was just him.

A low sound vibrated in his chest, something between a groan and a growl. His hands left her face, sliding down her neck, over her shoulders, down her back. They settled on her hips, his fingers digging in, pulling her flush against him. She could feel the hard, insistent ridge of his erection through his jeans, pressing against her lower stomach. The contact sent a jolt of pure, liquid heat straight to her core.

He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. His eyes were dark, the blue nearly swallowed by black. “I need to touch you,” he muttered, his voice thick. “I need to feel you.”

“Yes,” was all she could manage, her own breath coming in short, sharp pants.

His hands slid under the hem of her dress, his palms skimming up the backs of her thighs. The touch was electric, a brand through the thin cotton of her panties. He gripped her ass, kneading the firm flesh, pulling her tighter against his hardness. She gasped, arching into him, a helpless movement of pure need.

He kissed her again, harder, his tongue tangling with hers. One of his hands left her ass and traveled up her side, his thumb brushing the underside of her breast through the dress. A whimper escaped her throat. He broke the kiss to trail his mouth down her neck, his teeth grazing the sensitive cord of her throat. She tipped her head back, offering herself, her fingers threading into his hair.

“Beau,” she breathed, the name a plea and a confession.

He responded by walking her backwards, his body driving hers until the backs of her thighs hit the solid edge of his desk. Papers rustled. A pen clattered to the floor. He lifted her, his hands strong under her thighs, and set her down on the polished wood. She was sitting now, her dress rucked up around her hips, her legs dangling. He stepped between them, forcing them wider, his body caged hers.

He looked down at her, his gaze blazing. “You are so fucking beautiful,” he said, the words raw and reverent. “It’s been driving me insane.”

He leaned in, capturing her mouth once more, his hands roaming over her. He cupped her breasts through her dress, his thumbs circling her nipples until they beaded into tight, aching points. She could feel the dampness soaking through her panties, a slick, desperate heat.

His mouth left hers, trailing a searing path down her throat. His hand moved to her shoulder. He hooked a finger into the strap of her dress and tugged it down, exposing one breast. The air was cool on her feverish skin for a second before his mouth closed over her nipple.

The sensation was a lightning bolt. A sharp, sweet pull that seemed connected directly to the throbbing between her legs. She cried out, her back arching, her hands fisting in his hair. He suckled her, his tongue lashing the sensitive peak, his teeth providing a gentle, devastating scrape. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, pulling her dress down to give himself full access. She was bared to him, her dusky pink nipples hard and wet from his mouth.

His hands were everywhere. Stroking her sides, gripping her waist, sliding up her inner thighs. He pushed the skirt of her dress up higher, bunching it around her waist. His fingers found the waistband of her panties—simple white cotton—and hooked into them.

“Lift up,” he commanded, his voice guttural.

She obeyed, raising her hips off the desk. He dragged the panties down her legs, over her ankles, and let them fall to the floor. She was completely exposed now, naked from the waist down, her dress pooled around her middle. The cool wood of the desk beneath her bare skin was a shocking contrast to the fire coursing through her.

He stepped back, just for a moment, his eyes drinking her in. Her parted thighs, the dark, neat triangle of hair, the glistening evidence of her desire. His gaze was hungry, possessive, awed. “Look at you,” he murmured.

Then his hands went to his belt. The click of the buckle was loud in the quiet room. The rasp of his zipper was obscenely deliberate. He pushed his jeans and boxer briefs down just enough to free himself.

He was already fully erect, the length of him thick and veined, the head flushed a deep, ruddy color. A bead of moisture glistened at the tip. Jae’s mouth went dry. The sight of him, so blatantly aroused, so for her, sent a fresh wave of heat crashing through her.

He moved back between her thighs, his hands gripping her hips, pulling her to the very edge of the desk. The blunt head of his cock nudged against her entrance, slick with her own wetness.

He paused, his eyes locked on hers. There was no question, no spoken consent beyond the desperate wanting in her gaze, the way her body opened for him. He pushed forward, a slow, inexorable invasion.

The feeling of him filling her was a shock of pure, white-hot pleasure. He was thicker than she remembered, stretching her, claiming her completely. A choked sob of relief escaped her lips. This was what she’d craved, what her body had been screaming for in the silent nights. This connection, this possession.

He seated himself fully, buried to the hilt, and held there for a moment, both of them shuddering with the intensity of the joining. His eyes were squeezed shut, his jaw clenched tight.

“Fuck,” he breathed, the word a prayer and a curse.

Then he began to move.

He set a deep, relentless rhythm from the start. There was no gentle build-up, no tentative exploration. He pulled almost all the way out, the friction delicious and maddening, then slammed back in, the force of it driving her body up the desk. His grip on her hips was iron, holding her in place, controlling every thrust.

Each stroke dragged against a spot inside her that made stars burst behind her eyelids. Her head fell back, a wordless cry tearing from her throat. Her hands scrabbled for purchase on the smooth wood, then flew to his shoulders, her nails digging into the fabric of his shirt.

“That’s it,” he grunted, his voice strained. “Take it. Take all of it.”

He leaned over her, bracing one hand on the desk beside her head, his body covering hers. This new angle was even deeper, more profound. His other hand slid between their bodies, his thumb finding her clit.

The dual sensation was unbearable. The deep, pounding fullness inside her, coupled with the precise, circling pressure on the most sensitive part of her. Pleasure coiled tight in her belly, a spring winding to its breaking point.

He was watching her face, his own a mask of fierce concentration and raw need. Sweat dotted his brow. “Cum for me,” he commanded, his voice a dark rasp in her ear. “Cum on my cock, Jae. Let me feel you.”

His words, his command, the filthy, perfect rhythm of his hips—it was too much. The coil snapped. Her orgasm roared through her without warning, a detonation of sensation that shattered her into a million bright pieces. Her body clenched around him, wave after wave of pure, mindless ecstasy rolling through her. She screamed, a raw, unfiltered sound muffled by his shoulder as she buried her face against him.

The violent contractions of her inner muscles pushed him over the edge. With a groan that was torn from the depths of his chest, he drove into her one last, final time and held there. She felt the hot, sudden pulse of his release deep inside her, marking her, claiming her in the most primal way. He shuddered through his own climax, his body rigid against hers, his forehead pressed to her shoulder.

For a long moment, they stayed locked together, breathing in ragged, syncopated gasps. The only sounds were their panting breaths and the faint hum of his computer.

Slowly, the world swam back into focus. The feel of the hard desk beneath her. The scent of sex and sweat in the air. The warm, slick feeling of him still inside her, softening.

He finally stirred, pulling out of her gently. A trickle of his release mixed with hers trailed down her inner thigh. The reality of it, the physical evidence, was a stark, sobering slap.

He straightened up, tucking himself back into his jeans with quick, efficient movements. He wouldn’t look at her. The fierce lover was gone, replaced by the guilty man. He handed her her discarded panties from the floor, his movements brusque.

Jae slid off the desk, her legs shaky. She cleaned herself with the cotton, then pulled her dress back into place. Her fingers trembled on the straps as she slid them back onto her shoulders. The silence was heavy, oppressive.

Then, from downstairs, the distinct sound of the front door opening. A burst of laughter—Lily’s high, cheerful peal, followed by Kendra’s lower, warmer chuckle.

They froze, eyes locking in mutual panic. The real world had returned with a vengeance.

“Shit,” Beau hissed, running a hand through his disheveled hair. He gestured frantically for her to get dressed, to move.

Jae’s heart hammered against her ribs. She smoothed her dress, ran her fingers through her tangled hair. She could smell him on her skin.

Beau was already behind his desk, adjusting his shirt, trying to look composed. He met her eyes across the room. His were filled with a storm of emotion—panic, regret, residual heat. “Go,” he mouthed silently. Then, just before she turned for the door, he spoke, his voice a low, urgent whisper. “It’ll be okay. We’ll make it okay.”

The promise felt hollow, a bandage on a hemorrhage. She gave a tiny, desperate nod, then slipped out of the office, closing the door softly behind her. She moved down the hallway on silent feet, her body still humming, the scent of sex clinging to her like a secret.

She made it to the spare room just as she heard Lily’s voice calling up the stairs. “Jae? We’re back! We brought smoothies!”

Jae leaned against her closed door, pressing her forehead to the cool wood. Her body ached in the most intimate ways. Her mind was a whirlwind of terror and a dark, shameful satisfaction. She had his child inside her. She had just had him inside her. The two facts were intertwined, a knot of impossibility.

She waited until her breathing was somewhat even, until the flush on her skin had faded. Then she pasted on a smile and went downstairs to meet her best friend.

—

The guilt was a physical nausea, worse than the morning sickness. It churned in Jae’s gut as she sat on Lily’s bed later that night. Lily’s room was a shrine to a normal life—band posters, stuffed animals from childhood, a cheery yellow duvet. It felt like a mockery.

Lily was in her pajamas, brushing her hair at her vanity. “So, what’s up? You said we needed to talk. Is it about the job thing again? Because my manager said they might need another hostess, and I could totally put in a—”

“I’m pregnant.”

The brush stopped mid-stroke. Lily turned on her stool, her blue eyes wide, her mouth forming a perfect ‘O’ of shock. For a long, awful second, she just stared.

“What?” she finally breathed.

“I’m pregnant,” Jae repeated, the words ash in her mouth. She looked down at her hands, clenched in her lap. “I just found out.”

“How? Who?” Lily scrambled off the stool and sat on the bed beside her, her face a canvas of confusion and dawning concern. “Jae, you haven’t… you never said you were seeing anyone.”

This was the moment. The lie. Jae lifted her gaze, forcing herself to meet Lily’s eyes. She summoned every ounce of fear and shame she genuinely felt and channeled it into the story. “It was… a guy. From work. Just this… stupid thing. A couple months ago. It was one time. I was… I was lonely, and he was nice, and…” She let her voice tremble. “I didn’t think. I was so stupid.”

Lily’s brow furrowed. She searched Jae’s face. “A guy from work? Which one? Mike? That jerk from the grill?”

“No. A new guy. He… he didn’t last. He quit right after. I don’t even have his number.” The lies flowed more easily now, slick with practiced desperation. “I’m so scared, Lily. I don’t know what to do.”

The skepticism in Lily’s eyes warred with her inherent loyalty, her love for her friend. Jae could see the doubt—why didn’t you tell me?—but she could also see the protective instinct rising to beat it down. Jae was in trouble. Jae needed her.

Lily’s arms came around her, pulling her into a tight, vanilla-scented hug. “Oh, Jae,” she whispered, her voice thick. “Oh, honey.”

The hug was agony. Jae stiffened for a second, then melted into it, hot tears of genuine shame spilling over. She was crying for the right reasons, but lying about the cause.

Lily pulled back, holding her shoulders, her face set with determination. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure this out. You’re not alone. Mom and Dad will help. I’ll help.”

“You don’t hate me?” Jae whispered, the question tearing from a raw place.

“Hate you? For a mistake?” Lily shook her head, her own eyes glistening. “Never. You’re my sister. We’ll get through this. Together.”

The words were a balm and a brand. Jae hugged her again, clinging to the one pure, good thing she hadn’t completely destroyed yet. Over Lily’s shoulder, she stared at the cheerful yellow wall, seeing nothing.

5 - A MIDNIGHT SECRET

The smell of coffee and toast filled the bright kitchen, a morning tableau of domestic normalcy that felt like a brittle lie. Jae sat at the table, her hands wrapped around a mug of tea she hadn’t touched. Kendra moved with a soft hum, scrambling eggs at the stove, while Beau entered in crisp khakis and a polo, looking every bit the dependable family man. His deep blue eyes swept the room, landing on Jae for a brief, electric moment before shifting away.

Jae felt her stomach twist. Beside her, Lily was practically vibrating, a sharp contrast to Jae’s heavy silence.

Kendra looked over, smiling warmly as she set a plate down. “You’ve been quiet lately, Jae. Everything okay?”

Jae’s pulse became a frantic drum against her ribs. She opened her mouth, but the words were stuck like glass in her throat.

“Actually, she’s been acting weird for a reason,” Lily burst out, her expression a mix of confusion and impatient concern. She nudged Jae’s arm, looking between her parents and back to Jae. “She has an announcement, and it’s pretty serious. Go on, Jae—tell them.”

The air in the kitchen thickened, turning to lead. Kendra froze, her eyes widening with curiosity, while Beau leaned against the counter and crossed his arms—the picture of attentive, fatherly concern.

Jae looked at Lily’s cheerful face, then at Kendra’s maternal kindness, and finally at Beau, who gave a nearly imperceptible nod. A silent command.

“I’m pregnant,” Jae whispered.

The words dropped into the room like stones into a still pond. Kendra’s eyes widened, then softened almost instantly with a surge of compassion. Beau’s sharp jaw tightened, a muscle feathering along its line, but his expression molded into a convincing mask of startled surprise.

“Oh, Jae,” Kendra breathed, moving quickly to her side. She placed a warm hand on Jae’s shoulder. “Are you sure? How… when?”

“I took a test a few nights ago,” Jae said, staring at the table’s wood grain. “It’s positive.”

“Who… who’s the father, honey?” Kendra asked, her tone now a mix of concern and curiosity. “Is it someone from work?”

Jae nodded, the lie acid in her throat. “Yeah, it was this guy. He doesn’t work there anymore. It was a mistake. It’s over.” She forced her eyes up, meeting Kendra’s gaze. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for this… to burden you.”

“Burden?” Kendra’s voice was firm, gentle. “You’re not a burden. You’re family. This is your home. You and your baby will stay here, with us, for as long as you need.” She squeezed Jae’s shoulder. “We’ll help you through this. Every step.”

Beau stepped forward, his voice a calm, supportive baritone. “Kendra’s right. You have a place here. No one’s going to judge you.” He looked at his wife. “We’ll support whatever you decide.”

The performance was flawless. Kendra’s eyes shone with unconditional acceptance. And Lily was full of enthusiasm. “A baby! We’re going to have a little niece or nephew! This is wild!”

Jae felt the guilt carve into her, a cold, sharp blade. She smiled weakly, thanking them, accepting their hugs. Beau’s hug was brief, formal, but his hand lingered on her back for a second too long, a secret pressure through her shirt. When she pulled away, she saw the ghost of something else in his blue eyes—not paternal concern, but a dark, possessive gleam.

She left for her shift at the fast-food restaurant soon after, the greasy smell of the place a welcome, punishing anonymity. For hours, she moved through the robotic motions of serving customers, her mind a loop of Kendra’s kindness and Beau’s hidden gaze.

By the time she returned home, it was dark. She felt like stepping back into a staged play. Kendra and Lily were in the living room, a notebook open between them. “We’re making a list!” Lily announced. “Doctor appointments, vitamins, prenatal classes…”

Kendra smiled. “And we’ve been brainstorming names. What do you think of ‘Kelcie’? Or ‘Justin’?”

They were so happy for her. So genuinely invested. The deceit swelled inside Jae until she felt physically ill. “That’s… really sweet,” she managed, her voice cracking. “I’m actually feeling a bit nauseous. I think I need to lie down.”

Concern flashed across Kendra’s face. “Of course. Rest. We’ll save the list for tomorrow.”

Jae fled to the guest room, shutting the door on their benevolent noise. She collapsed onto the bed, the blankets cool against her skin. She didn’t sleep. She listened as the rest of the family got ready for bed. The house quieted. Lily’s laughter faded downstairs. Kendra’s footsteps moved to the master bedroom. A door closed.

Silence, heavy and waiting, blanketed the house.

Jae tossed and turned, the sheets tangling around her legs. Every thought was a knot: the baby, Beau’s face, Kendra’s trust, Lily’s innocence. The memory of his hands on her skin, his mouth on hers, burned beneath the guilt, a persistent, shameful heat.

Then, a sound. Subtle. The faint click of her door handle turning.

The door opened, a slow invasion of the darkness. A figure stood there, outlined by the faint hall light. Beau. He slipped inside, the door closing with a soft finality.

He didn’t speak at first. He just stood, looking at her in the dim room. She could see the definition of his arms under his dark t-shirt, the tousled blonde hair now free of its daytime neatness.

“I couldn’t sleep,” he said finally, his voice a low rumble that seemed to vibrate in the space between them. “I kept thinking about you. About… this.”

Jae sat up, pulling the sheets around her. “I feel horrible. Kendra… Lily…”

“They won’t find out.” His tone was absolute, a cool assurance. “As long as you stick to your story. A one-night mistake with a stranger. It’s simple. It’s safe.” He reached out, his fingers tracing the line of her jaw. The touch sent a shockwave through her, a betrayal of her own resolve. “But knowing you’re carrying something… something of mine… it changes things, Jae. It drives me crazy.”

His confession was a naked truth, stripping away the facade. Her pregnancy turned him on. The illicit thrill of it, the secret ownership. His gaze dropped to her body, shrouded by the thin sheets. The hunger there was magnetic, pulling at the parts of her that wanted to forget the guilt, to feel only the sensation.

“What if someone wakes up?” she whispered, but the protest was weak, crumbling under the weight of his proximity.

“We’ll be quiet.” He leaned in, his breath warm against her lips. “You want it, too. I can see it. You’re trembling.”

She was. A fine tremor ran through her limbs, a surrender to the inevitable. He didn’t wait for verbal consent; he read it in her body, in the way her lips parted, in the shallow rise of her chest. His mouth met hers.

The kiss was not gentle. It was a claiming of her doubt, a silencing of her conscience. His lips were firm, demanding, and she responded with a sudden, desperate hunger, her hands rising to clutch the fabric of his shirt. The taste of him—whiskey and mint—filled her senses. He deepened the kiss, his tongue sliding against hers, a wet, intimate exploration that made her moan softly into his mouth.

The risk, the need for secrecy, amplified every sensation. He stood, pulling his t-shirt off over his head. His chest was defined, a map of muscle under smooth skin. He unbuckled his jeans, the sound of the button and zipper a deliberate, slow tease in the silent room.

He knelt before her on the bed. “Take it out,” he murmured, his voice velvet-rough.

Her hands, shaking slightly, reached for him. She pushed his jeans and boxers down, freeing him. He was already hard, the flesh warm and heavy in her palm. The sight, the feel, sent a molten rush through her belly. She leaned forward, her long dark hair falling around her face as she guided him into her mouth.

The act was a focused, silent worship. She took him in, the salt-musk taste filling her, the solid pressure against her tongue. She moved slowly, carefully, her lips sealing around him, her head bobbing in a rhythm constrained by the need for silence. He watched her, his hands gripping her shoulders, his breath coming in controlled, quiet gusts. Every suck, every slow withdrawal, was a thread of connection pulling tighter, a shared defiance of the sleeping house around them.

When he pulled her back by her hair, it was with a gentle urgency. “Let me see you,” he whispered.

He peeled the sheets away, then her sleep shirt—a soft cotton thing borrowed from Lily. She was naked beneath. The dusky pink of her nipples peaked in the cool air, her stomach still flat but now the hidden vessel of their secret. His gaze traveled over her, a visual possession that felt more intimate than touch.

