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      To everyone struggling with social media…

      

      It’s okay to feel the weight of it all. You’re not alone.

      

      Spend more time getting to know yourself.

      

      Be the version of yourself you approve of. A life lived for strangers is no life at all.

      

      Quiet the noise.

      

      Love what you love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Let yourself be silently drawn by the strange pull of what you really love. It will not lead you astray.

        Rumi
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author note in regards to series

        

      

    

    
      The Real Life, Real Love series is comprised of interconnected standalone novels, each about a unique couple. It is not necessary to read the stories in order, but recommended if you want to avoid spoilers from prior books.

      

      First Comes Forever is proceeded by Sing Your Secrets and interwoven with the events of Paint Me Perfect.
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      This story contains topics that may be sensitive to readers including miscarriage, chemical pregnancy, and struggles with fertility. There are also numerous mentions of depression and anxiety, largely due to social media bullying and harassment.

      

      Please protect your mental health and read responsibly.
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      eight years ago

      Her snore is cute. It’s loud. But it’s cute.

      I realize it probably sounds like an airplane going through turbulence to anyone else. But that’s what happens when the woman you love is carrying your baby. She’s perfection. She can do no wrong. Her lumberjack snore sounds like a kitten’s purr.

      A kitten on steroids, sure…but still.

      I’ve nearly tiptoed out of the bedroom when the snoring subsides, and Liv’s voice replaces it. “Babe?”

      She reaches for the bedside lamp, but it’s unnecessary. At six o’clock in L.A., the bright morning light is already streaming through the blinds.

      “Did I wake you up?” She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, a sheepish, self-conscious expression on her face. “I never used to snore. I hate the third trimester.”

      “You didn’t wake me up.” I double back to balance half of my ass on the side of the bed and kiss her soft lips. “Can I get you guys anything?” I pull back the covers and expose Liv’s full belly. I swear two weeks ago it looked like she just had a big lunch. And now, all of a sudden, it looks like she swallowed a globe. According to her pregnancy group, she finally “popped.”

      She smiles at me as I run my hand over the swell of her stomach. “Maybe some orange juice, please.” Her smile quickly disappears when she notices I’m dressed in a button-down shirt and nice pants. “Adam. It’s Saturday.”

      Same old argument. I was hoping to slip out before we had to have it again.

      “I know, I know. I’m sorry. It won’t be like this forever.” I take her hand in mine and kiss each of her dainty fingertips. “I’m paying my dues. One day, I’ll be making quadruple what I am now and working half the hours, I promise. I’ll buy us a place twice the size of this condo, right on the beach. Weekends will be ours.” I trill my fingers against her stomach. “Is my baby up?”

      Liv smirks. “Ask her.”

      Leaning in, I place my lips against the roundest part of her belly. “Sunshine,” I singsong. “I have a really long day of work ahead of me and a little kick for Daddy would brighten my day.” I gently press two fingers against Liv’s stomach. Nothing.

      “Long day?” she asks, rolling her eyes so hard, it looks uncomfortable. Point taken. “This Chase guy again?”

      “This Chase guy is going to be the reason I can buy you a big house right on the beach one day, honey. He’s…”

      Chase Ford is a brand-new actor. An underdog. Without a friend or connection in the industry. But I just have a hunch. That’s what makes a good talent agent—you have to trust your gut.

      Liv quirks her brow. “He’s what?”

      “He’s something. He’s the next Pratt, Kransinski, or Franco. A chameleon. He can do it all—action, romance, fantasy. If I had to pick a horse to bet on…” When Liv doesn’t match my playful smile, I let out an understanding sigh. “I’ve been working a lot—”

      “Every single weekend for months, Adam.”

      I duck my head. I know. “I got Chase into a last-minute audition. I mean, he won’t get the part. Not a chance in hell.” I shake my head as Liv grimaces. “No, it’s fine. I’m just trying to get him in front of the casting director. He needs to nail this audition and make a great impression because the rumor is she’s casting for this other project that would be a much bigger opportunity.”

      “You’re always scheming, babe,” Liv says, then grumbles as she maneuvers downward on the bed, clearly set on going back to sleep.

      “I’m just going to pick him up, drive him to the audition, and run lines with him. I’ll come home as soon as he’s done. How about I bring home an early dinner and…” I squint one eye. “Rocky Road?”

      Liv makes a gagging sound.

      “Mint chocolate chip?” I ask.

      My wife looks at me like I just suggested she snack on dog shit.

      “Strawberry cheesecake?”

      “Ding, ding, ding,” she says before she pulls the covers over her head. I gently pull them back and brush the loose strands of blond away from her forehead.

      “Liv, don’t be mad at me. You know I’d rather spend the day with my girls.”

      She pokes her tongue out. “I’m not mad at you. Now get out of here and go make Chase’s dreams come true.”

      “Hey.” I slip my hand under the covers and find her belly again. “You know you’re my dream come true, right?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she says, pretending to be bitter, but she finally gives me a reluctant smile.

      I kiss her forehead. “I’ll be back before you know it. Bye, Sunshine,” I coo at Liv’s belly, waiting for my kick. Still nothing. Apparently, she takes after her mama and likes to sleep in.

      “Hey, Adam?” Liv asks as I reach the door.

      Spinning around, I reply, “Yes, honey?”

      “I’ve been thinking about names, and I like Holly.” Liv scours my expression and quickly adds, “Maybe just as a middle name?”

      I don’t like saying no to my wife. I want to give her every single thing she wants. But I can’t give her this. “No, Liv. I’m sorry. We’re not naming her after my mother. End of story.”

      “I think it could be a good way to open up lines of communication.”

      I inhale deeply, then exhale slowly, my intuition telling me exactly where this is coming from. “She reached out to you, didn’t she?”

      Liv’s nod is small and unsure. “Through Facebook.”

      I double back to the bed, this time sitting near Liv’s feet.

      “You’re mad,” she says.

      Squeezing her small foot through our thin comforter, I assure her, “No, not at you. But I want her to stop trying to contact us. When my mom left, she closed the door behind her.”

      “But, baby, you’re the one who locked it. It’s been over fifteen years. She’s a different person now. She’s full of regret and wants to apologize to you, in person.”

      “I don’t care. I don’t wish ill on her, Liv, but I can’t forgive her for abandoning our family the way she did. There are some kinds of betrayal you can never come back from.”

      Her eyes widen and fill with tears. “I think you could forgive her if you really tried. Sometimes good people make horrible mistakes. Things they can’t take back. But if they’re truly sorry, maybe they deserve second chances.” She’s barely comprehensible through her sudden sobbing.

      Liv’s had an emotional roller coaster of a pregnancy. There’s been a lot of up-and-down mood swings, crying, and laughing out of context. But even this reaction seems extreme. Still, I pause and study her expression before scooting up the bed. Using my thumbs, I gently wipe away the droplets streaming down her face.

      “Honey,” I say soothingly as my hand finds her belly again, “did you know our baby is the length of a banana?”

      “What?” She sucks in short breaths as her crying calms.

      “I checked the pregnancy app this morning. We blinked and our baby went from a little blueberry to a banana. She can hear us now. And can supposedly distinguish our different voices.”

      “What does that have to do with your mom?” She sniffles.

      “I’m happy, Liv. I’m really excited to meet our baby girl, and I don’t want to mix memories from the worst part of my life with the best.” I tenderly plant my lips on Liv’s forehead. “So the door between me and my mom remains shut. And locked. Okay?”

      Liv nods solemnly. “I can’t believe you knew that.” Her smile is small, barely a twitch of the lips.

      “Knew what?”

      “She’s the size of a banana. The other women in my pregnancy group complain their husbands don’t even help bring in grocery bags, but you barely let me lift a finger and you’re checking the pregnancy tracker before I do. I picked the best dad for this baby. You’re already really attached, aren’t you?”

      Her tears are flowing again and something deep in my gut tells me I shouldn’t leave my wife today. Maybe I should tell Chase he’s on his own for the audition. Except, shit. His last-minute audition is a personal favor I called in. I have to be there. On his own, Chase won’t make it past the studio’s security.

      “Liv, are you going to be okay?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, then… Of course I’m attached. Nothing in this world could tear me away from you and our little banana. Our family.”

      Liv nods quickly and tucks herself back under the covers before I can say another word. “I love you, Adam, so much,” she muffles.

      I love you, too.
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      I’m on a mission. Weaving through people like a running back at the Super Bowl making the play of his life. I hurtle past drunk partygoers, nearly bulldozing through the birthday boy’s enormous present table, placed smackdab in the middle of the main living room of the beach house. Damn, that’s not good. On one end, the table is covered with small bags from Cartier and Valentino, and top-shelf liquor. On the other end, it’s a buffet of bongs, pills, and neat lines of snow-white powder that seems inevitable at celebrity birthday parties these days. We’re screwed. Chase specifically told us to keep his party tame this year, but I’ll worry about that later. My end zone is the bathroom, which is nearly in sight…

      “Wait! Adam!”