He laid her back on the pillows, his body hovering over hers. He kissed her neck, her collarbone, the slope of her breasts. His mouth closed over one nipple, suckling gently, then with more pressure, until she arched, a sound catching in her throat. He moved lower, his lips and tongue charting a path down her abdomen. He lingered there, kissing her belly, his hand spreading over the skin as if he could feel the life beneath.

Then he shifted lower, between her legs. He didn’t ask. He simply parted her with his thumbs and lowered his mouth to her.

The first touch of his tongue was a lightning strike. A slick, searing point of contact that made her entire body tense. He explored her slowly, meticulously, his movements silent but devastatingly effective. He licked her, a broad stroke that coated her with sensation, then focused on the tender, swollen peak of her clit. He circled it, pressed it, sucked it gently. The pleasure built in a steep, relentless wave, each silent ministration pushing her higher. She bit her lip, her fingers digging into the mattress, stifling the moans that wanted to break free. Her hips moved, a tiny, involuntary rocking against his mouth. He growled softly against her, a vibration that sent another shock through her core.

She was wet, openly so, and he drank from her, his tongue delving inside, tasting her. The intimacy was profound, a carnal communion in the dark. When she felt the climax approaching, a tight, sparkling tension in her belly, he slowed, drawing her back from the edge with cruel, delicious precision.

“Not yet,” he murmured against her skin.

He rose up, kneeling again, his cock glistening from her mouth. He positioned himself between her thighs, his hands guiding her hips. He looked into her eyes, a deep, blue connection that held all their shared guilt and craving. Then he pushed inside.

The entry was slow, a deliberate, stretching fill that made her eyes flutter closed. He was thick, and her body welcomed him with a familiar, aching clutch. He moved, a shallow thrust, then deeper, setting a cadence that was steady and deep. The bed creaked faintly, a dangerous sound. He adjusted, shifting her, moving with a careful, controlled power that maximized sensation while minimizing noise.

Each thrust was a stolen pleasure, a secret shared. He leaned down to kiss her as he moved, his mouth swallowing her gasps. She could feel everything—the friction of his body against hers, the heat pooling and spreading, the delicious strain of her inner muscles gripping him. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him deeper, abandoning caution for need.

He changed their position with a smooth, strong movement. Rolling her over him, he guided her until she straddled his hips. She lowered herself onto him, taking him inside from this new angle. The control was hers now, the pace her choice.

She rode him, her hands braced on his shoulders, her eyes locked on his. Up and down, a slow, grinding descent that made him bite his own lip to stay quiet. Her breasts moved with the motion, her nipples brushing his chest. She could see his intensity, the focused pleasure in his gaze. She leaned forward, kissing him, her tongue mimicking the rhythm of her hips.

The pleasure mounted, a dual ascent. His hands gripped her ass, guiding her, encouraging a faster, deeper pace. The slick sounds of their joining were soft, masked by the rustle of sheets. Her climax began as a tremor, a building vibration deep inside. She felt his own tension, the hardening of his muscles beneath her.

Their eyes stayed open, connected. In that silent, illicit space, the climax wasn’t a noisy release but a profound, mutual surge. For her, it was a silent explosion, a burst of heat and light that tightened every muscle, that drew her down onto him in a final, deep press as her body convulsed around him. For him, it was a sharp, inward gasp, a stiffening, and a flood of warmth inside her that seemed to seal their secret all the more.

They stayed like that for a moment, joined, breathing in shared, quiet rasps. The world outside the room—the innocent lives in the other bedrooms—felt miles away.

Eventually, he softened inside her. She disengaged, rolling onto her side, feeling the wet evidence of their act cooling on her skin. He sat up, pulling his jeans back on, tucking himself away. He dressed swiftly, the ordinary man reassembling himself from the fragments of the passionate one.

He stood by the bed, looking down at her. “Everything will be okay,” he promised, his voice low and certain. “I’ll make sure of it.”

He leaned down, kissed her forehead—a paternal gesture that now felt like a brand—and then slipped out of the room, the door closing with the same soft click as before.

Jae lay in the dark, her mind racing through a chaotic landscape of consequence and sensation. Their secret wasn’t just a lie now; it was a living, growing thing inside her, fed by their continued deceit. It could destroy everything. The warmth of Kendra’s hand on her shoulder, the brightness of Lily’s smile—they were all hostages to this hidden truth. And as her body cooled, the echo of his touch still humming on her skin, she knew, with a sinking certainty, that she wanted more. And the house, with all its loving, trusting souls, would continue to sleep, unaware of the betrayal unfolding in the dark.

6 - BENEATH THE SURFACE

The days became a tapestry of ordinary moments woven with secret threads. Jae moved through the Bradshaw house with a new, dual awareness. The morning sunlight on the kitchen tiles, the scent of Kendra’s perfume as she hugged Jae goodbye for work, Lily’s laughter over a shared meme—all these were the bright, public fabric of her life. Underneath, running through every hour, was a darker, hotter pattern: Beau’s gaze catching hers across the dinner table, the brush of his hand against hers when passing a dish.

Over the next two months, their affair became a rhythm. It was hungry, frantic, and practiced. They were opportunists, seizing the empty spaces in the family’s schedule. A stolen hour when Kendra had a double shift and Lily went to a movie with friends. A frantic fifteen minutes in the laundry room while Kendra was gardening in the backyard. A slow, deep encounter in the backyard after midnight, their bodies moving with the careful, familiar choreography of secrecy.

Jae’s body changed. Her breasts grew fuller, more sensitive. A faint, gentle curve began to soften her previously flat stomach. The changes thrilled Beau; he worshiped them with his hands and mouth, whispering how beautiful she was, how the proof of their connection made her even more desirable. His obsession with her pregnancy, with the life they’d created, was a constant, feverish undertone. It made her feel owned, cherished in a way she’d never known, and it fed a dangerous fire inside her.

She realized she was falling for him. It wasn’t just the sex—though the sex was a constant, breathtaking precipice she lived on. It was the way he looked at her when no one else was watching, a gaze that stripped away her past, her loneliness, and saw only her. It was the quiet confidence he had, the way he maneuvered their secret life with a calm mastery that made her feel, paradoxically, safe. Safe in the very thing that could destroy her.

The jealousy started as a small, ugly seed. She saw him kiss Kendra goodbye one morning, a quick, habitual peck on the cheek. A knot tightened in Jae’s stomach. She watched him laugh with Lily over a shared joke, his face relaxed and paternal. She wanted that laugh directed at her, that relaxed ease to be theirs alone. She began to wish, in the dark corners of her mind, that she was his wife. That she could hold his hand in the sunlight, that her pregnancy was celebrated openly as their miracle, not a secret shame. The fantasy grew, nurtured by every clandestine touch.

One afternoon, the house was quiet, suspended in a rare pocket of complete solitude. Kendra was at the hospital for a long shift. Lily was at her part-time job at the restaurant. Jae, now three months along, felt a sudden, specific craving—the sharp, vinegary tang of pickles. She padded into the kitchen, her bare feet cool on the tile. She wore a simple, loose cotton dress.

She opened the refrigerator, the light spilling out, and bent to retrieve the jar. The cool air felt good on her face.

A presence filled the space behind her. She didn’t hear him approach, but she felt it—the shift in the atmosphere, the subtle warmth. Beau’s hands settled on her hips, large and firm. He pulled her back gently, away from the fridge, and turned her to face him.

His eyes were dark, intense, the blue almost stormy. “I’ve been thinking about you all day,” he said, his voice a low, rough scrape. “About this.”

He didn’t wait for a reply. His mouth descended on hers, capturing her lips in a kiss that was instantly deep and claiming. It wasn’t gentle or exploratory; it was a statement of intent, hot and wet and demanding. His tongue pushed into her mouth, tasting her, owning her. His hands slid up from her hips, over the dress, finding the swell of her breasts. He palmed them through the fabric, his thumbs circling the hardened nipples that pushed against the cotton. A moan escaped her, muffled by his mouth.

He broke the kiss, his breathing already heavier. “I want you. Right here. Right now.”

His words were a command, a spark that ignited her own need. The kitchen—a place of family meals, of Kendra’s kindness, of morning chatter—would become their altar. The transgression felt sharper, more delicious.

He didn’t ask. His hands went to the hem of her dress, gathering it up. He pulled it over her head in one swift motion, tossing it aside onto the floor. He pulled her panties down her legs, leaving them on the floor. She stood before him, naked in the fluorescent kitchen light. Her skin glowed, her fuller breasts rising and falling with her quickened breath, the subtle curve of her belly a gentle arc. His gaze devoured her, a visual feast that made her skin flush.

“So perfect,” he murmured, his voice thick.

He leaned down, his mouth finding one nipple. He suckled, not gently, drawing the flesh into his mouth with a firm, rhythmic pull that sent a shock of pleasure straight to her core. She gasped, her hands flying to his hair, holding him there. He switched to the other breast, giving it the same ardent attention. The sensation was amplified, her pregnant body responding with a heightened, almost aching sensitivity.

He knelt before her then, his hands on her thighs, urging her to widen her stance. He looked up at her, his eyes holding hers with a fierce possession. Then he leaned forward, his face nuzzling into the softness between her legs.

The first touch of his lips there was electric. A soft, warm press against her most intimate flesh. Then his tongue found her. It was a slow, deliberate stroke, from bottom to top, coating her with wet heat. He did it again, and again, each pass making her tremble. He focused then, his mouth closing over the swollen peak of her clit. He sucked, gently at first, then with increasing pressure.

She braced her hands on the cool countertop behind her, her head dropping back. Pleasure built, a tight, coiling spring in her belly. His tongue danced, flicked, circled. He explored her with a dedicated thoroughness, learning the geography of her pleasure as if memorizing it for himself. He inserted his tongue inside her, a shallow penetration that made her hips jerk forward. He returned to her clit, sucking harder now, his hands gripping her ass to hold her steady.

The climax began as a distant tremor, a vibration deep within her pelvis. It gathered strength, fed by every skillful movement of his mouth. Her breathing became ragged, sharp little gasps that filled the quiet kitchen. He felt it, he knew, and he intensified his efforts, his tongue moving faster, the suction becoming almost frantic.

When it broke, it was a silent, violent eruption. Her body arched, a strangled cry tearing from her throat—“Beau!”—his name a fractured sound in the empty house. The pleasure was a white-hot wave, washing through her, leaving her limbs weak and her mind blank. She slumped forward, her hands still on the counter, her weight supported by his strong hands on her hips.

He rose, his face glistening with her. He looked at her, his eyes blazing with satisfaction. He didn’t speak. He turned, opened the refrigerator door again.

The cool light spilled out once more. His hand reached in, not for the pickles she’d craved, but for something else. He retrieved a thick, cold cucumber from the crisper. It was long, firm, still damp from the refrigeration.

He held it up, his eyes locking with hers. A silent question, a wicked promise.

Her own arousal, even after the climax, was a live wire. The sight of him, the vegetable in his hand, the sheer audacity of it, sent a fresh thrill through her. She nodded, a tiny, breathless movement.

He stepped close again. He guided the cool, smooth tip of the cucumber between her legs. It touched her wet, sensitive flesh, a shocking contrast of temperature and texture. He pushed it inside.

The intrusion was slow, deliberate. The cucumber was firm, unyielding, colder than a human touch. It stretched her, filled her in a strange, impersonal way. He worked it in and out, a shallow rhythm at first, watching her face. Her eyes were wide, her mouth open in a silent gasp. The sensation was bizarre, thrilling, taboo. The coldness warmed as it moved, friction building. He increased the pace, pushing it deeper, then pulling it almost all the way out, only to plunge it back in.

Her body responded, betraying her with another surge of heat. The combination of the previous orgasm, the shocking object, and Beau’s dominant presence watching her, commanding her pleasure, was overwhelmingly potent. She moaned, low and continuous, her hands now gripping his shoulders for balance.

He fucked her with the cucumber for another minute, a relentless invasion that made her thighs tremble and her inner muscles clench around the foreign shape. Then, with a final, deep push, he withdrew it completely. He tossed it into the sink with a dull thud. It lay there, glistening and used, a stark testament to their act.

His hands went to his own pants. He unbuckled his belt, unzipped his jeans, pushed them and his boxers down just enough. His cock sprang free, already fully erect, flushed and eager.

He lifted her. His hands under her ass, he hoisted her up, her back against the cool granite of the kitchen counter. He settled her there, her legs dangling, then spread them wide. He stepped between them, his body pressing close.

He entered her with a single, smooth thrust. The difference was immediate, profound. He was warm, living, him. The fit was perfect, familiar, a homecoming after the strange coldness of the cucumber. He filled her completely, a deep, satisfying possession.

He began to move. His hips pistoned, driving him into her with a force that rocked her body against the counter. The granite was hard, unyielding, a counterpoint to the soft, slick heat of their joining. Each thrust was a punctuated gasp from her, a groan from him. He held her by the thighs, his grip firm, controlling the angle, the depth.

The pace was fierce, urgent. There was no careful silence here, only the raw, driving need to claim her in this open, dangerous space. The sounds were unmistakable—the slap of skin, the wet slide of their union, their mingled, ragged breaths. He fucked her with a focused intensity, his eyes never leaving hers. His expression was a mask of concentrated pleasure, his jaw tight, his lips parted.

She felt everything. The delicious scrape of his pubic bone against her clit with each inward drive. The deep, stretching fullness as he buried himself to the root. The building heat, a new crescendo rising from the ashes of her first climax. Her hands clutched at his shoulders, then his neck, pulling him closer, needing his mouth.

He kissed her, a hard, bruising kiss that tasted of salt and her own pleasure. His tongue invaded her mouth as his body invaded hers, a perfect symmetry of possession. She kissed him back with equal ferocity, a silent scream translated into this wet, desperate connection.

His tempo became erratic, a sign of his own approaching peak. He thrust harder, deeper, his movements losing their polished control in favor of raw need. She felt her own climax detonate, a second, astonishing wave that crashed over her with even more force than the first. It was a convulsion, a tight, involuntary clamping around him that made him shout—a short, guttural sound that echoed in the kitchen.

He slammed into her one last time, a final, anchoring thrust, and held there as his own release flooded her. She felt the hot spill inside her, the pulsing of his flesh as he emptied himself. They were locked together, panting, sweating, their bodies joined in the aftermath of a stolen, kitchen-top conquest.

For a long moment, they simply breathed, connected. The world was the hum of the refrigerator, the cool granite beneath her, the warm, solid man inside her.

Slowly, he softened. He withdrew, helping her down from the counter with steady hands. Her legs felt weak, unsteady. He held her until she could stand on her own, his arms around her, his face buried in her hair.

They dressed in silence, the ordinary act feeling surreal. He pulled up his jeans, buckled his belt. She found her panties and put them back on. She picked up her dress from the floor, slipped it over her head, the fabric now a mundane shield over her marked skin. Beau picked up the cucumber from the sink, rinsed it under the tap with a bizarre practicality, and placed it back in the refrigerator crisper. The gesture was so oddly normal it sent a shiver through Jae.

As she smoothed her dress, her mind, cleared of the sexual fog, began to churn with darker thoughts. The physical euphoria faded, leaving the emotional landscape exposed. She watched him, this handsome, forty-year-old man who was her best friend’s father, her host’s husband, the secret father of her child. He moved with an easy grace, as if he hadn’t just taken her on the kitchen counter.

A question, sharp and desperate, rose in her throat.

“Beau,” she said, her voice quiet but clear. “What is this? For you?”

He turned, his blue eyes meeting hers. “What do you mean?”

“I mean… is this just… sex?” The words felt brittle. “Am I just a… a thing you use when you’re bored? When Kendra’s not around?”

He stepped closer, his expression softening into something that looked genuine. “Jae. No.” He cupped her face, his thumbs brushing her cheeks. “You’re not a thing. You’re… you’re everything.”

She swallowed, the confession rising like a tide. “I’m falling for you. I think… I think I’m in love with you.” The admission hung in the air, dangerous and raw.

His gaze held hers, intense and unblinking. A silence stretched, filled only by the hum of the appliances. Then he spoke. “I feel the same way.”

Her heart stuttered. “You do?”

“I do.” His voice was low, certain. “This isn’t just an affair. It’s not just a mistake we’re repeating. You and this baby… you’ve become the center of something real for me. Something I need.” He leaned in, his breath warm on her face. “I want to leave Kendra. I want to start a life with you. A real life.”

The words were a bomb detonating in the quiet kitchen. They were everything she’d secretly wished for, the fantasy voiced aloud. Yet, they also spelled the end of the world as she knew it.

“But… Lily,” Jae whispered, the name a talisman of guilt. “Kendra. Your life… our lives…”

“I know,” he said, his hand stroking her hair. “It’s complicated. It will be hard. But it’s what I want. What we want, isn’t it?” He searched her face. “Give me some time. I need to figure out how to do this. How to make it right for everyone. But I’m serious. About you.”

He kissed her again, softer this time, a promise sealed. Then he left the kitchen, returning to his office as if he’d merely gotten a glass of water.

Jae stood alone, the pickle jar still unopened in the refrigerator. Beau’s declaration swirled inside her, a cyclone of hope and dread. He loved her. He wanted her. He wanted to leave his wife for her. The fantasy was now a plan. But the cost was illuminated, stark and terrible. When Lily found out, she would stop being her friend. That sunny, cheerful loyalty would evaporate, replaced by betrayal and hurt. Jae would lose her. The thought was a cold knife in her heart.

Over the next few weeks, the strain began to show. Lily, ever perceptive, noticed something “off” about Jae. It wasn’t a dramatic change, but a series of subtle fractures.

One afternoon, they were lounging on Lily’s bed, scrolling through baby names on Lily’s phone. “What about ‘Oliver’?” Lily suggested, grinning. “It’s cute. Or ‘Aria’ for a girl?”

Jae’s response was a distracted murmur. “Maybe.”

Lily looked at her. “You’re not really into this, are you? The planning?”

Jae avoided her eyes, focusing on the pattern on the bedsheet. “It’s just… a lot to think about.”

“Well, you have to think about it,” Lily said, her tone light but probing. “And you should think about the dad. Have you… like, considered contacting him? Telling him? Maybe he’d want to help. Maybe he’d even want to be involved.”

The suggestion was a landmine. Jae’s reaction was immediate, visceral. “No.” Her voice was sharp, final. “I don’t want to. It was a one-time thing. He’s not part of this.”

Lily blinked, taken aback by the force. “Okay… sorry. I just thought… you know, it’s his kid too.”

“It’s my kid,” Jae said, the words coming out colder than she intended. “I’m handling it.”

The air between them cooled. Lily’s cheerful energy dimmed. She nodded slowly. “Okay. Sorry.”

The friendship, once effortless, now required effort. Jae found herself avoiding long conversations, deflecting Lily’s attempts to delve deeper into her feelings. She kept her gaze lowered when they talked about the future, about motherhood, about anything that touched the raw nerve of her secret.