      For the love of all that is holy.

      Pretending I don’t hear her, I continue down the hallway, but I hear her stilettos clicking faster behind me. “Adam,” she scolds, knowing I’m purposely ignoring her.

      Pressing my palm against my thigh as if it can hold back my bursting bladder, I turn around to face Lily Raymond, who is the most annoyingly shrill, judgmental, and downright mean gossip columnist for Whispers Magazine. She has one job—to stalk major celebrities and catch them in their most vulnerable and embarrassing moments. She makes a complete meal out of roasting them in her vile column. Her target tonight is my best friend, my client, and the host of this party—Hollywood movie star, Chase Ford.

      “Lily.”

      “Hey, how are you?”

      Is that supposed to be a smile? Lily’s face looks like she’s unwillingly chewing bark. “I’m surprised to see you here,” I say, dodging her question.

      I look over her shoulder to Jay, Chase’s bodyguard. At six-foot-four and nearly two hundred and fifty pounds of muscle, he could easily hoist this little troublemaker over his shoulder and set her on the front lawn. If we time it right, I could turn on the sprinklers. I think California is still in a drought and we’re supposed to water sparingly, but surely exceptions can be made for emergencies. Like hosing down a dirty rat.

      “I almost didn’t make it. I found out about Chase’s birthday party just this morning. I guess my invitation got lost in the mail.”

      I level a stare at her. “Nope. We just didn’t send you one.” I click my jaw and follow it with a fake smile. I probably shouldn’t provoke her, but damn I hate this woman.

      “Oh, come on. I thought we were going to let bygones be bygones.”

      And by “bygones” Lily is referring to the time she hired a woman to seduce Chase and then provide an interview for Lily’s infamously shameless column, in which she gave a play-by-play reenactment of their evening together. She even, in great detail, described the birthmark he has at the base of his dick, which is, quite frankly, more than I need to know about my best friend. It was more than anyone needs to know about Chase Ford. It was very fucking expensive to pay off every single complicit asshole in that scheme. Thanks to Lily’s assistant warning us about the interview ahead of time, and several bribes, including Lily’s VIP admittance to Chase’s next red-carpet appearance, we squashed the story before it got published.

      “What do you want, Lily? Don’t you have photographer minions lurking around trying to catch Chase in a damning position?”

      She runs her hand through her sleek, shiny dark hair and then pulls down the hem of her skin-tight black dress. Her wicked smile returns. “I’m just here to wish Chase a very happy thirtieth birthday.”

      “I’ll tell him for you…meaning you can leave. Please feel free to take a bottle of champagne”—I point down the hall to the massive bar—“on your way out. Hell, take two. And some snacks. What are you eating these days? Souls? Or are you still feeding on the fear of children?”

      “An IT joke? Really?” She blinks at me, unamused.

      “It seemed lazy to call you the devil incarnate. I feel like a demon-possessed clown adds a touch of sophistication.”

      She narrows her eyes. “Well, genius, IT is not demon-possessed. If you knew anything about Stephen King’s work, IT is a demon. It’s a shape-shifting monster that takes the form of a clown.”

      I hold up my palms and take a small step backward. “Well, you would know, it’s your backstory.” Rolling her eyes, she turns on her heel. Grumbling to myself, I call after her, “Lily, wait.”

      “What?” She sucks in her tongue against her top teeth, making a squealing sound as she waits for what I’m sure she’s assuming is another insult.

      Relaxing my shoulders, I take in a deep breath before releasing it…and my attitude. This feud with Lily has been going on for too long, not to mention, she has the power to easily wreak havoc on Chase’s reputation. “Can you just be here to have fun? Be a person tonight, not a reporter.”

      Her lips twist tightly, then finally relax. “You’re asking me to take a night off?”

      “Yeah.” I nod. “And for what it’s worth, Chase is a really good guy who’s down on his luck. The way you, all these other tabloids, and the internet talk about him—you forget he’s not a brand. He’s a person, with a heart. And every time you spew this poison, you’re breaking someone’s heart.”

      I’ve been in this industry for so long that it’s easy to lose sight of what really matters. All people in L.A. want is more money, more secrets, more drama. We forget that someone always pays the emotional price for the public’s entertainment. I’m sick of watching my best friend pay the psychological toll, feeding everyone else’s cruelty.

      “You know, I come across a lot of managers. Most of them are sleazy.”

      I scrunch my toes inside my shoes. I’m going to burst, but I try to hold it. I desperately need to finish this conversation because I think I might finally, after five years, be getting through to the Wicked Witch of the West over here. “You don’t say.”

      “Some of them even sell me stories about their clients.”

      “Shameful.”

      “But not you,” she says, reaching into her clutch and pulling out her phone. “You’re a good guy, Adam. And for that? You deserve a night off too. So relax.” Spinning around so I can see, she deletes all the various photos she’s taken this evening. She holds up her hands in a show of surrender. “Tonight, I’ll just be a guest.”

      I press my palms and fingers together in gratitude. “Thank you. Enjoy the party. The Dom Perignon is locked up in the silver fridge behind the bar.” Fishing in my pants pocket, I hand her a little key. “My treat.”

      Tucking the key inside the cup of her bra, she rubs her hands together and flashes me a genuine smile. “All right, now it’s a celebrity party. Dom for everyone.”

      Jesus. “Have a nice time, Lily.”

      With that crisis hopefully averted, I burst into the nearest guest bathroom, barely shutting the door behind me before I unzip. It’s only when I’m thoroughly relieved and washing my hands that I hear a voice behind the closed shower curtain.

      “I have to say, it’s really refreshing to see a man wash his hands after peeing.”

      My balls shrivel up as I immediately recognize her voice. Oh, this is agonizing. I’m put off by another woman accosting me, but unlike Lily, I’m pleasantly surprised that Amani Rhodes is here at Chase’s party.

      I hoped. Not like this, obviously. But fuck, I hoped I’d get to meet her in person.

      “Amani?”

      She yanks the shower curtain back and I see she’s lying as flat as possible so her thighs and arms are pressed against the porcelain tub. She has the guest towel—which looks drenched—draped across her forehead. Her thick, auburn-red hair is twisted into a loose bun on top of her head. I could go on…

      I’ve studied the girl on social media for endless hours.

      Sue me.

      She’s a goddess. Of course I’ve gone down the rabbit hole of Amani’s social media. I’ve made base camp on her Instagram profile with alerts for whenever she posts a new TikTok. My excuse is that I want to represent her as a manager. If she wanted to flip that switch, Amani would have a very lucrative career in film or modeling. I could get her endless jobs in a heartbeat—but so far, she’s ignored all my DMs.

      “How’d you know it was me?” Her green eyes are sparkling with challenge under the bright overhead lighting.

      “Because you can credit me with at least a couple thousand of your TikTok views. I recognized your voice.”

      She rolls her eyes dramatically. “Perv,” she mutters.

      I shut off the faucet and shake off the excess water in the sink. The hand towel is on her forehead, so I have to settle for wiping the dampness on my jeans. “Excuse me,” I say, “you’re the one in here listening to me pee, perv. That’s an interesting kink, by the way. Good to know.” I shoot her a wink.

      She tries to keep her lips pressed in a flat line, but she breaks. A small chuckle escapes her lips. “Sorry. In my defense, I would’ve said something, but it seemed like you were in a state of emergency. I thought I should let you pee in peace.”

      I feel the red heat cool in my cheeks. Interesting… I didn’t expect it to be so easy to talk to her. “Why are you hiding in the bathroom at a party?”

      Crossing my arms, I lean back on the bathroom counter and allow myself to soak up the view. Goddamn. She’s even prettier in person.

      She’s obviously appealing—big green eyes, thick, red hair, and yes, her tits are the eighth world wonder. Even curled up in the bathtub, she looks flawless, with hair and makeup like she just walked off the red carpet. I’ll admit, I’m missing her freckles tonight… You can only see them when she’s not wearing makeup. Of all of Amani’s “looks,” it’s by far my favorite. Completely natural.

      “I’m feeling a little sick.” She shrugs one shoulder.

      My jaw ticks. “How long have you been here?” I ask, suddenly concerned when I notice that she’s visibly sweating and looks a little pale. “Did you leave your drink unattended? Did you feel sick after—”

      “No,” she says and then exhales as she shakes her head. “No one slipped me anything. It’s nothing like that. I wanted to be a supportive friend for Noa so she didn’t have to come alone, but I probably should’ve stayed home. I’ve been feeling like this all day.” She presses her fingertips against her closed eyelids. “Actually, a while.”

      “Feeling like what?”

      “Like I’m on fire from the inside.” Pulling the towel off her head, she holds it out. “Would you mind?”

      “Course not,” I reply, taking the towel and flipping on the faucet. “Cool or cold?”

      “Freezing, please.”

      Running the cold water over the towel, I wring it out so just cold dampness remains, then fold it neatly into a strip. Seizing the opportunity to show my chivalry, I ignore her outstretched hand and instead place the cool towel over her forehead. Pressing it gently into her skin, I ask, “Is that okay?”

      “Perfect.” She closes her eyes, her full coral-colored lips spread into the cutest smile. Her dark eye makeup perfectly blended, her lips a kissable orangey-pink…

      Not a freckle in sight.

      “I’m Adam, by the way.” I bite my bottom lip, wondering if I should extend my hand. It’s funny—the day and age of social media. I haven’t formally met Amani, yet I know more about her than I bet she’d be comfortable knowing I do.

      “I know who you are, Adam Montgomery.”

      “You do?”

      She opens one eye. “You’ve messaged me so, so many times.”

      My jaw drops and I give her my most incredulous expression. “So you read my messages but just ignore them?”

      “Yup.” She chuckles.

      “Wow…I…” I return her laugh. “I guess I kind of expected you to deny that. Or at least attempt to feel bad about it.”

      She sighs in relief as she tugs the towel off her forehead and uses it to pat her cheeks and then her neck. “Oh, come on. Do you know how many sleazy talent agents and managers slide into my DMs telling me they can make me rich and famous? You don’t think I’ve learned to spot a scam by now?”

      I balance a butt cheek on the edge of the porcelain tub by her bare feet. Looking over my shoulder, I see her strappy stilettos kicked to the corner of the bathroom. “First of all, I didn’t say I’d make you rich and famous. Second of all, you know I’m not some scam artist. I manage Chase Ford. It doesn’t get more legitimate than that.”

      “Good point.” She raises her eyebrows at me. “Why do you want more clients? Don’t you have your hands full with Chase?”

      Yes. “You want the truth?”

      “Sure.”

      “I just wanted an excuse to talk to you.” I touch the tip of her toe where her bright red polish ends, like a goofy idiot. I don’t even blame her for lightly kicking my hand away. Fuck. Not smooth, Adam.

      Her eyes hit the ceiling. “Of course.”

      “What is that reaction for?”

      Amani sits up in the empty tub and stretches her arms overhead, pushing her firm, plump breasts together as if she’s purposely trying to tease me. “You L.A. guys are all the same. You fall in love with filters, makeup, smoke, and mirrors. You’d be appalled at the real me.” She swivels her finger around her pretty makeup-filled face. “She doesn’t look like this. This took hours to achieve.”

      I scoff, admittedly a little irritated now. “That’s not fair.”

      “What’s not?”

      “Your accusation.” I poke my tongue out at her playfully. “You know, you spend all this time trying to be incredibly sexy on the internet, and you’re”—I fake a gasp and clutch my chest—“offended when a man sees your profile and finds you incredibly sexy. How is that fair? Especially when you show up at a party I’m hosting, looking like that.”

      I almost miss it. Almost. But I catch the tail end of her cheeks flushing. They reddened and returned to their normal tone so fast, I bet she thinks I didn’t see her blush at my forward compliment.

      “I’m just here for Noa.”

      Ah, Noa. The culprit behind this whole impromptu birthday party. After convincing sweetheart, single mom Noa to agree to be his fake girlfriend for a little PR, he needed an excuse to see her again. Making up a birthday party that she needed to make an appearance at seemed like a good excuse to fly her from Denver to L.A. so he could see her again.

      “How long have you and Noa been friends?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

      “Since diapers.”

      “So you’re from—”

      “Denver as well. Yes.”

      I nod. “How long have you been in L.A.?”

      She screws up her face and pinches one eye shut like she’s trying to work out the math. “A little over a year now…I think?” Her eyes pop open suddenly and she points at my chest. “Can I trust Chase around Noa?”

      “Huh?”

      She taps her lips pensively. “This whole PR scheme you and your team concocted only happened because Noa was here in L.A., visiting me. If this goes to shit, I somehow feel responsible. Can I trust your wrecking-ball, man-whore of a client to be kind and respectful to my best friend? Because the ink is barely dry on her divorce papers. She’s still figuring out how to be a single mom. She’s been through enough.”

      I nod. “So has Chase.”

      “I’m serious, Adam. Noa’s not the same as the other girls Chase hangs around with. And I warn you if he screws with her—”

      “Amani.” I duck my head and lift my eyes to meet hers. “You’re in social media. You understand how rumors work. Whatever you think about Chase and me…I promise you—we’re not the bad guys. Chase has the best intentions and we will protect Noa from the media shitstorm. We know she’s saving our asses by going along with this.”

      After challenging my stare for what seems like a minute too long, she finally nods. “Okay, fine.” She rises and then scrambles out of the tub. I hold out my hand for support, but she doesn’t need it. Amani drapes the damp hand towel half over the sink, then collects her shoes in the corner. She doesn’t put them on. Instead, she backs away from me, barefoot.

      “Well, this was fun.” She glances at the toilet and then winks at me. “I’m sure I’ll see you around since our friends are friends and all.”

      “Wait. Are you feeling better?” I ask. “I can take you home,” I offer, wondering if I’m sounding as desperate as I feel. After months of pining for this woman, I finally have an audience in this tiny bathroom, even if it’s after she heard me take a leak. Not exactly the way I wanted to lay down the moves, but even still, I wish she would stay.

      “Nah, you’ve got a party to host.”

      “I don’t have to—”

      “Adam.” She arches her brows, telling me whatever I’m thinking is not going to happen.

      Let it go.

      She reaches for the door handle.

      Desperate to have the last word, I blurt out, “You turned me on to Twirley’s.”

      “What?” Her tone is softer and I know I’ve caught her attention. She lets go of the handle and spins around to face me.

      “Yeah. It’s the only coffee I buy now. Twirley’s is twenty minutes out of my way from home to my meetings in Hollywood. I sit in extra traffic almost every day to get my morning coffee when I don’t brew their stuff at home.”

      “Really?” She cracks a half-smile.

      “Yeah. Really.”

      A couple of weeks ago, Amani posted a video about a local coffee company, Twirley’s, that only orders their beans from a local farm in Mexico and insists on paying even more than fair trade standards. She passionately explained everything she’d learned about ethical farming and agriculture at her visit at that coffee shop, all without an ounce of makeup on. Her scant freckles and bright green eyes stole the show. Enough to convince me to head down to Twirley’s and buy ten bags of roasted coffee beans.

      She has a superpower, especially when she’s talking about something she really cares about. It must be the damn freckles… The real Amani—unfiltered, authentic, and incredibly interesting—could convince me to buy or do anything.

      She tries to hide her grin from spreading but fails. “Their stuff is good, right?”

      “It’s great. But what got me in the video you made was how everything is humanely sourced. All the recycled stuff and the ten percent they donate to the local food drive. We need more businesses like that here—businesses that care. I figured if they’re going the extra mile, so can I.”

      She bobs her head. The nod loosens her bun and whisps of her richly red hair fall into her face. “Thank you.”

      “For what?”

      She holds up one palm. “I get paid to make a lot of dumb videos, about a lot of dumb shit. But Twirley’s? I did that unsponsored. Just because I think they’re great and I wanted to help. They deserve to stay in business.” Her smile softens. “Thanks for…your support.”

      The way she’s smiling at me, I take my shot. “I’d love to buy you a cup of coffee sometime. From Twirley’s, of course.”

      She smirks. “To talk business?”

      “To talk about whatever you want.”

      She freezes in place for a moment and I swear yes is at the tip of her tongue, but she shakes it off as her jaw drops. “Damn. That was smooth.” She points at my chest. “Really smooth. Nice touch with the innocent intimate details there. You almost had me… Almost.”

      Her sassiness only fuels my infatuation. “It doesn’t have to be coffee. It can be a nicer date. We could go to dinner or—” I abruptly stop myself before I can say my place.

      “Or what?” she asks, narrowing her eyes.

      “Lunch.”

      She laughs. “I don’t think so, Adam Montgomery,” she says.

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I grimace. “Ouch.”

      “Ouch?” Her brows knit together in confusion.

      “Yeah. It’s never fun to hear that a pretty girl doesn’t find you attractive in return.” I pretend to pout at her. “There’s only one reason you’d turn me down without really knowing me.”