Meanwhile, Kendra noticed Beau’s distraction. He was quieter at dinner, his answers shorter. He spent more time in his office, claiming work stress. Kendra, ever the nurturing presence, would pat his shoulder, offer him a cup of tea, suggest they take a walk. Beau would smile, a hollow version of his usual warmth, and decline.

One evening, Kendra came home with a shopping bag. She beamed as she presented it to Jae in the living room. “Look! I saw it and just couldn’t resist.”

It was an expensive baby carrier, a sleek, ergonomic design in a soft grey fabric. “It’s the latest model,” Kendra said proudly. “Very safe, very comfortable. I read all the reviews.”

She held it out, treating it like a grandmotherly gift. Her eyes shone with genuine excitement, with a love that was blind to the truth. “For when you take the baby on walks. You’ll need one, of course.”

Jae took the carrier. The fabric was soft, high-quality. The weight of it in her hands felt like the weight of the universe. This woman, this kind, generous woman who had given her a home, who was treating her like a daughter, was buying gifts for the baby her husband had secretly fathered. The guilt peaked, a sour, rising tide that choked her.

She managed a smile, a thank you that sounded tinny and far away. Kendra hugged her, a warm, maternal squeeze. “We’re so excited for this little one,” she whispered into Jae’s hair. “You’re going to be a wonderful mother.”

Jae held the carrier, her arms trembling slightly. The secret inside her, the life growing from her betrayal, felt like a monster sleeping beneath this loving surface, waiting to wake and devour everything.


7 - A HOUSE OF LIES

The summer heat pressed down on the city, a thick blanket of humidity that made every breath feel heavy. Jae stood in front of the bathroom mirror, her hands smoothing over the undeniable swell of her belly. Five months. The curve was pronounced now, a gentle hill rising beneath her sundress, a light blue cotton thing, the fabric soft but clinging to her new shape. She traced the outline, a strange mix of wonder and dread curling inside her. Her baby. Today, she would find out the gender at the ultrasound appointment. Beau had offered to drive her. Kendra had smiled, her face warm and approving. “Such a sweet gesture, Beau.” Lily had chimed in, “Yeah, Dad! Get all the pictures!” Their trust was a spotlight, blinding and exposing every shadow in her soul.

The car ride was quiet. Beau drove with a focused calm, his hand resting on the gear shift. He wore a crisp button-down shirt, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, revealing the defined muscles of his forearms. The scent of his cologne—something clean and woody—filled the space between them. Jae watched the streets pass, her mind a tangled mess of anticipation and fear.

“You nervous?” he asked, his voice low.

“A little.” She didn’t elaborate. Nervous about seeing the baby. Nervous about sitting beside him, about the secret heat that simmered between them even in this mundane moment.

The clinic was sterile and bright. The ultrasound technician, a woman with a kind smile, guided Jae onto the table, exposed her belly, and applied the cool gel. Beau stood beside her, his hand finding hers. He squeezed. His touch was an anchor, a forbidden comfort.

The grainy images flickered on the screen. A tiny form, curled and peaceful. The technician moved the probe, pointing. “And there… see that? That’s a clear view. You’re having a little girl.”

A girl. The word landed in Jae’s chest with a profound, reverberating weight. Her breath faltered. A daughter. A tiny, fragile life she was responsible for. The image of her own mother, Lainey—hazy, absent, lost in her own needs—flashed through her mind. I won’t be like her. I can’t be. The resolution was fierce, a burning vow whispered to the silent figure on the screen.

Beau’s hand tightened around hers. His voice was a soft murmur, meant only for her. “A girl. She’s perfect, Jae. You’re going to be an amazing mother.”

The technician printed a few images, black and white glimpses of a future. Jae stared at them, her eyes stinging. Beau took the pictures, his fingers brushing hers as he accepted them. The simple contact sent a pulse of warmth through her, a confusing mix of paternal support and illicit desire.

They left the clinic, the printed images in Beau’s hand. The air outside felt different, charged with the new knowledge. They walked back to the car, a silent understanding thickening between them.

He opened the passenger door for her, a gentlemanly gesture that felt oddly formal. She slid in, the dress shifting over her thighs. He got in beside her, started the engine, but didn’t drive away. He just sat, looking at the ultrasound photo on his lap.

“A daughter,” he said again, his gaze fixed on the image. “Our daughter.”

The word our felt like a key turning in a locked door. It was true, biologically. It was the secret truth. But it was also a promise, a claim that existed outside the walls of his marriage, outside the life they showed to Kendra and Lily.

He turned to her then. His eyes, that deep blue, held an intensity that stripped away the clinic, the car, the city around them. “You will be a wonderful mother,” he said, his voice firm. “And I will be there. Every step. Every day. I promise you that.”

The promise was beautiful. It was also a lie woven into the fabric of their reality. He would be there, but as what? A secret? A hidden father? A man splitting his life between two families? The weight of it pressed down on her, heavier than the pregnancy itself.

“How?” she whispered, the word escaping like a sigh. “How can you be there… when you’re still with her?”

His expression darkened, a shadow crossing his handsome features. “I told you. I’m working on it. It’s complicated. But this…” he held up the ultrasound image, “this makes it real. This makes it necessary.”

He put the car in gear then, but he didn’t head home. He drove, but his route was aimless, taking side streets, quiet residential roads lined with mature trees. The air in the car grew thicker, hotter. The silence wasn’t empty; it was full of unspoken things, of the magnetic pull that had always existed between them.

On a secluded street, shaded by overhanging oaks, he pulled over. The engine cut off, leaving only the sound of their breathing. He turned to her again. This time, his gaze wasn’t paternal or reassuring. It was hungry. It was the look he gave her in the dark of her room, in the stark light of the kitchen. It was the look that bypassed all the guilt and logic and spoke directly to the raw, wanting part of her.

He didn’t speak. He simply leaned across the console.

His mouth met hers.

It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was a collision. His lips were firm, demanding, his tongue pushing into her mouth without hesitation. It tasted of coffee and him, of the secret they shared. One of his hands cupped her face, his thumb stroking her jawline. The other hand dropped, finding her knee beneath the sundress. His palm was warm, his fingers curling around her thigh.

Jae kissed him back with a desperation that matched his. The ultrasound image lay forgotten on the center console. This was the physical truth that overrode every complication. His kiss consumed her, a familiar fire igniting instantly. She felt her body respond, a flush spreading from her core, her breasts tightening, a low, warm pulse stirring deep inside her.

He broke the kiss, his breathing ragged. “Back seat,” he said, the command a rough whisper.

He didn’t wait for her to move. He opened his door, got out. She followed, her legs unsteady, her heart pounding a frantic rhythm against her ribs. The street was empty, quiet. The shade from the trees felt like a protective cloak. He opened the rear door of the sedan, a gesture that was both practical and illicit.

She climbed in, the fabric of her dress bunching. He followed, his larger frame filling the space. The backseat was a confined world, intimate and private. The windows were tinted, adding another layer of secrecy.

He settled beside her, but only for a moment. Then he shifted, his body turning, his hands guiding her. “Come here,” he murmured, pulling her towards him, so she was straddling his lap, her knees on the seat beside his hips.

His mouth found hers again, another deep, consuming kiss. His hands were everywhere now—one tangling in her dark hair, pulling her closer, the other roaming over her body, over the dress that covered her pregnant curve. He palmed her breast through the fabric, his thumb finding her nipple, circling it until it hardened into a sharp point of sensation.

His other hand slid down, over her belly, a possessive stroke over the swell that held their child. Then it went lower, to the hem of her dress. He gathered the material, pulling it up, exposing her legs. The air in the car was warm, but the exposure made her skin prickle.

His mouth left hers, trailing down her neck, his teeth grazing the sensitive skin there. A soft gasp escaped her. He continued lower, his lips brushing over the cotton covering her breast. He didn’t pull the dress away; he simply kissed her through it, the damp fabric transmitting the heat of his mouth, the pressure of his lips. His hand, now under her dress, explored her inner thigh. His fingertips traced a slow path upwards, towards the warmth gathering at her center.

He didn’t go further. Instead, he pulled back, his eyes locking with hers. There was a dark, determined look in them. He leaned back against the seat, his hands going to his own pants.

He unbuttoned his jeans. The sound of the button popping open was sharp in the quiet car. He unzipped them, the metal teeth parting with a deliberate rasp. He pushed the fabric down, just enough. His cock sprang free, already fully erect, thick and flushed with blood. It stood against the dark fabric of his jeans, a stark, demanding presence.

He didn’t touch himself. He just looked at her, his gaze a silent instruction.

Jae understood. The desire was a current running through her, erasing hesitation. She shifted in the cramped space, moving from his lap to the seat beside him. She leaned over, her hands braced on his thighs.

She lowered her mouth to him.

The first touch of her lips on his skin was electric. He was warm, velvety-hard. She opened her mouth, taking him in. The taste was masculine, clean, slightly salty. She began to move, her lips sliding down his length, then back up. She used her tongue, tracing the firm ridge, exploring the smooth head.

He let out a low groan, a sound of pure satisfaction. His hands went to her hair, not guiding, just holding, his fingers threading through the dark strands as she worked.

She lost herself in the act. The rhythm was sloppy, driven by a need to please him, to claim him in this way. Her mouth moved with a hungry urgency, sucking, licking, taking him deep. She could feel him thickening in her mouth, the pulse of his arousal matching the throbbing beat inside her own body. Saliva pooled, making the glide easier, messier. She sucked harder, drawing him in until her lips met the base, then pulling back with a wet, audible pop.

His breathing became heavier, ragged pants that filled the car. “God, Jae,” he muttered, his voice strained. His hands tightened in her hair, not painfully, but with a possessive force.

She continued, her movements becoming more frantic, less controlled. It was a performance of worship, of submission, of desperate want. She wanted to taste every part of him, to feel him lose control because of her. She sucked him deep again, her throat opening to accommodate him, then released him with a gasp, her tongue swirling around the tip.

He was fully immersed, his head tilted back against the seat, his eyes closed, his jaw tight with pleasure.

After a few minutes of this ardent, messy devotion, he pulled her head back gently. “Enough,” he breathed. “I need to feel you.”

She sat up, sliding her panties down her legs, dropping them onto the car floor. She moved so that she was straddling his lap again, facing him, her knees on either side of his hips. Her dress was still rucked up around her waist, exposing her lower body. The air touched her skin, a cool contrast to the heat building within.

She was bare before him, perched on his lap, her swollen belly pressing gently against his chest. He looked at her, his gaze traveling over her exposed flesh, over the proof of their union. His eyes were dark, approving, hungry.

He guided himself, his hand holding his cock, positioning it. He nudged the tip against her entrance.

She was already wet, slick from her own arousal and the attention of his mouth. The contact was a perfect, familiar spark. She lowered herself onto him.

The penetration was slow, deliberate. She controlled the descent, taking him inside her inch by inch. The sensation was profound—the stretch, the fullness, the intimate connection. He filled her completely, a deep, anchoring presence. She settled onto him, her body accepting his, their joined forms creating a new, secret geometry in the backseat.

For a moment, she just stayed there, feeling him inside her, feeling the weight of her own body on his, the gentle pressure of her belly against him. He looked up at her, his hands coming to rest on her hips. His touch was firm, guiding.

“Ride me,” he said, his voice a husky command.

She began to move. It was a slow, rocking motion at first, her hips tilting forward and back, grinding against him. The friction was exquisite, a building warmth that started at their joining and spread through her entire body. His hands on her hips helped, guiding the rhythm, urging her to increase the pace.

She lifted herself slightly, then sank back down, a deeper stroke. The movement made her gasp. She did it again, establishing a tempo. Up and down, a slow, deliberate ride. Each time she took him back in, she felt him deeper, harder. Each time she rose, she felt the delicious drag of his length against her sensitive inner walls.

His hands moved from her hips to her ass, gripping her, helping her lift and fall. The pace quickened. Her breaths became short, sharp pants. The car’s interior became a cocoon of their shared heat, their mingled scents, the soft sounds of their bodies moving together—the wet slide, the creak of the seat, their strained exhales.

He watched her, his eyes never leaving her face. His expression was a study in concentrated pleasure, his lips parted, his brow slightly furrowed.

“You feel incredible,” he muttered. “So tight. So perfect.”

His words fed her own desire. She moved faster, her thighs working, her body driving down onto him with increasing force. The angle was perfect; each downward stroke pressed his pubic bone firmly against her clit, sending sharp, bright sparks of pleasure through her nerve endings.

She leaned forward, her hands braced on his shoulders. This changed the angle, deepening the penetration. He groaned, a deep, resonant sound that vibrated through her. She kissed him then, a messy, open-mouthed kiss that mirrored the motion of their bodies. Their tongues tangled, a desperate dance.

One of his hands left her ass, sliding up under her dress again. He found her breast, his palm cupping the full weight, his thumb and forefinger pinching her nipple through the fabric. The deep penetration combined with the sharp, focused pleasure on her breast sent her arousal skyrocketing.

Her movements became less controlled, more frantic. She was chasing a peak, a release that felt both inevitable and urgent. The confined space of the car, the secrecy of the act, the sheer physicality of him inside her—it all coalesced into a single, driving need.

He felt it too. His rhythm matched hers, his hips pushing up to meet her downward strokes, creating a forceful, synchronized collision. The sound of their joining grew louder, a wet, staccato slap that echoed in the small space.

“Cum for me,” he growled into her mouth, his breath hot. “Let me feel you cum.”

It was a command she couldn’t resist. The climax built, a tightening coil in her lower belly, a gathering storm. She rode him harder, her body a piston driven by pure instinct. The pleasure focused, sharpened, becoming a white-hot point at her core.

When it broke, it was a silent, inward explosion. Her body clenched around him, a series of tight, involuntary spasms that locked him deep inside her. A strangled cry tore from her throat, muffled by his shoulder where she buried her face. The sensation was overwhelming, a flood of release that left her trembling, her muscles loose and weak.

He held her through it, his hands steadying her quaking form. He didn’t stop moving. His own pace became more urgent, his thrusts from below becoming harder, deeper, driven by his own need.

She was still pulsating around him, sensitive and raw, when his own climax arrived. He thrust up into her one final, anchoring time, a deep, full penetration that pressed her down onto him completely. He held there, his body rigid. A low, guttural groan escaped him, a sound of pure, male release. She felt the hot spill inside her, the pulsing of his flesh as he emptied himself. The warmth spread, a tangible proof of their connection.

For a long moment, they remained locked together, panting, sweaty, joined in the aftermath. The car was quiet again, save for their ragged breathing. The world outside—the shaded street, the distant sounds of life—felt irrelevant.

Slowly, he softened inside her. She felt him shrink, the intimate connection loosening. She lifted herself off him, the separation feeling both relieving and sad. She slumped back onto the seat beside him, her body aching, spent.

They dressed quickly, the urgency of their coupling replaced by the practical need to conceal it. Beau pulled up his jeans, zipped them, buttoned them. Jae found her panties on the floor, slipped them back on with shaky hands. She smoothed her dress down. They didn’t speak. The air was thick with the aftermath, with the silent acknowledgment of what they’d done.

They moved to the front seats. Beau started the car. The engine’s hum was a return to normality. He drove back towards the house, his face a mask of calm composure. Jae stared out the window. The guilt returned, a cold wave washing over the heat of their encounter. She had just fucked her best friend’s father, the husband of the woman who was buying her baby gifts, in the backseat of his car. And she was carrying his child.

They arrived home. The house was bright, welcoming. Kendra and Lily were in the living room, surrounded by colorful baby catalogs and samples of fabric.

“How was it?” Kendra asked, her smile genuine. “Everything good?”

Jae forced a smile, holding up the ultrasound images. “It’s a girl.”

Lily squealed, jumping up. “A girl! Oh my god, that’s amazing!” She hugged Jae, a tight, enthusiastic squeeze. Kendra joined, wrapping her arms around both of them, her face glowing with grandmotherly joy.

They took the images, marveling at the tiny hands, the profile. “She’s beautiful,” Kendra whispered, her eyes misty. “Look at that perfect little nose.”

Lily started brainstorming names. “Eleanor? Classic. Or maybe Maya? Something strong.”

Kendra chimed in, “We’ll need to start thinking about childcare. I can babysit on my days off. Lily, you can help too, when you’re not at work.”

They talked, their voices weaving a future—a future of shared care, of family support, of a baby welcomed into a loving home. Jae stood among them, holding the picture of her daughter, her body still humming from Beau’s touch, her soul split in two.

The excitement was a palpable force in the room. Lily talked about baby clothes, about reading stories, about taking the baby to the park. Kendra discussed safety standards, feeding schedules, pediatricians. Their plans were detailed, loving, real.

Jae listened, her smile frozen on her face. Each suggestion, each joyful assumption, felt like a stone added to a pile on her chest. This future they were building was a beautiful lie. It was a house of cards, and she was the hidden flaw that would bring it crashing down.

Lily, ever perceptive, noticed the strain behind Jae’s eyes. “Jae? You okay? You look… overwhelmed.”

Jae nodded, too quickly. “I’m fine. Just… a lot to process.”

“It’s a big day,” Kendra said soothingly, patting her arm. “It’s emotional. You should rest.”

Jae nodded again, retreating from the living room, escaping to the hallway. The guilt was a physical weight now, a nausea that rose in her throat. She leaned against the wall, closing her eyes, trying to breathe.

Later, after a quiet dinner where Beau was polite, attentive, and utterly distant from Jae, the house settled into evening silence. Jae retreated to her room. She lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling, the ultrasound image on the nightstand.

She heard the voices then. Muffled, but clear enough through the wall. Kendra and Beau were in their bedroom, and they were arguing.

Kendra’s voice was strained, a rare edge in her usually gentle tone. “You’re not here, Beau. Even when you’re physically here, you’re somewhere else. What is going on with you?”

Beau’s response was calm, defensive. “Nothing’s going on. Work is busy. Stressful.”

“It’s more than work,” Kendra insisted. “You’re distracted. You’re distant. You don’t talk to me. You don’t… look at me anymore.” Her voice cracked slightly. “I’m not blind. Is it… is it a midlife thing? Are you unhappy?”

“I’m not unhappy,” Beau said, his tone flat.

“Then what?” Kendra’s voice rose. “Are you… seeing someone else?”

A pause. Jae’s heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic drumbeat.

Beau’s answer was firm, practiced. “No. Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous, Kendra. There’s no one else.”

“I can feel it,” Kendra said, her voice quieter now, weary. “The space between us. It’s growing. I thought maybe… maybe it was someone at the office. A colleague. Something.”

“It’s not,” Beau said, his voice softening, adopting a reassuring tone. “It’s just work. Just stress. I’m sorry if I’ve been distant. I’ll try to be better.”