      Rolling her eyes, she crosses the space between us. She drops her shoes before she straightens the collar of my dress shirt with both hands, sending a shiver down my back. She’s so close I can breathe her in.

      Fuck. I resist withdrawing.

      That smell.

      She smells good, but something about that scent makes the hairs on the back of my neck rise. It’s light and floral…like… I can’t quite put my finger on it. But it’s something distinct that I remember.

      Amani drops her hands to my shoulders, brushing off the nonexistent crumbs. It seems like she’s just finding any excuse to touch me. I like her hands on me. Her touch is tender, which does not match the goofy cross-eyed smile she flashes me as she pokes her tongue out. “I don’t want your poor ego taking a hit. You’re tolerable.”

      I place my hand over hers and she flinches. But she doesn’t pull away as I remove her hand from my shoulder and weave my fingers between hers. “So, it’s my personality? Because I can work on that.” I give her hand a little squeeze and she must feel the little jolt as well because she rips her hand out of my grip.

      Taking a small step backward, she says, “Your words, not mine.” She scrunches her nose playfully.

      “Do you have a boyfriend?” Not that I’ve seen any indication of a man in Amani’s life on social media. Then again, most successful influencers these days are becoming pretty skilled at talking constantly at the world, yet keeping their private lives private.

      “Definitely not,” she mutters, her tone unmistakably bitter. She bends down, her legs pressed together, to scoop her shoes by their straps. Smoothing her dark purple, skin-tight mini dress as she stands, she tries and fails to pull the hem an inch lower. The dress seems determined to ride back up, revealing her mid-thighs.

      “Then what’s the issue? If you want me to earn your attention, Amani, just let me know I at least have a shot. Then, believe me, I’m willing to work for it.”

      “Right there,” she says. “That’s the issue. Smooth line, Adam. Exactly what a woman wants to hear—”

      “Well, I mean it—”

      “Which means it’s rehearsed,” she says, cutting me off. She pumps her eyebrows twice and her expression screams that I’m caught. I just don’t know what for.

      “Rehearsed?”

      “Yes, you flirt. The very first thing I noticed when I walked in tonight was you making your rounds, hitting on everything with a pulse.” She laughs. “I’m not looking to join the body count.”

      “I’m sorry, all I just heard is that I was the first person you noticed when you walked in. I’m really flattered. Seriously, I was beginning to think this infatuation was a little one-sided.” I gesture to the space between us while my smile grows wide. Amani seems unimpressed with my teasing, so I exhale and lazily roll my eyes. “I wasn’t hitting on anyone. It’s called schmoozing. Half the people here are playmakers in Hollywood. My literal job is making and keeping connections with these people.”

      She deadpans. “The busty blonde who, gun to her head, could not spell the word orange is a Hollywood playmaker?” Her tone is full of skepticism and she’s trying hard not to laugh.

      “That…is not…she…” I trail off. To be honest, I’m not stalling due to a guilty conscience. It’s just that half of the women here are blondes with sizable breasts, and most of them are so drunk and high right now, they really couldn’t spell orange. I have no idea who she’s talking about.

      Hannah fits the description, and her dad owns Studio Fourteen. Despite her best efforts, it’s why I’ve never touched the girl. A messy fallout after a one-night stand is a great way to piss off her very powerful father and get Chase on the permanent shit list for one of the industry’s biggest production companies.

      She holds her palms in the air. “Hey, I’m not trying to be an asshole. Your life seems fun, Adam. But right now, contrary to popular belief, it’s not what I’m looking for.”

      I squint at her. “You’re not looking for fun?”

      She swivels her pointer finger in the air. “I’m looking for less of this.”

      “Listening to strangers pee? Or do you mean celebrity birthday party ragers?”

      She chuckles at least. “Both,” she responds.

      “Look, Amani, I think you have the wrong impression of me.”

      But does she? This is my life. Anything pertaining to Chase is my job, my problem, or my privilege…and yeah, it involves a lot of parties, a lot of schmoozing, and very temporary relationships with women.

      She turns the silver handle and steps halfway through the door before she says over her shoulder, “I’ll DM you if my life changes. How about that?” After flashing me a quick smile laced with mischief, she closes the door softly behind her, leaving the scene smooth-as-fuck. James Bond couldn’t have pulled off a better exit.

      I let out a low whistle. I’m standing alone in the bathroom, head still spinning after an encounter with the infamous Amani Rhodes.

      Dateless…but feeling even more intrigued at this point. I breathe in her lingering perfume one more time before it dissipates.

      Honeysuckle. Dammit. That’s it, isn’t it?

      Same perfume. Definitely Honeysuckle by Rainelle.

      The irony. Of course the first woman I’ve offered to take on a date in years wears the same perfume as my ex-wife.
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      It’s unclear why I need to be dressed in a heinous, paper-thin hospital robe simply to pee in a cup, but lo and behold, here we are. Today’s doctor’s appointment is a little more exciting than usual.

      Wait, that’s an understatement.

      A lot more exciting.

      It took seven rounds of artificial insemination, but my sheer determination and stubbornness finally overcame. One of those little swimmers finally stuck, goddammit, and in eight-ish more months—I think, I’m still not clear on pregnancy math—I’m going to have a baby.

      I almost told my best friend Noa while she was in town for her fake boyfriend’s birthday party. Her new Hollywood hunk must be wildly distracting because she didn’t even notice I was sipping Sprite and Ginger Ale all week in lieu of my usual boozy choices. I swear, squeeze a lime in any drink and people automatically assume it’s a cocktail. Noa only once questioned my sudden nausea, but it was easy to blame that on an oncoming migraine. I felt a little guilty when she immediately brewed me a cup of my favorite passion fruit tea, sat my butt on the couch with a blanket, and started making preemptive cold presses for my forehead. She’s been my best friend since before I could spell friend. She knows the drill by now. I’ve had these migraines forever, my mother too…

      Oh damn. I trill my fingers over my stomach. I’m sorry, lil peanut. Apparently, chronic migraines are usually genetic, and in that aspect, I sincerely hope my baby takes after its dad…or donor more accurately.

      That’s going to be a hard one to explain one day.

      Donor 00429310 has a graduate degree, a higher than average IQ, is over six feet tall, has jet-black hair and light-colored eyes. The profile wouldn’t even indicate the specific color of his eyes—just light. And to be honest, I don’t care. I could’ve paid an extra four hundred dollars to see a composite illustration based off of his facial features and his biological father’s, but a caricature is not going to absolve the fact that one day, I’ll have to explain to my kid why I decided to do this alone.

      And you’re not really alone, lil peanut. You have a grandmother who will smother you to death with snuggles if I don’t run interference and four amazing aunties who will love you like their own. I’m sure of it. I just have to finally tell them what’s going on. Actually, I have to explain a lot of things to them: first, why the sky seemingly turned gray overnight and I ran off to California to be alone, and then why I decided to tell no one that I’m going to have a baby by myself.

      The rapid chime of notifications echoes off the walls of the exam room and summons me to my phone. I hop off the exam table and shuffle awkwardly to my purse sitting on a nearby chair as if I’m not alone in this room and someone could see my ass hanging out of this robe that refuses to close.

      Checking the caller ID, I don’t recognize the number…but it’s local.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “Hello, I’m Anne Raston, with Ottman Psychology Partners. I’m looking for Ms. Amani Rhodes.”

      “Um, yes, that’s me.” I pull the phone from my ear and can’t help but notice the hundreds of notifications. One of my reels must have some traction…which is good. God, I hope it’s for Sylvester Swim. They’ve paid me a small fortune, and I have yet to help them break even on their investment in me. They are good swimsuits…severely overpriced, sure…but bottom line is I need some users to get a little click happy because I’m starting to feel guilty—

      “So does two o’clock next Tuesday work?” Anne’s voice rings through the phone and I realize I’ve completely tuned out from our conversation. This keeps happening to me…losing moments of time whenever I’m near a screen.

      “I’m sorry, wait. What is this for and who is this again?”

      “I’m Anne Raston,” she says politely, even though I’m forcing her to repeat herself and just owned up to ignoring her. This woman has more patience than I deserve. “I’m a counselor with Ottman Psychology Partners. You filled out an inquiry form at the end of February, wanting to get on the waitlist. I have a spot available for you.”

      “Oh.” I vaguely remember months ago, during a tear-induced, insomnia-ridden night, googling a couple of local counselors and filling out some online forms. “I’m actually okay now. You can give the spot to someone else on the waitlist.”

      “Did you find another counselor?” she presses.

      “No…I’m just okay.” I’m pregnant now. Ergo, I’m not stressed about not being pregnant anymore. “A lot of my anxiety has calmed down.” If I were hooked up to a lie detector test at the moment, it would be furiously scribbling sharp peaks.

      “Did you have a change in employment?”

      “What?” Goodness gracious, she’s invasive. Although, perhaps that’s her job.

      “You mentioned in the form that you work in social media and that you were averaging about six hours of screen time a day. Is that still the case?”

      “I’m still a content creator and brand influencer…but I don’t think I said I was spending six hours a day on my phone.”

      “Hm,” she murmurs into the phone. “I’m just going off of the form, Ms. Rhodes. I apologize if I misunderstood.”

      “Oh, I’m not offended. I just don’t remember.”

      She clears her throat. “Well, how about just a complimentary introductory session. We can leave insurance out of it for now, just chat, and see if counseling might still be beneficial for you. Some of the things you wrote down on the inquiry form were concerning… I’d really like to help—”

      Knock, knock. I’m interrupted by my doctor at the door.

      “Anne, I’m sorry, it’s not a great time. I’m at an appointment, and I assure you I’m fine. But I really appreciate you following up.”

      “Okay, Amani,” she says just as politely as before, “this is my cell number if you ever need anything—”

      “Bye,” I muffle into the speaker, then shove my phone into my purse while I shuffle sidewise and hoist myself back onto the exam table. “Sorry, work,” I lie to Doctor Michel. The last thing my fertility doctor needs to hear is that I’ve been online shopping for mental health counseling. I’m going to be a mom. Or maybe I’m already a mom. When does momhood technically start? Either way, it’s time to be stronger than the demons in my mind.

      “We’ll try to get you out of here quickly so you can get back to your job,” he responds with a small smile.

      He’s not wearing his white doctor’s coat for some reason. Just a salmon-colored, pin-striped dress shirt and a pair of black slacks. If it wasn’t for the stethoscope around his neck, I wouldn’t peg him as my doctor.

      I shake my head fervently. “Oh, no, no rush. The nurse told me if I can wait, maybe the ultrasound tech can squeeze me in today?” I pat my stomach tenderly with a big smile on my face. “I really want to hear the heartbeat.”

      I watch Dr. Michel’s thick, salt-and-pepper eyebrows furrow in concentration. “I have your lab results. That’s what took so long. I apologize. I had the lab test your urine, but just in case, I had them run a blood panel as well.”

      Oh no. I don’t like that look on his face. “Is everything okay?”

      My heart sinks even further at his pitiful smile. He crosses his arms as he leans back against the sink counter. “There’s no need for you to wait for an ultrasound today. I’m so sorry. Ms. Rhodes… You’re not pregnant.”

      I blink, letting the silence claim the room before I finally croak out, “I lost it?”

      “No.” Dr. Michel gently shakes his head. “If it was a miscarriage, or even what we’d classify as a chemical pregnancy, there’d still be the faintest trace of HCG in your blood. But your labs don’t indicate anything of the sort. I think perhaps the home pregnancy test you used was faulty. Do you remember the brand?”

      “What?”

      “The brand?” he asks again.

      It’s hard to make sense of his question. The thudding of my heart sounds like a drum in my head. A rhythmic pounding beat in my brain, drowning out his drums. How can he possibly be telling me there is no baby? I was just talking to my little peanut.

      “The digital blue one with the rain over the mountains…I don’t know—wait, I’m sorry, I…what?” I rub my eyes with the heel of my palms, disregarding my mascara and eyeshadow. “What do you mean I’m not pregnant? I haven’t had my period. I’ve been nauseous for weeks now. At the seven-week mark, isn’t that a telltale sign of—”

      “Ms. Rhodes.” Dr. Michel takes a seat on his rolling stool and scoots to the side of the exam table.

      The way his eyes are pooling in pity is making my skin prickle. Is this a mix-up or some cruel joke? I came to this appointment today thinking I was a mother. I’m leaving with the harsh reality, the one all the statistics have been telling me all along…

      This isn’t possible.

      This isn’t going to happen for me.

      “Well, I, uh…” I subtly sink my top canine tooth into my bottom lip. I bite until it hurts to hold in the tears. Only once I’m composed, I continue, “I guess I’m sorry for wasting your time. I took the test, and I didn’t think to take another. It said ‘pregnant’ clear as day. I didn’t even question it.”

      Why would I doubt it? I’ve been trying to get pregnant. It finally happened. I cried…

      Out of literal joy.

      “You most certainly didn’t waste my time. This happens more often than you think. Quality control for home pregnancy tests is becoming a little frustrating. On top of that, you are on a lot of hormone-heavy medication. The nausea was well-timed and that in itself could’ve been misleading. I’m very sorry.”

      “It’s okay. We’ve been through this before.” I ignore the tightening in my chest and force myself to keep my voice steady. “All right. So we go another round. I thought the seventh time would be the charm, but maybe it’s the eighth, you know? I’ll just, um…make the usual appointment, a few days before my ovulation window—”

      “Amani?” My first name sounds odd coming from Dr. Michel. I’m so used to “Ms. Rhodes” by now. “I normally only recommend three to four rounds of IUI before we move on to other treatments. We’re well past that. I think we can safely assume at this point that this method of conception isn’t going to be successful.”

      I inhale and touch my stomach, hyperaware that I’ve been talking to a fictitious cluster of cells for the past couple of weeks. “When I first came to this facility, you told me that IVF was twenty times the cost of IUI.”

      “That’s still accurate,” he replies. “And your insurance doesn’t cover it.”

      “And the success rate…remind me again?”

      He hangs his head. “Better than IUI, but—”

      “It’s fine. I’ll find the money. Let’s just move on to IVF then.”

      Dr. Michel swivels around to collect a blue folder. He holds it in the air but doesn’t open it. “Your hormone levels,” he says like it’s an explanation.

      “Are?” I ask.

      “Have you ever heard of POI?”

      “POI?”

      “Primary ovarian insufficiency. It’s rare but real and it is a major inhibitor to successful conception.”

      “No.” My eyelids feel heavy as I blink. “So I’m infertile?”

      Dr. Michel shakes his head like a teacher at a student who misunderstood that one plus one is not eleven. “Infertile wouldn’t be clinically correct. There are rare circumstances where women diagnosed with POI still conceive, even naturally without any medical interference. But those cases are very few and far between.”

      “So wouldn’t IVF help those odds?”

      He clasps his hands together. “A big part of my job is to help you succeed. It would be irresponsible for me to recommend a course of treatment that in my opinion is futile.”

      “I don’t understand, Dr. Michel.”

      “I had suspicions after our fourth round of IUI, but the reason you’re not getting pregnant is due to your eggs—both the sporadic nature of their release and the quality. I want to do some additional tests, but do you happen to know if your mother or grandmother experienced irregular cycles and early menopause?”

      Mom was one and done. She had me at nineteen. I remember her telling me she had weird periods her entire life. The fact that I only have a cycle once every other month wasn’t abnormal in my household. I didn’t really think much of it.

      “It’s possible,” I mumble. “So with things as they currently are, if we proceeded with IVF immediately, what are my chances?”

      “Rough estimate?”

      “Sure.”

      He shrugs. “Less than ten percent.”

      “Less than ten percent?” I parrot back. “Wow.”

      “There’s more of a chance if we used both donor eggs and sperm.”

      Donor eggs? “So it wouldn’t be my baby?”

      He clicks his tongue in a painfully patronizing way. “Of course it’d be your baby, Ms. Rhodes. You’d carry the baby. They just wouldn’t share your DNA. Even if you didn’t become pregnant, an adoptive mother is still a mother to her child, right?”

      Of course. But that’s not why I’m here. I want to grow a baby, and when it’s delivered, I want to look down at that baby bundle and see my eyes, nose, or lips. I want to have the world’s most genuine connection and divine purpose that people can’t poke, prod, and break apart.

      I want what Noa has with Jonah. The way he desperately needs her after every elbow scrape and knee bump, expecting her to fix it. The way she can hold his entire four-year-old world together simply with sweet kisses and cuddles. I want to matter, to be needed in a real way.

      It’s not until Dr. Michel swivels around and grabs a box of tissues before offering me one that I realize I’m crying. I didn’t notice the warm streaks running down my cheeks. But now I do. Now, I notice my hands shaking as I reach for the tissue box and swipe underneath my eyes. I sniffle loudly then hold my breath, trying to suck back my disappointment.

      “I’m okay,” I state clearly once I’m composed.