The argument faded, dissolving into murmured reassurances, into the familiar sounds of a marriage trying to mend a crack. Jae lay in her dark room, her hand resting on her belly, on the curve of her daughter. Kendra suspected an affair. But she suspected a woman from the office. She never once looked at Jae, the pregnant girl in her home, the beneficiary of her kindness. The irony was a bitter poison.

Beau was lying to his wife, smoothing over the cracks with false assurances. And Jae was lying to everyone, living in a house of lies, carrying a secret that was growing larger every day.

8 - A CLEAN SLATE

The guilt was a constant companion. It lived inside her, a dull ache beneath the swell of her belly. It was there in the morning when she heard Kendra humming in the kitchen, making her a special breakfast because “pregnant girls need their protein.” It was there in the afternoon when Lily draped an arm over her shoulders, laughing about baby names, her blue eyes sparkling with uncomplicated joy. It was there every night, a phantom in the dark, whispering accusations as she lay in the spare room that was slowly filling with Kendra’s collected baby items. A crib had been ordered. Bottles and diapers were stacked in the corner. The expensive baby carrier was stowed away in the closet.

It was unbearable.

Jae’s savings were meager, scraps from her fast-food paycheck tucked into a sock in her drawer. But they were hers. They were a possibility. The idea of an escape, a place where she could just be a pregnant girl without the suffocating weight of a family she was betraying, became an obsession. She found a listing online: a one-bedroom apartment in a complex across town. The pictures were grainy, showing a cramped space with stained carpet and a kitchenette with one working burner. The neighborhood notes said it was a “transitional area.” It looked gritty, lonely. It looked like a prison. But it also looked like a clean slate.

She waited for the right moment. A Saturday afternoon. Lily and Kendra were in the backyard, kneeling in the dirt of their vegetable garden, their hands busy with seedlings and weeds. Beau had just gotten home from work. She heard his car pull into the driveway, heard his footsteps on the porch, heard the front door open and close.

She found him in the master bedroom. He was standing by the closet, peeling off his work shirt—a crisp, pale blue polo that smelled of office air and faint sweat. His back was to her, muscles moving under his skin as he tugged the fabric over his shoulders. He turned, startled, when she entered without knocking.

“Jae,” he said, his voice dropping into that private register, the one he used only with her.

The room smelled like Kendra—lavender laundry detergent, a hint of her perfume on the pillows. It felt like trespassing.

“I’m moving out,” Jae said. The words came out flat, decisive. She had rehearsed them in her head a hundred times.

Beau froze. His shirt hung loose in his hands. His blue eyes, so magnetic, so dangerous, fixed on her. “What?”

“I found an apartment. I’m using my savings. I can’t stay here anymore.” She kept her voice steady, but her hands were clenched at her sides.

“An apartment?” He stepped closer, his expression shifting from confusion to concern. “Where? Jae, you don’t need to do that. This is your home.”

“It’s not my home,” she said, the bitterness seeping through. “It’s your home. With your wife. With your daughter. I’m just… the guest. The pregnant guest.”

“You’re not just a guest,” he insisted, his voice softening. He dropped the shirt on the bed. “You’re… you’re part of this. You and our daughter.” He gestured towards her belly, a possessive sweep of his hand.

“A secret part,” she countered. “A part you hide. I can’t stand it, Beau. I can’t stand seeing you with Kendra. I can’t stand sitting at dinner, listening to her talk about baby clothes, while you sit there, pretending. I can’t stand Lily’s happiness, because it’s built on a lie I’m telling her. Every day is a performance. And I’m exhausted.” The confession spilled out, raw and jagged.

He moved closer, until he was only a foot away. His presence was a physical force, a warmth that pulled at her even as she tried to push him away. “The apartment… is it safe? What neighborhood?”

“It’s across town. Near the old mall.”

His face tightened. “That area is rough, Jae. It’s not safe for you, especially not with a baby coming. You’ll be alone. Here, you have support. You have people who care about you.”

“People who don’t know the truth,” she said, her voice cracking. “People I’m lying to every second I’m here. That’s not support. That’s a trap.”

He reached for her, his hand cupping her cheek. His touch was warm, familiar, a seductive anchor. “I told you. I’m going to fix this. I’ll leave her. We’ll get our own place. A real place, for us and our little girl.”

She shook her head, pulling away from his hand. The movement felt like tearing a bandage off a wound. “You’ve been saying that for months. You’re still here. You’re still sleeping in this bed.” Her gaze flicked to the king-sized bed, to Kendra’s pillow. “I’m tired of waiting. I need space. I need air that isn’t full of your lies.”

His eyes flashed, a flicker of frustration, of hurt. “So you’re just giving up? Running away?”

“I’m surviving,” she said, the words fierce. “Something I learned how to do a long time ago, without anyone’s help.”

He studied her, his gaze roaming over her face, over the stubborn set of her jaw, over the dark circles under her eyes from sleepless nights of guilt. The fight in his expression drained away, replaced by a resigned sadness. He sighed, a heavy sound. “I understand,” he said, the words slow, reluctant. “The guilt… I feel it too. Every day.” He took her hand, his fingers wrapping around hers. “I hate that I’ve put you in this position. I hate that you have to carry this alone.”

His understanding was a surprise. It softened the sharp edges of her resolve. She looked at him, at the honest regret in his eyes. It wasn’t enough, but it was something.

“We will be together,” he promised, his voice low, a vow spoken in the quiet of his marital bedroom. “Soon. I will make it happen. This is just… a temporary separation. For your peace.”

She nodded, a silent acceptance. It wasn’t the victory she wanted, but it was a compromise. A way out, even if the path back to him was unclear.

He leaned in then, his free hand coming to her waist, settling on the curve of her belly. “But before you go…” he murmured, his voice dropping to a husky whisper.

His mouth found hers.

It was a different kiss. Not the desperate, hungry collision of the car, nor the secret, frantic meetings in dark rooms. This kiss was slow. It was deep. It was a farewell and a promise woven together. His lips moved over hers with a tender pressure, his tongue tracing the seam of her mouth before slipping inside. It tasted like melancholy and desire, a complex flavor that made her chest tighten. She kissed him back, her hands coming up to his shoulders, holding onto him as if he were the only solid thing in a shifting world.

The kiss deepened, turning hotter, more urgent. His hands moved, one sliding up to cradle her face again, the other roaming down her back, over the loose fabric of her cotton maternity dress. He found the hem, his fingers slipping underneath, tracing the bare skin of her thigh. The touch was electric, a spark that ignited the familiar, aching need inside her.

He broke the kiss, his eyes searching hers. “Let me,” he whispered. “Let me worship you. Before you leave.”

She didn’t speak. She just nodded, a silent surrender.

He guided her backwards, towards the bed. The mattress was firm, neatly made with Kendra’s floral duvet. He didn’t pull the covers back. He simply turned her, his hands gentle, and urged her to sit on the edge. Then he knelt before her.

The sight was profoundly intimate. Beau Bradshaw, forty years old, handsome and strong, kneeling on the floor of his own bedroom, his hands on her knees, his eyes fixed on her pregnant form. It was an act of submission, of devotion, that made her breath catch.

His hands went to the sides of her dress. He gathered the fabric, lifting it slowly up her legs, over her thighs, over the swell of her belly. He pulled it up until it was bunched around her waist, exposing her completely. She wasn’t wearing underwear; the dress was loose enough, the day warm enough, that she’d forgone them.

He looked at her, his gaze a slow, reverent scan. He looked at the dark thatch of hair between her thighs, at the smooth skin of her inner legs, at the profound curve of her stomach where their daughter grew. His eyes held a possessive wonder, a hungry admiration.

“So beautiful,” he murmured, his voice thick. “Every part of you.”

He leaned forward, his face drawing close to her belly. He didn’t kiss it. Instead, he placed his hands on either side of the curve, his palms warm and wide, and simply held her. He held her as if he were holding the world itself. He closed his eyes, breathing deeply, his forehead almost touching her skin.

His hands stroked over her stomach, a slow, circular caress. His thumbs traced the lower arc, where her skin stretched taut. He leaned closer, his lips finally brushing her skin, not in a kiss, but in a soft, lingering touch. He moved his mouth in a gentle pattern, a silent prayer against her flesh. The sensation was exquisite—the warmth of his lips, the slight pressure, the sheer focus of his attention. It felt like he was anointing her, marking her as his in this most fundamental way.

His worship traveled lower. His hands slid down from her belly, over her hips, to the outside of her thighs. He gripped her there, his fingers strong, and he leaned in further, his face now level with her center.

He didn’t rush. He took his time, his breath warming her skin. He looked at her, his blue eyes dark with intent. Then he pressed forward.

His mouth met her flesh.

The first touch was a soft, open kiss, his lips pressing against her inner thigh, just shy of her core. He lingered there, his breath hot. Then he moved, his mouth traveling inward, a languid, deliberate path.

When his lips finally found her, it was with a soft, wet pressure. He kissed her there, directly on her most sensitive skin, a firm, lingering press that made her muscles jump. A soft gasp escaped her lips. Her hands clutched at the duvet behind her.

His mouth opened. His tongue emerged, a warm, slick point. He traced her, starting at the very top, the most delicate peak. He circled it, a slow, torturous orbit that sent tremors through her legs. He licked her with a flat, firm stroke, then focused again on that one spot, his tongue applying a precise, rhythmic pressure.

Jae’s head fell back. Her eyes closed. The pleasure was a clean, sharp line, drawn directly from his mouth to the core of her being. He was skilled, attentive, his movements calibrated to her responses. He licked her, sucking gently, then tracing her folds with an exploratory thoroughness. He tasted her, his tongue delving inside, exploring the warm depths.

Her juices were already flowing, her body responding instantly to his proximity, to the illicit thrill of being in this room, on this bed, with him kneeling like a supplicant. The slickness made his work easier, a smooth, slippery glide. The sounds were soft, intimate—the wet slide of his tongue, his low, appreciative hums, her own ragged breathing.

He increased the pace. His tongue moved faster, firmer. He focused again on her clit, sucking it gently into his mouth in a way that made her hips twitch. One of his hands came up, his thumb finding her entrance. He pressed it inside, a shallow penetration that made her gasp. He worked his thumb in a methodical, in-and-out motion, while his mouth continued its dedicated assault on her peak.

The inexorable penetration of his thumb, combined with the focused, relentless attention of his mouth, built a crescendo of sensation inside her. It coiled in her lower belly, a tightening spring of pure need. Her thighs trembled. Her fingers dug into the bedding. She could feel herself dripping, her juices coating his thumb, his chin.

He sensed her approaching the edge. His movements became more urgent, more demanding. His thumb pushed deeper, curling inside her. His mouth sucked harder, his tongue flicking rapidly. He was bringing her there, pushing her towards a release that felt both inevitable and profoundly wrong in this context.

She broke. The climax was a silent, violent unraveling. Her body convulsed, a series of internal spasms that clenched around his thumb and sent waves of pleasure radiating outward. She didn’t cry out; she simply shuddered, her back arching, her toes curling. The release was total, a flood that left her limp, panting, her senses blurred.

He didn’t stop. He kept his mouth on her, his tongue gentler now, lapping at her softly as she came down from the peak. He withdrew his thumb, bringing it to his mouth, tasting her wetness on his own skin. The act was so primal, so possessive, it made her stomach tighten anew.

He stood then. He looked at her, his face flushed, his lips glistening. He was fully aroused, his erection obvious through his pants.

“Turn around,” he said softly, his voice roughened by desire. “On the bed. On your hands and knees.”

She obeyed, moving with a languid, post-orgasmic heaviness. She shifted on the bed, turning her body away from him. She got onto her knees, then lowered her upper body, supporting herself on her hands. The position exposed her back, the curve of her spine, the roundness of her ass. Her dress was still rucked around her waist, a bunched curtain above her naked form.

He moved behind her. She heard the sound of his pants being undone—the button, the zipper. He pushed them down, freeing himself. She didn’t look back, but she could feel his presence, the heat of him close to her skin.

He placed a hand on her lower back, a steadying touch. Then he guided himself, his hand holding his cock. He nudged the tip against her entrance, still wet and slick from his mouth and her own release.

He entered her slowly.

The penetration was deep, immediate. He filled her with a single, smooth stroke, his length burying itself inside her to the root. The sensation was profound, a fullness that stretched her, completed her. He held there for a moment, his body flush against hers, his hands gripping her hips.

The rhythm he established was less of a movement and more of a relentless, driving force. Each time he pulled back, the cool air of the room briefly reclaimed the space before he surged forward again with a heavy, pulsing heat that echoed in her very bones. He wasn't just moving inside her; he was anchoring himself. Every blunt, deliberate impact sent a fresh jolt of electricity racing toward her core.

His hands on her hips were firm, guiding. He controlled the cadence, the angle. He pulled her back slightly onto him, changing the angle of penetration, making it feel more intense. The new angle sent fresh sparks through her, a bright, sharp pleasure that made her gasp.

The wet slap of their joining filled the room, a sound that was both obscene and mesmerizing. He drove into her with increasing speed, his hips pistoning against her backside. The bed creaked beneath them. Her own moans grew louder, less controlled.

He fucked her with a focused intensity, each thrust a claim, a punctuation to his earlier worship. His breathing was ragged behind her, hot exhales against her shoulder. His hands moved from her hips to her ass, gripping the flesh, spreading her slightly wider to allow a deeper, more penetrating angle.

She was lost in it. The guilt, the anxiety, the plan to leave—all of it was burned away by the sheer physicality of his possession. Her mind emptied, filled only with the sensation of him inside her, the sound of their bodies, the scent of sex and lavender detergent mixing in the air. She pushed back against him, meeting his thrusts, driving herself onto him, seeking that deep, filling contact.

He groaned, a resonant, male sound of pleasure. “God, Jae… you feel… so perfect.”

His words spurred her. She moved with him, their bodies finding a synchronized tempo, a hard, fast dance that pushed her towards another peak. The first orgasm had softened her, but this—this profound, persistent fucking—was building a new, different kind of release. It was a deeper, fuller climax, born from the sheer length and force of his penetration.

She felt it gathering, a tightening in her core that was less sharp, more expansive. It was a wave, rising from the depths of her body.

Then, he stopped.

He pulled out of her completely.

The sudden absence was a shock, a cold emptiness. She gasped, confused. She heard him moving, the sound of the nightstand drawer opening. A click. A bottle.

Lube.

He was back behind her quickly. His hands were on her again, but now they were slick, coated with cool silicone. One hand stroked over her ass, a slick, deliberate caress. His fingers found the cleft, tracing it. He pressed a finger against her other entrance, the tight, forbidden one.

She knew what he intended. A flicker of apprehension sparked in her mind, but it was drowned instantly by the flood of her arousal, by the trust she had in him, by the sheer need to feel him in every way possible.

His finger pressed. It was a gentle, insistent pressure, aided by the slick lubricant. It breached her, a deliberate, careful penetration. The sensation was strange, unfamiliar—a tight, stretching feeling that was not painful, but intensely intimate. He worked his finger inside, moving it slowly, in a gentle exploration.

“Relax,” he murmured, his voice a low command beside her ear. “Just relax for me.”

She obeyed, letting her muscles soften, accepting the intrusion. His finger moved inside her, a shallow motion that gradually loosened her, prepared her. The lube made it smooth, easy. The feeling was odd, but not unpleasant—a secret invasion.

After a minute of this careful preparation, he withdrew his finger.

He positioned himself again. This time, he guided the head of his cock to that same tight entrance. He pressed it against her, the tip slick with lube. He nudged forward, a relentless pressure.

The penetration was slow. He went inch by inch, a gradual, stretching entry that made her breath hitch. It was a different kind of fullness, tighter, more intense. He moved with extreme care, letting her body adjust to him, to this new, profound intrusion.

When he was fully inside her, he paused. He was buried to the hilt in her ass, a complete, consuming possession. He held there, his body tense, letting her feel the totality of his entry.

Then he began to move.

The thrusts were unhurried at first, a gentle rocking that allowed her to acclimate to the new sensation. It was a deep, penetrating friction, a tight slide that sent shockwaves of pleasure through her. It was different from being fucked in her pussy—it was sharper, more focused, a direct line to her core.

He increased the pace gradually. The slow thrusts became smoother, faster. The wet, slick sound of his movement was louder now, a rhythmic squelch from the lube. He held her hips firmly, controlling her, driving into her with a steady, mounting force.

The feeling was overwhelming. The penetration in her ass combined with the residual sensitivity from her first orgasm created a complex, layered pleasure. It was almost too much, a sensory overload that made her mind blur.

He fucked her like this, in this forbidden, intimate way, with a focused passion. His breathing was harsh, ragged. His thrusts became harder, deeper, each one a possessive claim on this secret part of her.

She felt her climax approaching again. It built from a different place, a deeper, more internal source. It was a climax born from the sheer intensity of the act, from the taboo thrill of it, from the profound pounding of his body into hers.

He sensed it. His movements became even more urgent, his pace becoming almost frantic. He was driving towards his own finish, his own release inside her.

She broke first.

The orgasm this time was a silent, convulsive tightening. It was less a flood than a violent contraction, an internal clench that seemed to originate from the very spot he was occupying. Her body locked, her muscles spasming around his invading length. A choked cry tore from her throat, muffled by the bedding. The pleasure was sharp, almost painful in its intensity, a white-hot spike that left her trembling, her vision spotting.

He kept moving, his thrusts now wild, uncontrolled. He was chasing his own peak, driven by her climax, by the tight, wet heat of her body.

He found it. With a final, deep, anchoring thrust, he buried himself to the root and held. His body stiffened against hers. A guttural groan ripped from his throat, a raw sound of male release. She felt the hot spill inside her, the pulsing of his flesh as he emptied himself into her ass. The warmth spread, a tangible, illicit proof.

He collapsed against her, his weight pressing her down into the bed. They stayed like that for a long moment, joined, panting, sweaty. The room was silent save for their ragged breaths. The scent of sex and lavender was strong, a conflicting aroma.

Slowly, he softened inside her. He withdrew, a slow, slick separation. He stood up, his movements heavy. He found his pants, pulled them up, zipped them. The sounds were practical, a return to reality.

Jae stayed on the bed, on her hands and knees, for a moment longer. The aftershocks of pleasure still trembled through her. The guilt was beginning to seep back in, a cold tide washing over the warmth.

She moved, slowly, shifting to sit on the edge of the bed again. Her body felt used, profoundly satisfied, and deeply ashamed. Beau was dressing, his face a mask of calm composure, but his eyes held a dark, satisfied glow.

He looked at her. “Go shower,” he said softly. “Before they come back inside.”

She nodded, numb. She stood, her legs shaky. She smoothed her dress down, the fabric now damp with sweat and other fluids. She left the room without looking back, walking down the hall to the bathroom she shared with Lily.

The shower was a sanctuary. She stepped under the hot spray, letting the water sluice over her skin. It washed away the physical evidence—the sweat, the lube, the scent of him. She scrubbed herself, her movements mechanical. The water was hot, almost scalding, but it felt cleansing. She stood under the stream, her hands resting on her belly, and tried to let the confusion and guilt rinse away with the water.