      Dr. Michel reaches out, his hand hovering briefly over my knee before he ultimately pats the side of the cushioned exam table instead of my leg. He must feel the urge to comfort me, and believe me—I’m craving it. If he wasn’t my doctor, if we weren’t alone in an exam room, if his integrity and ethics wouldn’t be called into question, I would ask this man to hug me. Really hug me. A big, friendly bear hug. Just until I got to my feet and felt steady…

      Because I think if I keep trying to do this alone, I’m going to fall apart.

      “I don’t want to lead you down a treatment plan that is only going to cause you disappointment. In my professional opinion, proceeding with IVF with your eggs has a very slim chance of success. I’d recommend you consider donor eggs, or the clinic can help you find alternative paths to becoming a mother, namely adoption.” Dr. Michel studies my eyes, waiting for a reaction, but when I don’t respond, he continues, “Why don’t we just take off the rest of the summer, perhaps. Take two months to just let your body reset. Then at the end of the summer, we can talk about whatever you want. For now, just focus on the other aspects of your life. Spend time with your friends. You’re young, full of energy, smart…”

      An insomniac…sad…missing home…feeling helpless. I mentally finish Dr. Michel’s list.

      “…just take a summer to have some fun, relieve the stress, and we’ll talk about options in a couple of months, okay?”

      “Lovely,” I muster. I wonder if Dr. Michel can hear my sarcasm. I’m not so skilled at masking it. Staying focused on the next chapter of my life is the only thing that’s keeping me stitched together while the entire foundation of my current world seems to be shifting apart like Pangea.

      “Great,” he replies, satisfied as he rises and heads toward the door. He seems so cold and dismissive all of the sudden, but I don’t know what the appropriate sendoff is after basically telling a woman her body is failing her and she’ll never conceive. A handshake? That aforementioned hug?

      Dr. Michel pauses at the door and turns around. “Ms. Rhodes, do you have anyone you can talk to about this? Family? Friends? This is a lot to be going through on your own.”

      Yes. But I haven’t been talking to anyone about it. “Thank you. I’m okay.”

      He half-smiles. “Sometimes the only thing that stands in our way of feeling better is actually asking for what we need.” He winks and slips through the door before I can assure him I’m fine once more.

      The problem is I don’t know what I need. I don’t know how to ask my four best friends, or even my mother for help, because I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I don’t know how to process the constant tightening in my chest whenever I turn on the camera to do my job. How do I explain the way I flinch whenever I hear my phone’s notification chime? I can’t pinpoint why it feels like there’s a twenty-pound weight on my chest at all times and it’s hard to breathe, the sky always looks filtered with a hue of gray, and I dread when people ask me if I’m okay because I have to lie every single time. I don’t think I can fix it. It’s been over a year and my anxiety is only getting worse, slipping dangerously close to what I can only describe as depression. I was trying my best to stave off the empty feelings. I spent some time with myself and really thought about what would feel more important to me than the constant approval or disapproval from faceless strangers on the internet.

      In the sanctity of my most private thoughts, what is it that I really wanted? I thought about it for a long time, and the answer even surprised me.

      I could only come up with one thing.

      A family that’s all mine.

      A baby.
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      I grumble as I hang up my phone.

      “Problem?” my older brother, Alex, asks me from the passenger seat. He’s been fiddling with his thumbs as I finish up my call.

      “My cleaning lady,” I explain. “She’s locked out of the condo again.”

      “Which condo?”

      “The one in Elm.”

      “You’re renting it out?”

      I glance out the window, unwilling to meet his eyes. “I will eventually.”

      Alex shakes his head through his reflection in the glass. “Adam, it’s been seven years. Why the fuck do you still have that place? And if no one is living there, why do you need to get it cleaned?”

      I exhale loudly, trying to convey my annoyance. “Dust and shit. And what does it matter?” My brother has a valid point. Why oh why am I holding onto the first condo I purchased? The one where I watched my ex-wife’s belly grow? The one riddled with all the painful, fucked-up memories. Good question. “It’s a lucrative property. Elm is one of the top-rated communities in SoCal. It’s a five-minute drive to the beach. Easy maintenance. It’s just good business sense to keep it.”

      I can translate his “hmph” of a response easily. He means to say, bullshit. “Do you have to go right now?” he asks.

      “No, I’ll leave a key for her at the front desk tomorrow. She’s coming back later this week.” I shoot a side glance at Alex. “Not to mention, this is way more important.”

      “Right. So what’s the game plan today?”

      I shut off the car engine and exhale. Staring at the entrance of Piermont’s Center for the Elderly, I notice the shrubbery lining the building is chopped unevenly. For the amount of money Alex and I pay to keep Dad at one of California’s finest facilities for elderly care, you’d think they could afford a decent landscaper. And that’d be off our payments alone. There are hundreds of families paying for their loved ones to live here.

      I remember complaining that it was too big and too crowded when we first toured the facility. I pointed out the weird smell and crappy cafeteria food. In reality, the building was spotless and fresh. They had a private chef and nutrition director who only purchased food from organic, local farms. The facility was spaced out over three large buildings of nice dormitories. Piermont owned far more acres than they needed, but they wanted their residents to have multiple walking trails and several gardens to enjoy. They believed that the more time the residents spent outdoors, the healthier they tended to be.

      Piermont was perfect. But I would’ve found any excuse not to let Dad go. I wasn’t ready for his diagnosis. Eight years later, I still don’t understand it. Even Alex, who is a plastic surgeon, says it’s above his pay grade. He went to medical school, and he’s still baffled by the neurologist’s explanation. Or more accurately, lack thereof.

      The blanket term the doctors used was cognitive impairment, specifically impacting long-term memories. They assured us it wasn’t Alzheimer’s or dementia as there would be telltale signs on an MRI or CT. Dad didn’t have any blood clots or fluid buildup in his brain. He didn’t have any detectable tumors. For a while, they were thoroughly convinced he was faking his condition.

      Eventually, a team of highly specialized neurologists told us that they were completely clueless as to why Dad’s long-term memories were in and out and why he seemed to be lost in his mind and unable to form new memories.

      It’s also clear that whatever is going on, is getting worse. He used to ask for us once a week. Now, we’ll go at least a month before he has a good day. Sometimes he’ll only remember Alex. Sometimes, just me. Sometimes he’ll ask about how our day at school was or ask about our mom. The memory of our conversations just washes away anyway, so we lie.

      On the days Dad asks for Mom, we tell him she’s just out busy grocery shopping and preparing his favorite meal—a Mississippi Mud Roast over a heap of homemade mashed potatoes. I don’t mind that lie. Those were pleasant memories. The times when he asks me about Liv and the baby are the worst. It seems to be the last thing he’s able to recall on occasion—Liv, a swollen round belly. Me, beyond excited about fatherhood. Whenever he asks, I lie and tell him we’re living out our happily ever after.

      “It’s been a long time since Dad had a good day. Let’s just keep it light and pleasant,” I say.

      Alex grumbles. “I have the cutest fucking kid in the world and can’t even show him off to his grandpa.”

      “It makes him sad. We get such little time with him. I don’t want to watch him cry today.”

      We made the mistake a time or two of telling Dad in his rare moments of complete lucidity what was really going on. That whatever was misfiring in his brain was making him miss out on his sons’ lives. When he realized he’d lost years, instead of spending what little time we had together laughing and enjoying each other’s company, Dad would sit there, stoic and heartbroken. He’d cry and apologize for being such a burden. Then we’d cry because it was such a misguided narrative. Dad sacrificed everything to raise us. He didn’t give up when Mom left. He just worked harder.

      How he maintained his medical practice as a single dad and found a way to put us in every single sport and after-school activity and make it to most of our games, I’ll never understand. All I know is he didn’t give up on us. And we’ll never give up on him.

      Alex has his hand on the passenger handle when I stop him. “Wait.”

      He raises his dark brows. Alex and I couldn’t look any different. It’s hard to believe we’re brothers. His hair is jet black and mine in contrast is a sandy brown, coarse, and a little curly when I let it get too long. His eyes are blue whereas mine are brown. He looks just like Dad, whereas I’m the mirror image of the woman who left us behind.

      “We’re burning daylight, little brother. Let’s get in there before Dad goes straight Dory on us.”

      “Not funny.”

      “What’s wrong with you?” Alex asks, lifting his shoulders. “Dad asked for us. He remembers us, even if it’s just for a moment. It’s a good day, man. Come on.”

      “This is your area of expertise. You’re a doctor.”

      Alex sighs heavily, knowing exactly where this conversation is going. “I perform cosmetic surgery. Unless Dad needs a breast augmentation or rhinoplasty, this is not my area of expertise.” He’s trying to joke, but his expression flattens when he sees mine.