When she stepped out, the steam clearing from the mirror, she looked at herself. Her skin was flushed, her eyes were dark. She dressed in clean clothes—a simple t-shirt and leggings. She felt better, physically. The shower had revived her. But the emotional residue remained, a stain on her soul.

That evening, after a quiet dinner where Beau was again distant and polite, Jae found her moment. Lily and Kendra were in the living room, sorting through a pile of baby clothes donated by a neighbor. The room was warm, lit by the soft glow of the television.

Jae stood in the doorway. “I’m moving out,” she announced. Her voice was calm, flat.

Kendra looked up, her face softening with concern. “Moving out? Jae, what do you mean?”

“I found an apartment. I’m going to live there. Before the baby comes.”

Lily’s expression shifted from curiosity to shock. “An apartment? Why? You don’t need to! You should stay here with the people who care about you.”

“I need my own space,” Jae said, keeping her tone even. “I need to… figure things out on my own.”

Kendra stood, approaching her. “Jae, you’re not a burden. You’re welcome here as long as you need. This is your home now. We want to help you.”

“I know,” Jae said, the words feeling like stones in her mouth. “And I appreciate it. More than you can ever know. But I have to do this. For me.”

Lily’s shock turned to hurt, then to anger. “Do this for you?” she snapped, standing up. “What does that even mean? We’re your family! We’re helping you! You’re just… you’re just being ungrateful!”

The word struck Jae like a slap. “Ungrateful?” she echoed, her own anger rising, a hot defense against the cold guilt. “You don’t understand anything, Lily. You have everything. A perfect house. Perfect parents. A perfect life. You don’t know what it’s like to have nothing. To have to build something from nothing. You don’t know what I’m going through.”

“What are you going through?” Lily demanded, her voice rising. “You’re pregnant! We’re helping you! What’s so hard about that?”

“You don’t know!” Jae shouted, the frustration boiling over. “You don’t know what it’s like to feel like a charity case every single day! To feel like you’re living in someone else’s perfect world, knowing you’re just… a broken thing they’re fixing!”

“That’s not true!” Lily yelled back, her face reddening. “We love you! You’re my best friend! How can you say that?”

“Because it’s true!” Jae’s voice was raw now, tears threatening. “You have no idea what my life has been! You have no idea what it’s like to be me! You’ve never had to fight for anything! You’ve never had to be alone!”

Lily stared at her, her blue eyes wide with a dawning, painful realization. “You’re jealous,” she said, the accusation quiet, cutting. “You’ve always been jealous of me. Of my family. That’s what this is. You can’t stand being around us because you’re jealous.”

The words hung in the air, sharp and true. Jae felt them pierce her, exposing a raw nerve she’d tried to hide. She didn’t deny it. She just stood there, trembling, the truth of Lily’s words echoing in the silent room.

Kendra stepped between them, her face pale with distress. “Stop this, both of you. This isn’t helping anyone.” She looked at Jae, her eyes full of a maternal concern that made the guilt twist in Jae’s stomach. “Jae, if you need space, we understand. But please… think about it. Think about what’s best for the baby. You’ll be all alone.”

“I’ve always been alone,” Jae said, the words final. “I’m used to it.”

She turned and walked out of the room, leaving the shocked silence behind her. She went to the spare room, the soon-to-be nursery, and began to pack her few things into a duffel bag.

A few days later, she moved out. Beau helped her, loading her duffel bag and a few boxes into his car, driving her across town to the apartment complex. He didn’t speak much. His face was set in a grim mask. He carried her things up the narrow, dimly-lit stairwell to the one-bedroom unit.

The apartment was exactly as the pictures showed: cramped, gritty, with stained carpet and a window that looked out onto a concrete parking lot. It smelled of stale air and old cooking. It felt like a prison.

Beau set her boxes down in the empty living room. He looked at her, his eyes holding a silent promise. “This is temporary,” he said again. “I’ll fix this. We’ll be together soon.”

She nodded, unable to speak. He kissed her once, a hard, brief kiss that tasted of farewell, then left.

Jae stood in the center of the empty, echoing room. The silence was absolute. The clean slate she’d sought felt cold, barren, and utterly lonely.

9 - HANGING UP THE PHONE

The silence in the apartment had a texture. It was thick, palpable, a dusty blanket that settled over the sagging couch, the single bare bulb in the kitchen, the second-hand crib assembled in the corner of the bedroom. Seven months pregnant, and Jae felt the quiet as a physical weight. It was different from the noise of the Bradshaw house—the hum of the dishwasher, Kendra’s gentle humming, Lily’s laughter echoing down the hall. This silence was complete, broken only by the distant thump of bass from a neighbor’s stereo or the rattle of the ancient window air conditioner. It was a silence she had chosen, and some days, it felt like a punishment.

The guilt hadn’t left. It had simply mutated, transformed from a sharp, stabbing pain into a dull, chronic ache, a background hum to her every thought. She missed Lily. The absence of her best friend was a hollow space in her chest, a constant, nagging emptiness that her growing belly couldn’t fill. She replayed their last argument in her head, the ugly words, the hurt on Lily’s face. She hoped, with a desperate, childish hope, that time would sand down the edges of their fight, that one day Lily would knock on her door and they could pretend it never happened. But weeks had passed with only silence.

Beau’s visits were the only punctuation in the monotony. Almost daily, he would arrive after work, his key turning in the lock a sound that sent a conflicting rush through her—a thrill of anticipation followed immediately by a twist of shame. He came bearing groceries, baby books, a new pillow for her aching back. He came with lies, she knew. Working late. A client dinner. Traffic on the 405. She never asked for details. The fiction was a fragile bubble around them, and to poke it was to risk everything.

Today, the sound of his key came earlier. The sky outside her lone window was still a pale afternoon grey. She was on the couch, one hand resting on the hard curve of her stomach, feeling the occasional, fluttering kick of the life inside. She wore a simple, stretchy black maternity dress, soft and worn thin from washing. It was one of the few things that fit her comfortably now.

The door opened and he filled the frame. Beau. In his crisp button-down, sleeves rolled to his elbows, a tie loosened at his throat. He carried two paper shopping bags, one in each hand. His blonde hair was slightly tousled, his sharp jaw shadowed with a day’s growth. His blue eyes found her immediately, and that familiar, magnetic intensity locked onto her, seeming to pull the very air from the room.

“Hey,” he said, his voice a low rumble that vibrated in the quiet space.

“Hey.” She didn’t get up. The baby was sitting on a nerve, sending a dull ache down her leg.

He kicked the door closed with his foot and set the bags down on the scuffed laminate floor with a soft rustle. He approached her, his gaze traveling over her form on the couch with a possessiveness that still made her stomach clench. He leaned down, his hand coming to cradle her cheek, his thumb stroking her skin. His kiss was not a greeting; it was a claiming. Slow, deep, his tongue tasting her as if checking for proof of her existence. He smelled of crisp cotton, clean sweat, and the faint, expensive scent of his cologne. When he pulled back, his eyes were dark.

“How’s my girl?” he murmured, his hand sliding from her cheek down to the prominent swell of her belly. He splayed his fingers wide, feeling the shape of her.

“Kicking,” she said, her voice quieter than she intended. “A lot.”

A smile touched his lips, a genuine, almost boyish expression of wonder that was at odds with the dominant energy he carried. “Strong.” His hand rubbed a slow circle. “Like her mother.”

He straightened, turning back to the bags. “Brought you some things.”

He picked up the first bag, heavier, and brought it to the coffee table. He began unloading it. Diapers. A pack of onesies in soft, pastel colors. A box of baby wipes. A plush, lavender-scented sleep sheep. Practical, gentle things. “Saw these on sale,” he said, his tone casual, but his movements were deliberate, careful. This was his tribute, his offering to the future they were building in secret.

Jae watched him, a lump forming in her throat. This was the Beau she could almost love without guilt—the provider, the attentive father-to-be. It was the other Beau, the one who visited her in the dark and lied to his wife, that split her in two.

He emptied the first bag, then picked up the second. This one was lighter. He placed it on the table with a different air, a sly, secretive energy radiating from him. He didn’t unpack it immediately. Instead, he looked at her, his gaze holding a heat that had nothing to do with paternal care.

“And this,” he said, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, “is for us.”

He reached into the bag. His hand emerged holding a small, sleek black box. He set it on the table. Then he pulled out a length of fabric, letting it unspool like a ribbon. It was silk, a deep, blood-red color, smooth and shimmering under the dull light.

Beau opened the box, and Jae’s breath caught. Inside, nestled in black foam, was a vibrator. It was sleek, metallic pink, curved subtly.

“Beau,” she whispered, her heart beginning a slow, heavy thud against her ribs.

He came to the couch, kneeling before her, his hands on her knees. His touch was warm, firm. “Kendra,” he said, the name a flat, dismissive sound. “She was never… adventurous. She thought this kind of thing was silly. Or dirty.” He leaned closer, his voice a husky vibration. “But you… you’re not like her. You’re strong. You’re fierce. You can take it.” His eyes burned into hers. “I want to see you tied up. I want to worship every inch of this body.” His hand slid up her thigh, under the hem of her dress, finding the bare skin of her inner leg. “I want to make you scream, Jae. Right here, in our space. No one to hear you but me.”

Her pulse, which had been sluggish in the afternoon quiet, surged to life. A hot, liquid ache bloomed low in her belly, distinct from the baby’s movements. It was wrong. It was so profoundly, deliciously wrong. This man, her best friend’s father, wanted to bind her and play with her like a toy. And the darkest, most secret part of her thrilled to it. This was desire stripped of pretense, raw and demanding. It was a focus she’d never known, a hunger that mirrored her own buried needs.

She didn’t speak. She just nodded, a slow, deliberate dip of her chin.

The approval that flashed in his eyes was electric. He stood, offering her his hand. She took it, letting him pull her to her feet. Her balance was different now, her center of gravity shifted forward. He guided her, carrying his gifts, leading her the few short steps to the bedroom.

The room was sparse. A double bed with plain white sheets, the crib in the corner, a single dresser. The afternoon light filtered through the blinds, painting striped shadows across the floor. He led her to the foot of the bed.

“Arms up,” he said, his voice quiet but firm.

She obeyed, raising her arms above her head. He gripped the hem of her black dress and pulled it upward, over the mountain of her belly, over her head. He reached for the clasp of her bra, his fingers deft and certain as he released the tension. He slid the straps down her shoulders, the lace falling away to reveal the heavy, aching fullness of her breasts, her nipples a dark, dusky pink against her pale skin.

Then, he knelt. His hands found the elastic of her panties, his thumbs hooking into the sides. He peeled them down with a slow, reverent friction, tracing the widening curve of her hips and the new softness of her thighs until she stepped out of them, leaving the scrap of fabric on the floor. The cool air of the apartment kissed her skin. She stood before him, completely naked. She felt exposed, vulnerable in a way that was entirely new.

He looked at her. His gaze was not a glance; it was a devouring. He looked at her as a man looks at a masterpiece, with a reverence that bordered on greed. He let out a slow, audible breath. “My God,” he murmured, almost to himself. “You are… magnificent.”

He closed the distance, his hands coming to her breasts. His touch was not gentle; it was possessive. He cupped their weight, his thumbs brushing over her nipples, which tightened instantly into hard peaks. He leaned down and took one into his mouth, sucking deeply, his tongue circling the sensitive nub. A sharp gasp tore from her lips. The sensation was amplified, wired directly to her core. Her back arched, pushing her breast further into his mouth.

He lavished attention on one, then the other, his mouth hot and wet, his teeth grazing just enough to make her shudder. His hands roamed over her belly, tracing the curve, feeling the firm, round shape of their child beneath his palms. He dropped to his knees before her, his face level with her stomach. He pressed his lips to her skin, not in a kiss, but in a series of soft, open-mouthed presses. He murmured against her, words she couldn’t quite hear, a private litany for the life inside her.

His worship moved lower. His hands slid down her sides, over the swell of her hips, to the outside of her thighs. He urged her onto the bed. She laid down, the sheets cool against her back.

He picked up the silk ropes. The fabric was cool and sinfully smooth against his work-roughened hands. He took her right wrist first. His movements were confident, practiced. He looped the silk around her wrist, tying a complex, secure knot that was snug but not tight enough to cut off circulation. He attached the other end to the wrought-iron bedpost, tying it off with the same efficient skill. He repeated the process with her left wrist, stretching her arms out to either side, leaving her bound, open, and utterly exposed before him.

The feeling was extraordinary. The slight restraint, the knowledge that she could not move her arms, sent a bolt of pure, undiluted arousal straight through her. It was a surrender, a handing over of control that felt terrifying and exquisitely right. She tested the bonds, a slight tug. They held firm. A soft, involuntary sound escaped her throat.

Beau’s eyes darkened at the sound. He stood at the foot of the bed, looking down at his handiwork. Her body was displayed for him, a feast of ripe curves and vulnerable flesh. Her legs were slightly parted. Her pregnant belly rose between them, a sacred, erotic hill.

“Perfect,” he breathed.

He picked up the vibrator from where he’d placed it on the nightstand. He pressed a button on its base. A low, quiet hum filled the room.

He approached the bed, kneeling between her spread legs. He placed the humming toy against her inner thigh, just above her knee. The vibration was a deep, insistent buzz against her skin. He slowly, agonizingly slowly, dragged it upward.

The sensation was a trail of fire. The smooth, vibrating metal glided over her sensitive skin, tracing a path up the inside of her thigh. Her muscles jumped. Her breath came in short, sharp pants. He guided it with a painter’s precision, his eyes fixed on her face, watching every flicker of reaction.

He brought the vibrator to the very apex of her thighs, but he didn’t touch her center. Not yet. He circled the outside of her folds, the vibrations sending shockwaves through her clit, which was already swollen and aching for direct contact. He traced lazy circles, figure-eights, his touch maddeningly light, just on the periphery of where she needed him.

“Beau,” she moaned, her head falling back. Her wrists pulled against the silk ties, the subtle strain adding to the overwhelming sensory input.

“Tell me what you want,” he commanded, his voice a low rasp.

“Touch me,” she pleaded, the words torn from her. “Please.”

“Where?”

“There. There.”

He finally gave her what she craved. He pressed the curved head of the vibrator directly against her clit.

The effect was immediate and devastating. A jolt of pure, white-hot pleasure shot through her, arching her back off the bed. The vibrations were not a gentle hum; they were a deep, rhythmic pulse that seemed to sync with the frantic beating of her heart. He held it there, firm and unyielding, letting the sensation wash over her in relentless waves.

He began to move it. Small, tight circles right on the most sensitive spot. The pleasure was so intense it bordered on pain, a delicious, overwhelming friction that made her cry out. Her hips bucked, seeking more pressure, but he controlled the angle, the pressure, everything. She was at his mercy, bound and vibrating, and the helplessness of it only heightened the pleasure, coiling it tighter and tighter inside her.

He watched her, his expression one of rapt fascination. He watched the way her mouth fell open, the way her breasts heaved, the way her stomach tightened with each throb of sensation.

“That’s it,” he murmured, his voice thick with his own arousal. “Look at you. My beautiful, pregnant girl. Tied up and trembling for me.”

He increased the pressure. The vibrations seemed to penetrate deeper, rattling her very bones. The coil inside her was wound impossibly tight, a spring of pure need ready to snap. Her moans became ragged, desperate sounds. She was straining against the ropes now, her body bowing off the mattress, every muscle taut.

“I’m gonna…” she gasped, the words incoherent. “Beau, I’m…”

“Not yet,” he growled, and he pulled the vibrator away.

The sudden absence was a physical shock. She whimpered, a raw, needy sound. Her body screamed for the sensation to return, for the climax that had been so brutally denied. She thrashed against her bonds, her chest heaving.

Beau stood up. He began to undress, his eyes never leaving her. He pulled his tie off, tossing it aside. He unbuttoned his shirt slowly, revealing the defined muscles of his chest and abdomen. He shrugged it off. His belt buckle clicked, a sharp sound in the room. He pushed his pants and boxers down in one motion, kicking them aside. He was fully erect, his cock thick and straining, the head flushed a dark red.

He climbed back onto the bed. He was careful of her belly, positioning himself so he could lean over her. He took her face in his hands, kissing her deeply, hungrily. She could taste her own arousal on his lips. He broke the kiss, his forehead resting against hers.

“You are the most beautiful thing I have ever seen,” he said, the words raw, stripped of all pretense. “Knowing my baby is in there… knowing I did this to you… it drives me fucking wild.”

The head of his cock nudged against her entrance, already slick from her arousal and the attention of the vibrator. He pressed forward, slowly, inexorably, filling her in one long, deep stroke.

The feeling was profound. The fullness, the stretch, the deep, anchoring connection. Her body welcomed him, clenching around his girth. He was buried to the hilt, their bodies joined, her pregnant belly a firm curve between them. He held still for a moment, his eyes closed, savoring the feel of her tight, wet heat around him.

He started moving. His thrusts were slow, deep, and deliberate. Each one was a measured, powerful stroke that pushed him deep inside her, the base of his cock rubbing against her swollen clit with every inward drive. The angle was perfect, the pressure relentless. The silk ropes bit gently into her wrists as she pulled against them, her body moving in time with his, meeting each thrust with a push of her hips.

He leaned down, his mouth finding her neck, her collarbone, the slope of her breast. He sucked a nipple into his mouth, his tongue working in time with the deep, rhythmic plunge of his hips. The combined sensations—the deep, filling fuck and the sharp, pulling pleasure on her breast—threatened to unravel her completely.

He picked up the pace. The slow, deep thrusts became harder, faster. The bed frame knocked a steady, percussive cadence against the wall. The sound of their joining was wet, loud, filthy. His breathing was harsh in her ear, ragged grunts punctuating each powerful drive.

Her climax hit her like a physical blow. It tore through her with a violence that stole her breath. A silent scream locked in her throat. Her inner muscles clenched around him in a series of fierce, pulsing spasms, milking his length. The world dissolved into pure, white sensation—a roaring in her ears, a blinding light behind her eyelids, the exquisite, painful pleasure of release wracking her entire body.

Her convulsions triggered his own. With a final, deep, grinding thrust, he buried himself inside her and held. A raw, shattered groan ripped from his chest. She felt his release deep within her, a flooding warmth that seemed to echo the pulses of her own climax. He shuddered above her, his body rigid, his forehead pressed to her shoulder as he emptied himself.

For a long moment, they stayed like that, joined, panting, slick with sweat. The only sounds were their ragged breaths and the distant hum of the city outside. Slowly, the world seeped back in. The striped shadows on the wall. The feel of the sheets beneath her. The gentle, persistent ache in her wrists.

Beau softened inside her and carefully withdrew. He moved off the bed, his movements heavy with spent passion. He went to her wrists, his fingers deftly untying the complex knots. The silk fell away, leaving faint, pink marks on her skin. He rubbed her wrists gently, his touch now tender, almost apologetic.

He helped her sit up. He fetched a damp cloth from the bathroom, warm and soft, and cleaned her with a careful, almost clinical gentleness. He dressed himself in silence, his earlier intensity replaced by a calm, satisfied exhaustion.

Jae pulled her black dress back on, the fabric clinging to her damp skin. She felt hollowed out, used, and utterly sated. The complex cocktail of emotions—shame, longing, pleasure, love—swirled inside her, a familiar storm.

As he tucked his shirt back into his pants, she found her voice. It was small in the quiet room. “When?” she asked.

He paused, looking at her. “When what?”

“When are you going to leave her?”

He finished buttoning his shirt, his face a careful mask. “Soon, Jae. I told you. I’m working on it. It’s complicated. The finances, the house… Lily.” He came to her, cupping her face. “But I promise you. We will be a family. You, me, and our daughter. I just need a little more time.”

The words were a balm and a barb. She wanted to believe them. She needed to believe them. But a cold, skeptical seed had taken root in her heart. He’s stringing you along, it whispered. He has a wife, a daughter, a whole life. You have a one-bedroom apartment and a lie.

She didn’t voice the thought. She just nodded, leaning into his touch.

He kissed her forehead, a chaste, parting kiss. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said. Then he was gone, the door clicking shut softly behind him, leaving her alone with the silence and the scent of sex and her own doubt.

She sat on the edge of the bed for a long time, her hand resting on her belly, feeling the baby’s restless kicks. She had her own place. She had a plan. She would be a good mother, with or without him. The resolve was a cold, hard stone in her gut.

The buzz of her cheap, prepaid phone on the nightstand startled her. She picked it up. The screen glowed with a number she recognized. The state penitentiary.

Lainey.

Since finding out she was pregnant, Jae had stopped answering her mother’s calls. The fierce, protective love already blooming for her own daughter acted like a lens, bringing Lainey’s lifelong neglect into a sharp, unforgiving focus. Jae listened to the brief, increasingly desperate messages with a numb detachment. “Jae, honey, it’s Mom. Please answer.” “Jae, I sent a letter with the new address. Are you okay?” “Baby, please. Just let me hear your voice.”

This time, staring at the vibrating phone in her hand, something broke inside her. A dam of resentment, held back for months, finally cracked. She swiped to answer and put the phone to her ear.

“Hello?” Her own voice sounded foreign, flat.

“Jae? Oh, thank god. Honey, it’s me.” Lainey’s voice was tinny, strained, laced with the faint echo of an institutional phone line.

“I know who it is,” Jae said, the words icy.

“I’ve been so worried. Did you get my letter? Are you… are you safe?”

The concern in her mother’s voice, so fragile and desperate, ignited the fury inside her. It was too little, eighteen years too late.

“I’m pregnant,” Jae said, the statement dropping into the line like a stone.

A beat of stunned silence. Then, “What? Jae… you’re… who…?”

“I’m seven months along,” Jae continued, her voice gaining strength, turning into a weapon. “I’m going to have a daughter. And I’m going to be a good mother to her. Unlike you.”

“Jae, please…”

“No,” Jae cut her off, the word sharp as glass. “You don’t get to ‘please’ me. You weren’t there. You were never there. You were too busy getting high to be a mother. You left me to raise myself. You left me to scrub floors and steal food and lie to social workers. And now, when I’m alone and pregnant and scared, you think a phone call from prison fixes anything?” The words poured out, hot and venomous. “You are a terrible mother. The worst. You don’t deserve to know me. You don’t deserve to know my child.”

“I’m sorry,” Lainey sobbed, the sound broken and wet through the line. “I’m so sorry, baby. I’m trying to get better in here, I swear…”

“Save it,” Jae spat. “I don’t care. You will never see this baby. You lost that right the first time you chose a needle over me.” Her hand was trembling, but her voice was steel. “Don’t call me again.”

She didn’t wait for a reply. She ended the call and threw the phone onto the bed as if it had burned her. Her chest was heaving. Tears, hot and angry, spilled down her cheeks. But beneath the anger, beneath the sharp, slicing pain of the words she’d just spoken, there was something else. A strange, hollow sense of… relief. She had said it. The truth, ugly and final. She had drawn a line in the sand of her own history.

She sat in the deepening dusk of her lonely apartment, the afterglow of Beau’s visit a fading warmth on her skin, the ghost of her mother’s sobs a cold echo in her ears.

10 - A KNOCK AT THE DOOR

The text came in the late afternoon, a sharp buzz that sliced through the humid stillness of the apartment. Jae was sorting baby clothes, folding impossibly small socks into neat piles on her bed. The phone screen glowed with his name.

Beau: On my way. Thirty minutes.

That was all. No preamble. No question. A statement of intent that sent an immediate, liquid thrill straight to her core. The past week had been a tense, strange limbo. His visits had been brief, distracted. He was “working on things,” he said, but the strain showed in the tightness around his eyes, the way he jumped at every sound. The promise of a future together felt more like a fading echo.

But this text was different. It carried the old charge, the direct, hungry energy that had first pulled her under. Thirty minutes. She looked around the sparse apartment, her heart beginning a heavy, anticipatory thrum. She didn’t clean. She didn’t tidy. She just stood in the center of the living room, her hands going to the swell of her stomach, feeling the baby shift restlessly, as if sensing the change in the air.

She spent the time in a suspended state. She changed out of her sweatpants into a simple, stretchy black tank dress, one that clung to the curves of her breasts and the hard mound of her belly. She brushed her long, dark hair until it fell in a smooth curtain down her back. She didn’t put on makeup. He’d never wanted her to. He wanted her raw, real, his.

The thirty minutes stretched and contracted, a rubber band of anxiety and desire. When the firm, decisive knock finally came, she was already at the door, her palm flat against the cool wood. She took one deep, steadying breath and pulled it open.

He filled the doorway, a storm contained in a crisp white dress shirt and dark jeans. The late day sun from the hallway window haloed his blonde hair, but his face was in shadow, his sharp jaw set, his blue eyes blazing with an intensity that stole the air from her lungs. He didn’t speak. His gaze raked over her, from her bare feet to the dark fall of her hair, lingering on the pronounced curve of her stomach, the visible tighten of her nipples against the thin fabric of her dress.

A muscle ticked in his jaw. Then he stepped over the threshold, kicked the door shut behind him with a solid thud, and his hands were on her.

It wasn’t an embrace. It was a collision. His mouth crashed down on hers, hot and demanding, his tongue sweeping past her lips in a claiming, desperate stroke. The taste of him—spearmint gum and something darker, more primal—flooded her senses. She met him with equal ferocity, her fingers tangling in the hair at the nape of his neck, pulling him closer. All the worry, the waiting, the guilt, it all combusted into this single, furious point of contact.

His hands roamed her body with a frantic possessiveness. One cupped the back of her head, holding her mouth to his. The other slid down her spine, over the swell of her ass, gripping her through the dress and pulling her flush against him. She could feel the hard, insistent ridge of his erection pressed against her lower belly, a promise and a demand.

She broke the kiss, gasping for air, her lips already swollen. Her own hands were busy, fumbling with the buckle of his belt. The leather resisted, the metal cool under her frantic fingers. He let her work, his mouth moving to her neck, sucking a spot just below her ear that made her knees buckle. A rough, hungry sound vibrated against her skin.

The belt gave way. The button of his jeans popped open. The zipper rasped down. She shoved the fabric aside, her hand diving into the opening of his boxer briefs. Her fingers closed around him.

He was thick, solid heat, the skin of his cock like velvet over steel. A bead of moisture already glistened at the tip. She stroked him once, twice, feeling him jump in her grip, hearing the sharp intake of his breath against her neck.

“Jae,” he growled, the word more a warning than a name.

She didn’t need a clearer invitation. Sinking to her knees on the scratchy welcome mat, she looked up at him. His face was a mask of stark need, his eyes hooded, his lips parted. She took him into her mouth.

The taste was musky, salt, uniquely him. She licked a slow, flat stripe from base to tip before swallowing him down. Her pregnancy had made her gag reflex more sensitive, but she pushed past it, taking him deeper, focusing on the feel of him filling her mouth, the weight of him on her tongue. She hollowed her cheeks, sucking hard, her hand working the base in a tight, twisting rhythm.

His fingers threaded into her hair, not guiding, just holding, his grip tight. A continuous, low groan rumbled in his chest. “Fuck,” he breathed, his hips giving a tiny, involuntary thrust. “Just like that. Take it all.”

She did. Relaxing her throat, she let the head of his cock nudge the back of her mouth, then pushed forward, taking him deeper until her nose was buried in the coarse blonde hair at his base. She held there for a second, the stretch profound, her eyes watering, before pulling back with a wet, obscene pop. She repeated the motion, deeper each time, establishing a rhythm of deep, throat-stuffing sucks that had him cursing in a steady, ragged stream.

Her own arousal was a live wire, sizzling through her veins. The coarse mat abraded her knees, the submissive position, the complete control she had over his pleasure with just her mouth—it was dizzying. She could feel her own arousal soaking through the cotton of her panties. She reached under her dress with her free hand, palming herself through the fabric, a muffled moan vibrating around his length.

That did it. With a raw, guttural sound, he pulled her up by her arms, his strength making her weight seem insignificant. He spun her around, pressing her front against the cool wood of the door. His body molded to her back, his erection trapped between the cheeks of her ass. One hand splayed over her stomach, feeling the baby kick in protest at the sudden movement. The other gripped the neckline of her dress and yanked.

The fabric tore with a sharp, ripping sound. He peeled it down her arms, baring her to the waist, then shoved it and her panties down over her hips in one rough motion. The air in the drafty hallway was cool on her exposed skin. She was naked, her dress a puddle on the floor, her upper body pinned against the door by his solid weight.

He didn’t enter her. Not yet. He dropped to his knees behind her.

His hands spread her apart. And then his mouth was on her.

There was no teasing, no gentle exploration. His tongue speared into her, a hot, wet, demanding invasion that drew a sharp, shattered cry from her lips. He ate her with a single-minded intensity, his tongue flattening to lap at her slickness, then zeroing in on the swollen, throbbing nub of her clit.

The sensations were too much, too direct. The rough wood of the door against her nipples. The unyielding strength of his hands holding her open. The relentless, slick friction of his tongue. He sucked her clit into his mouth, applying a steady, measured pressure that had her seeing stars. Her legs trembled. She braced her hands flat against the door, her fingers splayed, her forehead pressed to the wood.

“Beau… god…” Her voice was a broken thing, lost in the filthy, hungry sounds he was making.

He growled against her, the vibration shooting through her like electricity. He alternated between broad, lavish strokes and tiny, focused flicks right on the most sensitive spot. He was claiming her, devouring her, and the sheer carnal ownership of the act pushed her higher, faster than she’d ever gone. The climax built not as a slow coil, but as a sudden, violent tsunami.

It broke over her with no warning. One second she was teetering on a razor’s edge, the next she was falling, screaming, her body convulsing against the door. Her inner muscles clenched around nothing, pulsing with a frantic, empty rhythm. The pleasure was so intense it bordered on agony, a white-hot detonation that wiped every thought from her mind except his name.

She was still shuddering through the aftershocks when he stood. She heard the rustle of his jeans being shoved down. Then his hands were on her hips, pulling her back, tilting her pelvis. The broad, slick head of his cock nudged against her entrance, still fluttering from her orgasm.

He pushed inside.

The stretch was breathtaking, a deep, filling invasion that made her gasp. He was thicker than she remembered, or perhaps her sensitivity was just heightened. He slid home in one relentless thrust, burying himself to the hilt, his pelvis pressed firmly against her ass. He held there for a moment, both of them panting, joined in the dim hallway light.

Then he began to move.

His thrusts were hard, deep, and punishingly rhythmic. Each drive pushed her forward, her breasts rubbing against the door, her cheek pressed to the wood. He fucked her with a focused, almost angry passion, as if trying to exorcise something, or imprint himself upon her forever. The sound was obscenely loud in the small space—skin slapping against skin, their ragged breaths, her soft, involuntary cries punched out with every deep plunge.

One of his hands left her hip and snaked around her body, his fingers finding her clit again, already swollen and oversensitive. He rubbed tight, quick circles, the deep, filling fuck and the sharp, direct friction threatening to send her spiraling again immediately.

“Come on,” he grunted in her ear, his breath hot. “I want to feel you cum all over my cock.”

His words, the raw command in his voice, were the final trigger. The pressure, so soon after her first climax, built again, a different kind of fire—deeper, more consuming. It started as a low, radiating warmth in her belly and spread outward, tightening every muscle. Her inner walls began to spasm around him, a fluttering, milking contraction that built in intensity.

She came with a choked, guttural moan, her body bowing back against his, her nails scraping down the door. This orgasm was less an explosion and more a profound, wave-like dissolution, pulling her under, leaving her boneless and utterly spent.

Her climax triggered his. With three more deep, grinding thrusts, he buried himself as far as he could go and held. A raw, shattered sound tore from his throat. She felt the hot, sudden rush of his release flooding into her, a pulsing warmth that seemed to echo the last fading pulses of her own pleasure. He shuddered violently against her back, his forehead dropping between her shoulder blades, his entire weight leaning into her.

For a long minute, they stayed like that, pinned to the door, joined, slick with sweat, the only sound their labored breathing slowly returning to normal. The reality of the apartment—the faint smell of takeout, the dust motes dancing in a sliver of sunlight—began to seep back in.

Gently, he softened and withdrew. He helped her turn around, his hands steadying her as her wobbly legs threatened to give out. He looked down at her, his eyes soft now, the earlier storm replaced by a sated haze. He leaned in and kissed her, slow and deep, a kiss of aftermath and possession.

“That was incredible,” he murmured, his forehead resting against hers. “I’m telling Kendra tonight. I’m leaving her, Jae. I’m done waiting to start our life.”

Jae’s heart hammered against her ribs, a wild, frantic bird. This was it—the vow she’d been waiting for.

BANG. BANG. BANG.

The sound was so loud, so sudden, so utterly wrong that it took a full second to register.

A fist, pounding against the door.

Jae froze. Beau froze, his arms still wrapped around her. Their eyes locked, wide with identical, dawning horror. The world, which had shrunk to the space between their bodies, violently re-inflated.

BANG. BANG. BANG.

“Jae! Open this goddamn door! I know he’s in there!”

Kendra.

The voice was shrill, furious, unmistakable. It sliced through the apartment like a shard of ice.

For a heartbeat, they were statues. Then chaos erupted. Beau scrambled back, yanking his jeans up, fumbling with the button. “Shit. Shit.”

Jae’s dress was a pile of torn fabric on the floor. She stumbled to the bedroom, grabbing the first thing she touched—an oversized t-shirt—and yanking it over her head. It barely covered her thighs. She could hear Beau’s frantic movements, the rasp of his zipper.

“Jae Wells, you open this door right now or I’m calling the cops!” Kendra’s voice was a ragged scream.

Beau looked at Jae, his face pale, his eyes wild. He motioned frantically for her to answer the door. The illusion of control, of their secret world, was in tatters. They were just two panicked people about to be caught.

Heart hammering against her ribs so hard she felt sick, Jae walked on unsteady legs to the door. She leaned close, peering through the tiny peephole.

Kendra stood there, her face a mask of fury and devastation. Her usually neat brown hair was disheveled, her eyes red-rimmed and blazing.

Jae’s hand trembled as she reached for the lock. She turned it and pulled the door open a crack.

It was all the invitation Kendra needed. She shoved the door open with enough force to slam it against the wall, storming into the small apartment. Her gaze swept the room—the torn dress on the floor by the entry, Beau standing frozen, his shirt untucked, his hair a mess, the unmistakable scent of sex hanging thick in the air.

Kendra’s face crumpled for a second, a wave of pure, unadulterated pain, before solidifying back into rage. She looked at Jae, and the contempt in her eyes was a physical blow.

“You,” she spat, the word dripping with venom. “You ungrateful little whore.”

Jae flinched, wrapping her arms around her stomach.

“After everything,” Kendra continued, her voice shaking with fury. “After I took you into my home. Fed you. Cared for you like my own. When your own mother couldn’t be bothered.” She took a step closer, and Jae instinctively stepped back. “This is how you repay me? By fucking my husband? By destroying my family?”

“Kendra, wait—” Beau started, taking a step forward.

“Shut up!” she screamed, whirling on him. “Don’t you dare speak to me. I followed you. I sat in my car and I followed you here. I heard you. Through the door. I heard everything.” A sob choked her, but she fought it back, her chest heaving. “All those late nights. Client dinners. You were here. With her.” She pointed a trembling finger at Jae. “This child you pretended to care for.”

She turned her fiery gaze back to Jae. “Was it the money? The stability? Or were you just jealous of Lily? Jealous she had a father who cared?”

“It wasn’t like that,” Jae whispered, but the words were ash in her mouth.

“It’s exactly like that!” Kendra roared. “You’re a home-wrecking slut, and he’s a pathetic, middle-aged cliché.” She looked at Beau, and the love that had been there for two decades was gone, replaced by a cold, final disgust. “You are dead to me. Do you understand? We are done. I want a divorce. I want you out of my house. Tonight.”

“Kendra, please, we can talk about this,” Beau said, his voice strained, placating. The confident man from minutes ago was gone.

“There is nothing to talk about. Don’t come home. You can stay here with your teenage whore.” She spat the last words directly at Jae. “I hope you’re happy. You’ve just orphaned your own child from any decent family it might have had.”

With that, she turned on her heel and stormed out, slamming the door behind her with a force that shook the walls.

The silence she left behind was deafening, a vacuum that swallowed all sound. Jae stood frozen, the echo of Kendra’s words—teenage whore—ringing in her ears. She felt hollowed out, scraped raw.

Beau sank onto her couch, his head in his hands. He looked shattered, smaller than she’d ever seen him. Jae sat down beside him. They didn’t speak. There was nothing she could say to make it better.

Jae’s cellphone rang an hour later. The shrill sound made them both jump. Jae glanced at the screen, her stomach dropping at the sight of Lily’s name flashing on the caller ID. For a heartbeat, she considered letting it ring out, but the weight of the reality they had just invited in was too heavy to ignore. Drawing a jagged, bracing breath, she slid her thumb across the screen and pressed the phone to her ear.

“Hello?”

“How could you?”

Lily’s voice wasn’t loud. It was quiet, brittle, and filled with a pain so profound it made Jae’s heart seize.

“Lily, I—”

“My mom just told me everything. About you and my dad. All this time.” A shuddering breath. “All those times I talked to you, worried about you, tried to be there for you… you were sleeping with my father.” The quiet broke, her voice cracking. “You destroyed my family. You broke my mom. And for what? Because you were jealous of me? Because I had a normal life and you didn’t?”

Tears streamed down Jae’s face silently. There were no words. No defense.

“We’re not friends anymore, Jae,” Lily said, the finality in her tone absolute. “Don’t call me. Don’t text me. I never want to see you again. I hope… I hope you’re happy with what you’ve done.”