      “But do you think they’ve done enough tests? Maybe we should take him to a more specialized hospital. I’ve heard about some research hospitals on the East Coast making waves in neurology. We’ve come a long way in eight years. Money isn’t a problem anymore—”

      “Yeah, can we pause for a second and just admit that it’s complete bullshit that I’m nine years your senior, did eight years of medical school, a five-year residency, and not to mention I just did a breast lift for an actress that has a goddamn Emmy and yet, you still out-earn me tenfold.”

      I smirk. “More like twentyfold.”

      Alex reaches over to smack my shoulder. “There’s my cocky little asshole brother.”

      His distraction is short-lived. “Alex, I’m serious. We should—”

      “Adam. He’s seen the top minds from the leading institutes on neurological disorders. If they’re stumped, there’s not much more to say. Sometimes in medicine, there are unexplained phenomena. Doctors don’t have all the answers. That’s why it’s called practicing medicine. Whatever is going on with Dad…” Alex squeezes my shoulder, trying to comfort me. “We just have to be grateful that, for now, we have these moments.” He juts his chin to the door, indicating we should go.

      I glance at the shiny Lamborghini emblem on my dash. I remember when I told Dad I didn’t want to follow in Grandpa’s footsteps, or his, or Alex’s, and I wouldn’t be attending medical school. I told him my heart wasn’t in it. And he told me no matter what I chose in life, he knew I’d be great at it. He said I had his heart and work ethic, and my mother’s pretty brown eyes. A killer combination that would ensure I’d end up sitting on top of the world. I guess from a financial standpoint, I am on top of the world. But I can’t even tell him he was right. He doesn’t remember the conversation.

      “But he’s healthy otherwise,” I say. There has to be a solution to this. Just a puzzle piece out of place that we can fix.

      “We’re lucky for that too.”

      “Maybe this will resolve itself. Or maybe a new treatment will become available. Be honest… There’s hope, right?”

      Alex removes his hand from my shoulder and sinks into the plush leather of the passenger seat. “Adam, how can they treat something when they don’t know what it is?” He pauses, contemplating his next words. “Do you want me to tell you the truth or just something that’ll make you feel better?”

      I inhale and exhale. For the briefest moment, I want rationality and logic. I want to face the truth. And then I think of Liv, and the baby, and how much the truth can fuck up your life.

      “Something that’ll make me feel better.”

      Alex gives me a reluctant, closed-lip smile. “Then of course there’s hope.”
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      I’m enjoying the momentary silence of being alone in this apartment leasing office. Since my doctor’s appointment yesterday, all I want is silence. Don’t ask me to talk or think, just let me doom scroll.

      I shiver in my plastic seat. Despite the fact that it’s almost June in Southern California, this office is chilly. The temperature control is set to 64 degrees, locked behind a plastic container. Clearly the inhabitants of this office like to keep the office frigid.

      They also have confusing taste—the desk is modern, structured by thin, iron support beams. In contrast, the enormous bookshelf behind the desk is cherry oak with hand carved embellishments. It looks out of place and oversized for such a small office, but it’s unique, meaning it might work well for the post I need to make today.

      I exhale hard, blowing out a loud, anguished breath. It always comes down to this.

      All I see is content. Every time I walk into a room, it’s opportunities, angles, and lighting. Every moment of my life has become strategic.

      I can’t really appreciate the unique nature of this bookshelf. I’m too busy trying to figure out how I can use it to monetize my brand. This is my life now. Pivoting in my chair, I hold up my phone, ignoring how my stomach twists uncomfortably, the familiar hollow ache in my gut every time I open my camera and try to fabricate a special moment. Why do I feel like such a phony? Perhaps it’s this fake smile I keep slapping on, because like it or not, the show must go on. Mom needs me to perform, now more than ever.

      Click.

      I review the picture—a selfie with this clunky piece of wood behind me. I’ll caption this “impressively handcrafted.” But I’m not talking about the bookshelf. It’s the lie of the smile I wear and how easy it is to continue to fool the world.

      I’m not concerned that my makeup is minimal and the bags under my eyes are noticeable. I’ll fix it with a filter. Sun-touched. My favorite. It tans my skin, brightens my green eyes, and makes my hair a richer shade of red. It even blurs the freckles on my face that I can’t stand. There’s a perfect filter for whatever insecurities I’m pretending not to have.

      As I examine the picture, I can’t tell if I like it. Is the bookshelf timeless and elegant, or just ugly? That’s the problem. I’m not sure how to decipher what I do and don’t like anymore. All I know is what will make the internet react. I’m constantly toggling between provoke and prevent. Provoke adoration, prevent their wrath.

      My main account—my money-making account—is just Amani, verified. Twenty million likes across multiple platforms, a collective of four million followers, and other random stats that only matter when I’m putting together my package rates for brand sponsorships. That account is strictly cat-eye makeup tutorials, DIY manicures that look better than the salon, and one of my newer obsessions—shapewear.

      Lately, that stuff can’t hold my attention.

      My secret account—the one on which I actually watch what I like and not what I’m trying to train the algorithm to believe I like—is mostly newborn videos. God, they are so tiny when they are first born. So fragile but with death grips. I still remember when Noa’s son Jonah was born, I was way too scared to hold him. He was a preemie and I was certain if I touched him, he’d fall apart like a sandcastle. So for weeks I just hovered over his bassinet and let him squeeze the life out of my pinky.

      I’ll admit, I’ve become a little obsessive. Especially since, until yesterday, I thought I was watching my future.

      I love the videos the husbands would post of their wives who look like hell in the hospital. They look feral—wide-eyed and crazed from sleep deprivation, wild hair, blotchy faced, and sweaty, blood on their heinously patterned, unflattering hospital gowns. But the look on their faces when they lean down to kiss their little bundle. And I know that little baby straight out of the womb is covered in gunk that we’re not going to talk about. But I can’t help it.

      I watch those videos on repeat. And repeat.

      And repeat.

      The look on those women’s faces—the relief, mixed with the shock, yet the most absolute assuredness. It’s like someone pulled their entire life purpose out from their stomachs, bundled it in a blanket, and handed it to them like—here. Now, you belong. Now it makes sense.

      That’s all I want for my life… I want to make it make sense.

      “Dear goodness, I’m so sorry. You must’ve thought I was a no-show.” A shrill voice interrupts my straying thoughts and I straighten up in my chair. The blond woman in a neat suit arrives in her office, dramatically panting to convey her point: I’m sorry. I know I’m late. I rushed.

      “It’s fine,” I assure her. “No one was at the front desk, so I called the after-hours number and your assistant told me you were on the way and to just wait in your office. I hope that’s okay.”

      “I hate being late,” she murmurs as she hangs up her purse. She pauses in front of me to smile. “I’m Jessie. I’m the community manager and I normally don’t have resident appointments. But we have leasing agents out on vacation, and we had an issue with the pool,” she grumbles before clearing her throat. “Bottom line, I didn’t realize they added an appointment until after I’d already gone to lunch. But I’m here and ready to help,” she says as she sucks the air between her teeth, trying to remove the evidence of whatever she was eating.

      “It’s really not a problem. I’ve been here less than ten minutes.” I point to the bookshelf behind the desk. “That’s really pretty.”

      To my surprise, Jessie rolls her eyes. “After my big promotion to community manager, my dad spent like two months making this for me.” She laughs to herself as she pats the giant bookshelf. “It’s an eyesore. Beautiful by itself but matches nothing, but every time he stops by for lunch, he’s so happy to see it.” She shrugs in defeat. “So it stays.”

      God, that’s so sweet. It’s moments like this when I face the sour reality of growing up without a dad.

      “It’s beautiful. He’s very talented, and he sounds like an incredible dad.”

      “He’s the best.” A warm smile takes over her face before she continues, “Okay, well, thank you for waiting.” She plops down in her office chair on the opposite side of the desk and powers up her computer. “Ms. Rogers, right?”

      “Rhodes,” I correct. “Amani Rhodes. I’m in apartment 1209 and I just need to sign a new lease. The system locked me out on the resident portal online.”

      She studies her screen for a few moments before she screws up her face. “You declined the renewal last week. Is that right?”

      “Well, sort of…something happened. I thought I was ready to move back home, but yesterday some more details came to life and it turns out I’m not really ready to move back home and face everything…” I can literally hear how this explanation makes me sound like a criminal. I hold up my hands and start again. “I was planning on surprising my friends and family and moving back to Denver with some big news, but it turns out I need a little more time in L.A., for medical reasons.”

      Could I find another fertility clinic in Denver? Absolutely. But I needed privacy to do this. It was becoming too hard to show up to Friday night girls’ nights, and birthday parties, and lunch dates, and smile. And how do I explain it? Nothing happened. I just woke up one day and I was sad. Noa, Adler, Quinn, and Reese know me as a sassy, firecracker redhead, who is the first to try something new. To this day, I am the only member of my little group brave enough to sample rocky mountain oysters—albeit that was a one and done kind of situation.