The line went dead.

Jae stood holding the phone to her ear long after the dial tone began. Slowly, she set it down on the coffee table. The sobs came then, great, heaving waves that wracked her body. She sank down onto the couch, drawing her knees to her chest, the enormity of the loss crashing down. Lily. Her only real friend. Gone.

Beau stood up. He didn’t speak. He just took her hand, his own eyes red-rimmed, and led her to the bedroom. He guided her to the bed and climbed in beside her, still fully clothed. He pulled the blankets over them and wrapped his arms around her, holding her tightly against his chest as she cried.

He was there. He was staying. But as her tears finally subsided into exhausted, hiccupping silence, she felt the tension in his body, the ragged rhythm of his own breathing. He held her, but his gaze was fixed on the dark ceiling. He was devastated. Not just caught, not just in trouble. He was grieving. For his wife. For his daughter. For the life that had just exploded.

She had him. But lying there in the dark, feeling the profound sorrow radiating from him, she realized with a chilling clarity that having him might not be enough. It might never be enough. And the world she had burned down to be with him now felt vast, empty, and terribly, terribly cold.

11 - NEW LIFE

The weeks following Kendra’s discovery were a slow, grinding crawl through a landscape of ash and rubble, where every step felt like walking on broken glass. Beau had moved into Jae’s apartment, bringing nothing but a suitcase, a duffel bag, and the shell-shocked expression of a man who had watched his entire world vanish in the rearview mirror.

His presence in the small space was absolute and heavy. The apartment, once Jae's solitary sanctuary, was now crowded with his things and the suffocating weight of their shared history. Every evening was cloaked in a grief so thick it made the air feel stagnant, a constant reminder that their new beginning had been built directly atop the ruins of his old life.

They spoke in hushed tones about logistics, about lawyers, about money. The passion that had burned so fiercely was banked, smothered under the weight of consequence. They still touched—a hand on her belly, a brief kiss hello—but it felt like a habit, a ritual performed to remind themselves of what they’d sacrificed everything for. The memory of that last, frantic coupling against the front door, interrupted by Kendra’s pounding, was a ghost that haunted the apartment, a reminder of the moment their secret world shattered.

Jae had finally left her job; being eight months pregnant made the long shifts on her feet impossible. She stared at the ultrasound pictures of the little girl she carried, a daughter they’d decided to call Maya, and felt a love so profound it terrified her. What kind of life could she offer this child? One built on the ruins of a family she’d helped destroy.

Lily’s absence was a constant, physical ache. Jae’s phone was silent. Her social media accounts, once filled with Lily’s cheerful posts and tags, were now a barren scroll of her own solitary updates. She’d tried to text once, a simple I’m sorry. It was left unanswered, a digital tombstone. The friendship she’d relied on for over a decade, the anchor of her entire life, was gone. She’d traded it for Beau, for this baby, for a future that now felt like a condemned building.

Beau’s divorce proceedings began, messy and angry. Kendra’s lawyer was aggressive, seeking the maximum financial penalty. Beau, an accountant, fought back with cold precision, but the strain etched itself deeper into his face. The tousled blonde hair grew dull, the sharp jawline often clenched tight. His blue eyes, once magnetic with intensity, now held a hollow, weary distance. He was grieving, and Jae could feel it radiating from him even when he held her.

Then, a month after the confrontation, Beau came home from work with a new energy. It wasn’t the hungry, possessive fire of before. It was determined, practical. He held a set of keys in his hand, a simple silver ring on a cheap keychain.

“I got us a place,” he said, his voice flat but firm. “A real place. Not this… this temporary thing.”

He’d rented a two-bedroom apartment in a quiet, tree-lined complex on the other side of town. It wasn’t luxurious, but it was clean, safe, and had a nursery already painted a soft, buttery yellow. He’d done it alone, during days she thought he was at work or with his lawyer.

“Kendra filed the papers yesterday,” he added, dropping the keys on her coffee table. “It’s done. The truth is out. We can stop hiding.”

Jae looked at the keys, then at him. A part of her wanted to feel relief, to feel the lifting of a burden. Instead, she felt a colder, sharper weight settle. The truth was out, and it had cost them Lily. It had cost Beau his marriage, his home, his daughter’s respect. They could stop hiding, but what were they stepping into? The open glare of a life built on betrayal.

—

They moved in a week later. The new space felt foreign, too big, too quiet. The walls were bare. They didn’t talk about decorating. They existed there, side-by-side ghosts, moving through routines. Beau cooked simple meals. Jae sorted the baby clothes Kendra had gifted her months ago, each tiny sock and sweater now a needle of guilt. They slept in the same bed, but the space between them felt vast. He held her at night, his arm around her growing waist, but she often woke to find him staring at the dark ceiling, his body tense.

One evening, they sat in the living room on a new, neutral-colored sofa Beau had bought. The television was off. The silence was a living thing.

“I miss her,” Jae said softly, the words slipping out unbidden. She wasn’t looking at Beau. She was staring at the blank wall, imagining Lily’s face, her laugh, the easy way she’d fill a room with light.

Beau didn’t answer immediately. He let out a long, slow breath. “I do too.”

It was the first time they’d said it aloud to each other. The admission hung in the air, a shared wound they finally acknowledged.

“Maybe… someday,” Jae whispered, her hand resting on the hard curve of her stomach. Maya kicked, a small, insistent flutter. “Maybe she’ll forgive us.”

Beau reached over and took her hand. His grip was warm, solid. “I hope so,” he said, but his tone held no conviction. It was a wish, not a belief.

The days blurred into a monotony of waiting. Jae’s belly grew rounder, lower. The baby’s movements became stronger, more defined. Beau went to work, came home, helped with the small chores. They talked about baby names again, settling definitively on Maya Laine—Laine for her mother, a nod to a past Jae both despised and mourned. They were polite to each other, careful. The sexual tension that had once crackled between them was buried, a dormant seed under frost. He’d kiss her forehead before leaving. She’d squeeze his hand when he returned. It was a performance of normalcy, a desperate attempt to build a foundation on sand.

—

Then, on a Thursday afternoon when Jae was exactly thirty-eight weeks along, the performance ended.

She was standing in the kitchen of the new apartment, wiping down the countertop. Beau was in the living room, looking at a spreadsheet on his laptop, the click of the keys a steady, mundane sound. A sudden, low cramp twisted through her abdomen, a deeper, more insistent pressure than the usual Braxton-Hicks she’d been experiencing. She paused, her hand going to her belly.

Another cramp followed, a tightening that made her breath falter. And then, a warm, sudden gush between her legs, soaking through the thin cotton of her maternity leggings and spreading across the linoleum floor.

Her water broke.

For a second, she just stared at the clear, faintly slick puddle on the floor. A strange calm descended. This was it. The waiting was over. The next chapter was beginning, whether they were ready or not.

“Beau.”

Her voice was quiet, steady. He didn’t hear her at first, absorbed in his numbers.

“Beau,” she said again, a little louder.

He looked up from the screen, his brow furrowed. “What’s wrong?”

“My water broke.”

His face transformed in an instant. The distant, weary expression vanished, replaced by a stark, clear urgency. He stood up so fast his laptop nearly slid off the sofa. “Okay. Okay. Don’t panic. Hospital bag. Is it packed?”

She nodded. It was by the front door, a small duffel she’d prepared weeks ago, just in case.

“Car keys.” He was already moving, grabbing his wallet, his phone, the keys from the hook. He moved with a decisive efficiency she hadn’t seen in him since before the fallout. It was the Beau from before—the capable, take-charge man who had fixed things, who had made her feel safe. For a fleeting moment, she saw the man she’d fallen for, not the grieving shadow he’d become.

He helped her to the door, his arm firm around her. “Can you walk? Do you need me to carry you?”

“I can walk,” she said, though her legs felt shaky, unreal. The fluid continued to leak, a slow trickle down her leg. She grabbed a towel from the bathroom on the way out, folding it and holding it between her legs as they descended the stairs to the parking lot.

The drive to the hospital was a blur of focused silence. Beau drove with a grim concentration, his hands tight on the wheel. Jae watched the familiar streets pass by, each intersection a milestone towards a reality she could no longer avoid. The cramps were coming more regularly now, a deep, rhythmic squeezing that made her grit her teeth and breathe through them. Beau glanced at her, his jaw tight.

“How bad?”

“Bad enough,” she managed, her voice strained.

He reached over, his hand finding hers on the seat. He squeezed. “You’re strong. You can do this.”

It was the first genuine, unprompted encouragement he’d given her in weeks. It wasn’t about them, or their mess, or their losses. It was about her, about this moment. The simple sincerity of it brought a sudden, sharp lump to her throat.

At the hospital, the routine was swift and clinical. Check-in. Paperwork. A wheelchair. A nurse with a calm, professional smile. They were ushered into a delivery room, a sterile, bright space with a bed and machines. Beau stayed by her side, his presence a solid anchor in the whirl of procedures. He answered questions when her voice failed. He held her arm when they moved her to the bed. He never left her sight.

The contractions intensified, becoming waves of pain that crashed over her, pulling her under, then releasing just enough for her to gasp before the next one built. Time lost meaning. It was only pain, and breath, and Beau’s voice.

He held her hand through it all, his grip unyielding. When she screamed, her nails digging into his palm, he didn’t flinch. He leaned close, his face near hers, his words a low, steady stream in her ear.

“You’re doing so well. Just breathe, Jae. Breathe through it. Look at me.”

She focused on his blue eyes, the intensity back, but channeled now into a fierce, protective focus. He was her lighthouse in the storm of pain.

“I can’t,” she gasped during a particularly vicious contraction that felt like it was tearing her apart. “I can’t do this.”

“You are doing it,” he said, his voice firm, almost stern. “You’re the strongest person I know. You’re bringing our daughter into the world. Push through it. For her.”

His words, the invocation of our daughter, gave her a target, a purpose beyond the agony. She clung to it.

The nurse and doctor came and went, checking monitors, speaking in low, medical tones. At one point, the doctor, a woman with kind eyes, said, “It’s time to push.”

Beau moved to hold one of her legs, the nurse the other. His face was set in a mask of absolute concentration. “Okay, Jae. On the count. We push together.”

She bore down, summoning every shred of strength, every ounce of will she possessed. Beau counted, his voice a rhythmic command. “One… two… three… push!”

She pushed, a primal, animal effort. Beau’s hand was on her back, supporting her. His eyes were locked on hers, a conduit of his strength flowing into her. She pushed again, and again, a marathon of exertion that felt like it would break her body.

And then, a sudden, overwhelming release. A pressure, then a slide, then a final, searing push.

A cry.

A sharp, clear, newborn wail filled the room.

Jae collapsed back against the pillows, her body spent, trembling. Beau’s grip on her hand tightened, but his attention was elsewhere. He was staring at the doctor, at the small, writhing, pink creature being lifted onto her belly.

The nurse wiped the baby quickly, then placed her on Jae’s chest, skin to skin.

Jae looked down. A tiny face, scrunched and furious, with a soft tuft of dark hair. Perfect miniature fingers, waving in the air. A daughter. Their daughter.

A choked sound came from Beau. She looked up at him.

He was crying. Silent, steady tears streamed down his face, cutting tracks through the stress and grief of the past months. His gaze was fixed on the baby, an expression of raw, unadulterated wonder she had never seen on him before. It was a look of pure, unshielded love.

“Maya,” he whispered, his voice thick.

He reached out, one large finger gently stroking the baby’s cheek. Maya’s cries softened, her blinking eyes seeming to focus on the huge shape of her father leaning over her.

“She’s perfect,” Beau said, the words a reverent murmur. “She’s so perfect.”

In that moment, the cold distance between them evaporated. The guilt, the loss, the heavy silence of the past month—it all receded, pushed back by the overwhelming, immediate reality of this tiny life they’d created together.

Beau leaned in and kissed Jae’s forehead, his lips lingering, damp with his tears. “You did it,” he breathed. “You’re amazing.”

Jae felt a surge of something so powerful it blurred her vision. It wasn’t just love for the baby. It was a connection to Beau, reforged in the crucible of this shared, monumental moment. They were parents now. This was their family, born not just from desire, but from this ordeal, this pain, this choice.

—

The days in the hospital were a cocoon of new rhythms. Beau was a constant presence, changing diapers with a clumsy, determined care, bringing Jae water, helping her nurse. He held Maya for hours, just staring at her, his face soft with a devotion that seemed to heal something inside him. He spoke to her in a low, gentle voice, telling her about the world, promising her things. Jae watched them, a fragile hope beginning to knit itself back into her heart.

When they brought Maya home to the new apartment, the space transformed. The sterile silence was replaced by the sounds of a newborn—soft cries, gurgles, the rustle of swaddles. Beau bought a stroller, a sleek grey model he assembled with meticulous attention. He filled the nursery with a crib, a rocking chair, a small dresser. He was a father, with a focus and tenderness that surprised her.

The mood in the apartment shifted, slowly, like a season changing. The heaviness lifted, replaced by a busy, exhausting, but tangible joy. They were a unit now, a trio. Beau would come home from work and immediately go to Maya, lifting her from her crib, his face lighting up. Jae, sore and tired, would watch from the doorway, a warmth spreading through her that had nothing to do with physical heat.

One Saturday, a few weeks after Maya’s birth, the spring sun was warm and bright. Beau suggested a walk. “Let’s take her out. Show her the park.”

Jae agreed. She dressed Maya in a tiny yellow sunsuit, her own body still feeling unfamiliar in her postpartum clothes. Beau assembled the stroller, his movements confident. They walked out into the afternoon, a new family on a sidewalk.

The park was a small, green square near their complex, with a pond and benches. They pushed the stroller along the path, Maya sleeping peacefully under the shaded canopy. People passed them—couples, other families. Jae noticed the stares. The curious glances at her young face, at Beau’s older one, at the baby between them. The questions in their eyes were obvious: Father and daughter? Or something else?

She felt a flush of shame, a hot prickling on her neck. She looked down, focusing on the stroller’s wheels.

Beau’s hand found hers. He interlaced their fingers, his grip firm and deliberate. He didn’t look at the staring people. He looked at her.

“Ignore them,” he said softly, his voice calm. “They don’t know us. They don’t know what we’ve built.”

He held her hand openly, their joined hands swinging slightly as they walked. It was a declaration, a small defiance. Jae felt the shame recede, replaced by a surge of something else—a fierce, protective pride. This is my family. This is my choice.

They stopped by the pond, watching ducks glide across the water. Maya stirred, her little eyes opening to the bright world. Beau unbuckled her and lifted her out, holding her against his chest, pointing at the ducks. “Look, Maya. See the birds?”

Jae watched them, her heart so full it felt like it might break in a different, beautiful way. The sun warmed her shoulders. The breeze carried the scent of cut grass. Beau turned to her, Maya cradled in one arm.

“Everything we went through,” he said, his eyes holding hers with that old, magnetic intensity, now softened by a profound certainty. “The mess, the hurt, the loss… it was worth it. For this.” He glanced down at Maya’s sleepy face, then back up at Jae. “To have a family with you. To have her.”

Jae’s throat tightened. She nodded, her eyes welling. “It was,” she whispered. It wasn’t a lie. In this moment, with the sun on her face and her daughter in his arms and his hand still warm around hers, she believed it.

He leaned in then, his free arm wrapping around her shoulders. He kissed her. It was slow, deep, and tender. A kiss of commitment, of a future chosen, of a bond that had survived the fire. She kissed him back, pouring all her hope, all her love for their daughter, all her fragile faith in this new life into it.

When they parted, Maya made a small, cooing sound, her tiny hand reaching out towards Jae’s face. Beau smiled, a real, unshadowed smile that lit his features. “She agrees,” he said.

They walked back to the apartment, the three of them, a unit under the afternoon sun. The stares continued, but Jae held Beau’s hand tighter, her chin lifting slightly. They were a family. It was messy, it was born from wreckage, but it was theirs.

12 - A PATH TO FORGIVENESS

The dust of the divorce settled over six months in a fine, grey powder. It coated the surfaces of their new life—the paid bills, the finalized legal documents, the quiet evenings in the apartment with Maya. Kendra had moved forward with a cold efficiency. The divorce was done, the assets divided. Beau’s financial life was pared down, but stable. Kendra herself remained a distant planet in their solar system, never calling, never reaching out. A permanent, unforgiving silence.

Jae lived in that silence, learning its contours. Her world was small and intense: Maya’s needs, Beau’s comings and goings, the endless cycle of feeding, changing, soothing. The guilt over Lily was a chronic ache, a background pain she’d learned to function with. She’d stopped hoping for a text, a call. She’d built a wall around that hope, sealing it away like a toxic substance.

Then, on a Tuesday afternoon while Maya napped in her crib, Jae’s phone buzzed with a notification not from a baby app or a grocery delivery, but from a social media platform she barely used anymore. A direct message.

It was from Lily.

Jae’s heart stuttered, a wild, painful beat. She stared at the screen, the words blurring for a moment before she forced herself to read.

Hey. I know this is weird. I’ve been thinking. I miss you. I want to know my niece. Can we talk? Maybe coffee?

Simple. Direct. No forgiveness offered, but a door cracked open.

Jae’s fingers trembled as she typed a reply. Yes. When?

They arranged a meeting at a neutral, bustling coffee shop downtown on Friday at noon. Jae chose the time carefully—after Maya’s morning feed, when she was usually content. Beau would be at work. It would be just them.

Friday arrived with a brittle blue sky. Jae dressed in simple jeans and a loose sweater, her postpartum body still unfamiliar in clothes that weren’t designed for nursing. She bundled Maya into her stroller, the baby’s dark eyes wide and curious. The walk to the coffee shop was a journey through a city that felt both familiar and alien. Every step was a step towards a confrontation she both dreaded and longed for.

She saw Lily before Lily saw her. Sitting at a small table near the window, her blonde hair catching the sun. She looked older. Not in years, but in experience. The sunny bounce was subdued. She was nursing a latte, staring out at the street.

Jae pushed the stroller inside, the noise of the shop swallowing her. She approached the table.

Lily looked up. Her blue eyes, so like her father’s, met Jae’s. For a second, there was nothing—a blank space of memory and hurt. Then, Lily’s gaze dropped to the stroller, to Maya’s tiny face peeking out from the blankets.

A soft, complicated expression crossed Lily’s features. Not a smile, but a thawing.

“Hi,” Lily said.

“Hi,” Jae replied, her voice thin.

She parked the stroller and sat down, her hands knotting together on the table. They didn’t speak for a minute, the clatter of cups and espresso machines filling the gap.

“She’s beautiful,” Lily finally said, her eyes still on Maya. “She looks like you.”

“She has his eyes,” Jae said softly, the admission feeling dangerous.

Lily’s gaze flicked up to Jae, a sharp understanding there. She knew exactly who ‘he’ was. She took a slow sip of her latte. “How… how is everything? With the… the apartment? With… him?”

“It’s okay,” Jae said, choosing the safest words. “We’re making it work. Maya is healthy. She’s… she’s everything.”

Lily nodded, looking down at her cup. “Mom’s… Mom’s okay. She’s dating someone. A guy from the hospital. She doesn’t talk about… about what happened. She just says it’s over.”

Jae felt a pang, not of jealousy, but of sorrow for Kendra. The good woman, the nurse, who had taken her in. “I’m sorry,” Jae whispered, the words inadequate, a pebble dropped into an ocean of regret.

“I’m sorry too,” Lily said, and this time she looked directly at Jae. “Not for what you did. That… that I can’t… But I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you when you were pregnant. I’m sorry I let my anger cut you out completely. The baby… she shouldn’t be punished for it.”

The words were a balm and a scalpel. Jae’s throat tightened. “I never wanted to hurt you. I never wanted to lose you.”

“But you did,” Lily stated, her voice firm but not cruel. “You chose him. Over our friendship. Over my family.”

“I didn’t choose him over you,” Jae argued, the old defense rising. “It wasn’t a choice like that. It was… it just happened. It grew.”

Lily shook her head, a sad, knowing gesture. “It was a choice, Jae. Every day you kept it secret was a choice. But…” She sighed, her shoulders relaxing a little. “I’ve spent six months being angry. And I’m tired of it. I miss my friend. I want to know this little girl.” She reached out, her hand hovering over the stroller, not touching, just acknowledging. “I want to be her… her aunt, I guess. Even if it’s messed up.”

Tentative, complicated, real. It wasn’t full forgiveness. It was a truce. A first step on a broken bridge.

“I want that too,” Jae said, tears finally spilling over, warm and sudden. “More than anything.”

Lily’s eyes softened. She offered a small, tentative smile. “Okay. Then we start here. Coffee. Baby talk. No… no dad talk for now.”

Jae nodded, wiping her cheeks. “Okay.”

They talked for an hour. Not about Beau. Not about the affair. About Maya’s sleep schedule, her favorite sounds, the way she giggled when Beau blew raspberries on her belly. About Lily’s new job at a boutique, about a guy she was casually dating. It was surface talk, but it was a connection. The ghost of their old friendship hovered between them, a shape they were slowly trying to refill.

When they left, Lily leaned down and gently touched Maya’s cheek. “Bye, sweetie. I’ll see you again soon.”

The simple promise felt like a gift. Jae walked home with a lighter heart, the grey dust of the past six months stirred by a clean wind. It wasn’t fixed, but it was possible.

That possibility bloomed quietly over the next few weeks. Lily visited the apartment once, bringing a tiny stuffed elephant for Maya. Beau was politely absent, working late. The visit was awkward, but cordial.

Lily held Maya, her expression shifting from hesitation to genuine wonder. “She’s so small,” she murmured, a smile finally breaking through fully.

Jae watched, her hope strengthening. Maybe. Maybe we can have this.

—

The news of Lainey’s release from prison hadn't come via a phone call, but through a thin, cream-colored envelope that sat on Jae’s counter for three days before she dared to open it. In the letter, the erratic, loopy handwriting of Jae's childhood had been replaced by something steadier—careful lines detailing a life at a halfway house, the repetitive hum of twelve-step meetings, and the fragile milestone of a year of sobriety. Lainey didn't ask for money; she asked for a chance to make amends.

Jae’s first instinct was to build a wall. She had spent a lifetime holding her breath, waiting for the inevitable crash that followed every one of her mother's "fresh starts." Now, she had more than just herself to protect. She looked at Maya—so small, so untainted by the chaos of a life lived in the shadows of addiction—and felt a fierce, territorial urge to keep her grandmother’s instability far away.

But the silence of the apartment, once so heavy with the fallout of the affair and the wreckage of the Bradshaw family, had changed Jae. Having navigated the gray areas of her own morality, she found that her old, sharp edges of judgment had softened. She had been the villain in Kendra’s story; she had built a life on a foundation of betrayal. If she could hope for a future after what she’d done, how could she deny her mother the same?

With a hand that shook only slightly, Jae dialed the number from the letter.

When Lainey arrived at the apartment, the woman who stepped through the door wasn't the ghost Jae remembered. The gray, sallow tint of her skin was gone, replaced by a healthy flush, and for the first time in years, there was a clear, focused light in her eyes. The meeting with Maya was quiet and reverent. Lainey didn't reach for the baby immediately; she waited for Jae’s nod, her eyes filling with tears as she finally held her granddaughter. At that moment, the air in the room seemed to clear. The I'm sorrys were whispered into the space between them, and for the first time, they didn't feel like empty promises.

Forgiveness didn't happen in a single burst, but in the small, domestic moments that followed. It was in the way they started spending Saturday afternoons together, or the sound of Lainey humming in the kitchen. Eventually, the trust grew enough for Jae to hand over the diaper bag and the spare key, allowing Lainey to stay with Maya while she and Beau went out for a rare, quiet dinner. Watching her mother wave from the window as they pulled away, Jae realized she wasn't just happy to have a babysitter—she was finally, after a lifetime of waiting, happy to have her mother back.

—

Kendra remained on her distant planet. No contact. No acknowledgment. Lily mentioned her mother was planning a trip with her new boyfriend. She was moving on, building a life without Beau, without the shadow of their betrayal. It was what she deserved.

The focus of Jae’s world narrowed again to the apartment, to Beau, to Maya. The rhythm they’d established deepened into something comfortable, even joyful. Beau was a devoted father, his tenderness with Maya unlocking a softer side of him Jae had only glimpsed before. He was also, slowly, becoming her partner again—not just the man she’d had a scandalous affair with, but the man she shared a home and a child with.

The sexual tension, rekindled after Maya’s birth, had simmered but remained mostly unacted upon. The demands of a newborn, the fatigue, the sheer logistical challenge of finding time and energy had kept it at a low, steady hum. But it was there. In the way he’d kiss her goodbye, his lips lingering. In the way his hand would slide over her hip when they stood together watching Maya sleep. In the dark, knowing look he’d give her when she nursed, his eyes following the movement of her breast with a possessive, hungry focus that made her skin flush.

One quiet evening, Maya was asleep in her crib in the nursery, a soft, rhythmic snuffling sound drifting through the half-open door. Jae was in the living room, curled on the sofa with a parenting book, a cup of tea cooling on the side table. The apartment was peaceful, a haven of lamplight and silence.

Beau came home later than usual, the sound of his key in the lock a familiar comfort. He entered, shedding his work jacket, his crisp button-down shirt slightly rumpled. He looked tired, but his eyes found her immediately, a warm recognition in them.

“Hey,” he said, his voice a low rumble in the quiet room.

“Hey,” Jae replied, setting the book aside.

He came over, sinking onto the sofa beside her, close enough that his thigh pressed against hers. He leaned back, exhaling a long breath. “Long day. But good.” He turned to look at her, his gaze traveling over her face, her loose hair, her simple cotton lounge clothes. “How was your day? How’s Maya?”

“She’s good. Slept a lot. Lily texted—she might come over Saturday.”

A slight tension flickered in Beau’s jaw, but then relaxed. “That’s good. For you.”

He reached out, his hand taking hers, his fingers intertwining with hers. He held it, not just a casual touch, but a deliberate, grounding connection. He looked at their joined hands, then up at her.

“Jae,” he began, his tone shifting, becoming more serious, more focused. “These last months… with Maya, with you here… it’s been the hardest and best time of my life. Losing… losing Lily and Kendra the way we did… it’s a wound that won’t ever fully heal. But what we’ve built here, what we have…” He paused, his blue eyes holding hers with an intensity that made the air in the room seem to still. “It’s real. It’s everything I never knew I wanted until I had you.”

Her pulse stirred, a warm, deep flutter low in her body. She squeezed his hand. “It’s everything for me too.”

He nodded, his expression growing even more solemn. He released her hand and stood up. For a moment, she thought he was just shifting position. But he didn’t sit back down. He moved to stand before her, then, slowly, deliberately, he went down on one knee.

Jae’s breath faltered. Her mind blanked for a second, refusing to process the image. Beau Bradshaw, on his knees before her in their living room.

He reached into the inner pocket of his work shirt and withdrew a small, velvet box. He opened it.

Inside, a ring. Not extravagant, but beautiful. A simple band of white gold, with a single, clear diamond set in a delicate halo. It sparkled in the lamplight.

“Jae Wells,” Beau said, his voice rough with emotion, yet clear and firm. “I love you. I love our daughter. I want a life with you, not just this… this arrangement we’ve been piecing together. I want a family with you, officially, forever.” He held the box up, his eyes never leaving hers. “Will you marry me?”

The question hung in the quiet room, amplified by the soft snuffling of their sleeping child in the next room. Jae stared at the ring, at the man kneeling before her. The man who had been her best friend’s father. The man who had stared at her in a kitchen a year ago. The man who had torn her life apart and then painstakingly helped her rebuild it into this. This moment. This offer.

All the guilt, the complexity, the messy, painful history—it didn’t vanish. But it folded itself into a smaller shape, placed inside a box labeled Past. What remained, what filled her entire being, was a yes. A huge, overwhelming, certain yes.

“Yes,” she whispered, then louder, her voice breaking. “Yes, Beau. I’ll marry you.”

His face transformed. The solemn intensity shattered into a radiant, triumphant joy. A smile broke across his features, the kind that reached his eyes and lit them from within. He took the ring from the box and slid it onto her finger. It fit perfectly, cool and then warming instantly against her skin.

He stood then, rising to his full height. He looked at her, at the ring on her hand, and something shifted in his demeanor. The joy hardened into a darker, more possessive heat. The proposal was done. The promise was made. Now, something else demanded acknowledgment.

He didn’t speak. He simply reached for her, his hands closing around her upper arms. He pulled her up from the sofa, his strength effortless. Before she could utter a word, he bent and kissed her.

This kiss was not tender. It was not the sweet kiss in the park. It was a reclaiming. A deep, hungry, consuming kiss that poured all the pent-up desire of months, all the frustration of their careful distance, all the triumph of his successful claim, into her mouth. His tongue pushed past her lips, claiming the space, tasting her deeply. She yielded, opening for him, her hands clutching at his shirt. The taste of him—coffee, work, him— flooded her senses. A moan built in her throat, swallowed by his mouth.

He broke the kiss only to lift her. His arms went under her, and he lifted her off the ground, cradling her against his chest. She was weightless in his hold. He carried her, not towards the sofa, but out of the living room, down the short hallway, into their bedroom.

He didn’t gently place her on the bed. He tossed her. A controlled, deliberate throw that landed her in the center of the mattress, the blankets soft under her. She bounced once, her hair flying, a gasp escaping her lips. He stood at the bedside, looking down at her, his eyes blazing with that magnetic, dominant fire she remembered from their earliest, most illicit encounters.

“My wife,” he said, the words a low, possessive growl. “My fiancée. Mine.”

He came onto the bed, kneeling over her. His hands went to her clothes—the soft cotton pants, the simple top. He didn’t undress her slowly. He stripped her. His fingers hooked into the waistband of her pants and pulled them down, over her hips, down her legs, tossing them aside. Her top was dragged over her head, the fabric catching briefly on her arms before he tugged it free. Within seconds, she was naked before him, lying on their bed, the new ring glinting on her finger.

His gaze devoured her. Her body, still marked by motherhood—the softer curve of her belly, the fuller breasts, the dusky pink nipples that were often tender and sensitive. He focused there first.

He lowered himself, his body settling beside hers, one arm pinning her gently to the mattress. His head dipped to her chest. His mouth closed over one nipple.

He didn’t just kiss it. He sucked. A deep, pulling suction that drew a sharp, startled cry from her lips. Her body reacted instantly, a bolt of sensation shooting from her nipple straight down to her core, a path of pure, electric arousal. Her breasts were full, still producing milk for Maya. The suction triggered a faint, warm trickle.

Beau tasted it. He drank. A soft, rhythmic swallowing as he sucked harder, drawing not just pleasure from her, but the literal nourishment of their child. The taboo of it, the intimacy of it, was dizzying. It was a claiming of her entire maternal body, a consumption of her in her most primal role. She arched under him, her back bowing off the mattress, a continuous moan now streaming from her mouth.

He switched to the other nipple, his mouth latching onto it with the same fervent hunger. He drank again, his tongue circling the sensitive peak, his suction relentless. Her hands flew to his head, her fingers tangling in his tousled blonde hair, holding him there, urging him deeper. The dual sensations—the intense, almost painful pleasure at her nipples and the deep, throbbing need building between her legs—coalesced into a single, overwhelming demand.

He released her breast finally, his mouth wet, his lips glistening. He looked up at her face, his own flushed with desire. “So sweet,” he murmured, his voice dark and thick. “All of you. Everything you are.”

He moved then, shifting down her body. His hands slid over her softer belly, a caress of ownership. He kissed her there, a soft, lingering press of his lips against the skin that had stretched to hold their daughter. Then he continued lower.

He settled between her legs, his shoulders pushing her thighs apart. He didn’t ask. He didn’t preface. He simply looked at her, his gaze fixed on her sex, exposed and already glistening with her arousal. Then he leaned in.

His mouth covered her.

The first touch of his lips on her sensitive flesh was a shock of wet, hot perfection. He didn’t start slow. He dove in, his tongue pushing into her, a deep, penetrating stroke that curled inside her and drew out a raw, ragged scream from her throat. Her hips jerked off the bed, but his hands clamped on her thighs, holding her down, keeping her open for him.

He ate her with a voracious, single-minded intensity. His tongue explored every fold, every hidden contour, licking and probing with a precision that felt practiced and utterly devoted to her pleasure. He found her clit and focused there, his tongue circling the swollen peak, then flattening against it, applying a steady, rhythmic pressure that made her vision blur. She thrashed under him, her fingers tearing at the sheets, her cries becoming a continuous, desperate melody.

She was close. So close. The orgasm built, a towering wave of sensation gathering at her core, ready to crash over her.

He sensed it. He stopped.

His tongue withdrew. His lips left her. He lifted his head, looking up at her from between her thighs. His face was wet, his chin slick with her moisture. His eyes held a deliberate, commanding glint.

“Not yet,” he said, his voice a rough command. “You don’t cum until I say so.”

The denial was a cruel, exquisite twist. The wave hovered, suspended, a promise denied. She whimpered, her body aching, trembling with the near-miss. “Beau, please…”

“I said not yet,” he repeated, his tone firm. He moved back up her body, kneeling over her again. He unbuckled his own pants, tugging them and his boxers down just enough to free his cock. It was already fully erect, thick and flushed, a testament to his own arousal from tasting her.

He didn’t enter her. He looked at her, his eyes holding hers. “You’re going to ride me. You’re going to take what you need, but you’re going to look at me. You’re going to see who’s giving it to you.”

He positioned himself, sitting back against the pillows, his cock standing upright. He guided her, his hands on her hips, turning her, maneuvering her until she was straddling him, her knees on the mattress beside his thighs.

She looked down at him, at his face, at his cock waiting for her. The denied orgasm still pulsed angrily within her, a beast demanding release. She lowered herself, her hand guiding his cock to her entrance. The first touch of the tip against her wet, eager opening was a relief so profound she groaned.

She sank down.

He filled her, a slow, exquisite invasion that stretched her, completed her. She took him all, until he was buried deep inside her, their bodies joined fully. She paused there, seated on him, feeling the thick press of him within her, the heat of his skin against hers.

His hands settled on her hips, his grip firm. “Now,” he ordered, his voice low. “Ride me. Look at me.”

She began to move. A slow, rocking rise and fall at first, testing the fit, the sensation. Then, as the need overcame her, her movements became faster, more urgent. She rose up, almost freeing him, then plunged down, taking him deep again. The friction was perfect, a slick, hot glide that sent sparks of pleasure shooting through her nerves.

She kept her eyes locked on his. He watched her, his blue eyes burning into hers, his expression a mix of fierce possession and deep admiration. He saw her pleasure. He saw her abandon. He saw her taking him, claiming him just as he had claimed her.

Her pace became desperate. She rode him hard, her thighs working, her breasts bouncing with the motion. The denied orgasm roared back, bigger now, fueled by the deep penetration, by the visual connection, by the sheer physical mastery of her movements.

“I’m… I’m going to…” she gasped, her rhythm faltering, her body tightening around him.

“Now,” Beau growled, his own breath coming hard. “Now, Jae. Cum for me.”

The permission unleashed it. The wave crashed, a cataclysmic release that tore through her body. Her inner muscles clenched around his cock in rapid, pulsing spasms. A white-hot pleasure exploded from her core, radiating out to every limb, blinding her for a second. She cried out, a sharp, pure sound of release, her body shuddering violently atop him.

Her climax triggered his. He saw it in her face, felt it in the violent tightening of her around him. His own control shattered. He bucked beneath her, his hips driving up into her as he held her hips down. A rough groan tore from his throat as he surged deep into her and spilled himself, his release hot and pumping inside her, mixing with her own fluids.

She collapsed forward onto him, her body spent, trembling. He caught her, his arms wrapping around her, holding her against his chest as their ragged breaths mingled. He was still inside her, both of them still joined in the wet, warm aftermath.

He kissed her shoulder, her neck, his lips tender now against her sweat-slick skin. “My wife,” he murmured again, the words a satisfied sigh.

Jae lay against him, the ring on her finger pressing into his chest. The orgasm had been a physical earthquake, but the emotional ground it had shaken was now settled into a new, unshakeable formation. She was going to marry him. They were a family. The past was a scar, but the future was a promise, sealed now with this act, with this ring, with this man.

As they lay there, tangled and breathless, Maya’s soft snuffling from the nursery continued, a gentle soundtrack to their new beginning. Jae closed her eyes, her face against Beau’s chest, and realized with a profound, calm certainty that she finally had a real family of her own. The difficult road had led here, to this bed, to this man, to this child sleeping nearby. And she couldn’t wait to marry him.

BACK COVER

Jae Wells has spent her life navigating the wreckage of her mother’s addiction. At eighteen, she is a master of survival and a stranger to stability. When her mother is sent to prison, Jae is left with nothing—until the Bradshaws step in.

The Bradshaws are the picture-perfect family of Jae’s life-long best friend, Lily. Kendra is a nurturing nurse, Lily is the innocent daughter, and Beau is the dependable, successful father figure Jae never had. They open their doors and their hearts to her, offering a spare room and a seat at their table.

But gratitude is a fragile thing when it’s met with a forbidden spark.

What begins as a moment of shared vulnerability between Jae and Beau quickly spirals into a high-stakes affair. Trapped between her intense love for the only family she’s ever known and a searing, undeniable passion for the man at the head of it, Jae finds herself living a double life. When a positive pregnancy test turns their secret into a ticking time bomb, the walls of the Bradshaw home begin to close in.

As her belly grows, so does the weight of her betrayal. Jae must decide if the family she’s always dreamed of is worth the destruction of the one that saved her.

Can a new life truly begin on a foundation of broken promises?
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