      But the point is—that Amani is missing. Right now, I’m a shell of my old self, and my friends don’t need to carry that burden. I can barely handle it myself. I miss the Amani who didn’t have to fake a smile.

      “Oh boy, I see the problem,” Jessie says, her smile turning down as she squints at the screen. “Amani, you denied renewal.”

      “Well, right…like I said, I had a change of plans…”

      “Hon, I’d fix the paperwork right now myself,” Jessie says, meeting my gaze, “but the apartment has already been claimed. You have to be out by the end of the month.”

      “How is that possible? It’s literally been a week.”

      “Elm Community has a waitlist about six hundred strong. We rarely have vacant apartments. Especially not two-bedrooms.” She grimaces. “That’s the sweet spot. A little more space, but not as expensive as the luxury three-bedrooms.”

      “You don’t have anything else available? I can manage with a one-bedroom right now.”

      She doesn’t even need to check her screen. She just shakes her head. “Getting an apartment here is like winning the lottery. I’m so sorry. I promise you if I could help, I would. The new tenants have already put down their deposit and first month’s rent.”

      Again, it’s been a week. Freaking sharks. “Wow.”

      “It’s the market right now. Everyone is renting, waiting for the inflated interest rates to come down. Not to mention California real estate is—”

      “A hot mess. I know.” Denver isn’t far behind, but California really takes it to the next level. I know I can afford more than most, but even my funds are finite. Buying a house in Cali right now is out of the question for so many reasons. Fuck, I’m stupid. Why did I jump? I just thought surely I couldn’t commit to another year in L.A. A week ago, I thought I was pregnant. I was excited about going home, surprising them, and sharing my news about the new me. Everything was going to start feeling better. I just—

      “Here you go, hon,” Jessie says, holding out a box of tissues.

      “Huh?”

      “I might be able to help you find something at Riverlakes. It’s not too far from here. I have a friend in the leasing office over there.”

      The community where all the windows are boarded up with iron bars and no one can sleep because of the constant police sirens at all hours of the night? “I looked at Riverlakes when I first got here…I’ll pass.”

      She jiggles the box of tissues in her hand again, and I finally realize why. I touch my wet cheeks and roll my eyes. Fuck. All the freaking time with the crying lately.

      “Thanks,” I say. “I’ll figure it out.” Maybe it’s a sign, maybe it is time to go home, empty-handed. “I was planning on moving back to Denver anyway., I guess this kind of seals my fate.”

      “You’re leaving?”

      My heart skips, mostly from the surprise intrusion of the new voice at the door, but maybe just a little bit because I recognize that voice. I allow the sassy smile to spread across my face before I turn my head to see Adam Montgomery standing in the open doorway.

      I ball up the tissue in my hand, trying to hide it from his view. “Impressive, Adam. You’re really taking your stalking to the next level.”

      He chuckles. “All I just heard was you think I’m impressive.” He winks at me as he holds up a key in his hand and looks over my shoulder. “Sorry to interrupt, but, Jess, I have to get to a meeting, and no one was at the front desk. I just need to drop this off for Lola. She said someone changed the locks on her and she couldn’t get in to clean.”

      Jessie rolls her eyes. “She didn’t get locked out. The building is settling, like all buildings do, and the soil here is particularly soft, so the locks shift a bit. She just has to really crank and jiggle the key. I showed her this last month.”

      “Well, that’s what every homeowner wants to hear. How long until my third-floor condo is buried underground?”

      Jessie gives him a glib smile. “You have a few months at least.” She tucks a tendril of her long hair behind her ear, unable to control her girlish smile.

      “Wonderful,” he replies with a cute smirk.

      Goodness gracious, she’s melting from the attention.

      Despite the wreckage of my current situation and having zero interest in dating at the moment, this is the main reason I would never, ever give Adam Montgomery the time of day. He’s such a flirt. I bet he doesn’t even know when he’s doing it. All women do around him is blush and swoon. I’ve been cheated on enough to know to run from naturally charismatic men. They are a guaranteed heartbreak.

      “So how’ve you been?” Jessie asks Adam, looking right through me at the handsome man leaning in the doorway. “It’s been a while since I’ve heard from you.”

      He frowns. “It hasn’t been that long…”

      Oh, okay. That’s what this is. I know that smile she’s wearing. They must’ve slept together. And it kind of looks like she’s hungry for another round.

      “Jessie, I think that’s all I need. I’ll leave you guys to catch up. Um…” I glance back at Adam then turn right around to face Jessie again, ignoring the uncomfortable jealousy bubbling in my stomach. They just don’t look like a good match, though… Not that I get to make that call. “I don’t need to get the carpets cleaned, right? I think my lease said you guys handle that?”

      “Yep. We have a cleaning crew too. All you have to do is move out your belongings and we take care of the rest. If you need help moving, I have some companies I can refer. They’ll give you a discount if you mention Elm. I’ll email you if you’d like.”

      I rise. “Thank you. That’d be great.”

      Adam takes a step into the office, clearing the doorway so I can pass. I pause and match his stare as I pass. He looks like there’s something on the tip of his tongue, but he’s biting it back.

      “If I don’t see you again, take care, Adam.”

      I feel like I’m floating as I flee the office and slip into my car. After taking a moment to breathe, I push the ignition to no avail. Refusing to believe more bad news, I drive my foot into the brake pedal harder and mash my pointer finger into the start button again.

      Start, dammit.

      Don’t. You. Fucking. Dare… Not today.

      One more time for good measure. I push my finger against the ignition button so hard it hurts. Nothing. Not even a feeble putter. But how? This car is less than three years old. There’s no way it’s time for a battery change. I forced myself to be okay after yesterday’s doctor’s appointment. I’m trying to hold it together. I’m really trying. Why is the universe hell-bent on breaking me right now?

      I let out a roar of frustration that strips my throat raw. I’d rather scream than cry again, so I beat my palm against my steering wheel, shouting obscenities at my lifeless car.

      I’m still yelling, so it’s a wonder I can hear the light knock on my driver’s side window. Of course. I know who it is before I turn my head. Adam points downward, indicating I should roll down my window.

      “You okay?” he asks, giving me a pitiful smile.

      I smooth my disheveled hair, now frizzy from my theatrics. In my defense, I thought I was alone here in the far back of the leasing office’s parking lot. No way Adam heard my meltdown all the way from the entry of the building.

      “Yeah,” I chirp, pretending like I have no idea what he’s talking about.

      He raises one eyebrow. “You sure? It sounded like you needed help.”

      Shit. Okay, he heard everything.

      “I was just listening to a little heavy metal and if you’re not screaming along—”

      He interrupts me with a scoff. “Name one heavy metal band.”

      It’s clear he thinks he has me, so I recite the only heavy metal band I know thanks to one of my best friends, Reese, and her plight to convince me that there’s more to music than Dan + Shay, Carrie Underwood, and Florida Georgia Line. “HELLYEAH.”

      His jaw drops in disbelief. “Name one of their songs.”

      Ah, fuck…what was that one I kind of liked called? Quiet… Shush…oh! “Hush.”

      “Damn,” he says. “That was almost convincing, except”—he points into my car at the stereo system—“there’s no music.”

      I widen my eyes at him. “Fine, detective. I’m having a bad day, okay?” I mumble as I rotate my wrist, watching his light brown eyes catch the sunlight. They look honey-gold as the sun shines right through his pupils. “My car battery is dead. You caught me in a low moment, so please pardon my car tantrum.” I shoo him with my fingers through the window. “Now, off you go.”

      “It’s not your battery, Amani. Your windows still roll down. It’s probably your ignition. Why don’t you pop the hood—”

      “Adam,” I grumble, “I’ve got it.” There’s tension in my chest, the same tightening that occurs whenever someone asks me if I’m okay. There’s too much pressure in the dam and I need him to stop hacking away the barricade.

      “Come on. I’ve been waiting for the moment I get to play the hero. Let me save you.” I swear he tries to smolder as he leans down to make his gaze level with mine.

      “Please, stop—”

      “I’m just kidding,” he says. “I heard you loud and clear at Chase’s birthday party. Business only. But seriously, pop the hood, I’m pretty good with cars. I can check to see if—”

      “Adam. I’m fine.”

      “Amani. You’re stuck. The least I can do is—”

      “Stop.” The word comes out as a plea and the stupid hot tears break free, staining my face. “You can’t help me. Okay? Not with my car. Not with my apartment. Not with my fucking baby, mainly because now…there’s no baby.”

      The words fall out unintentionally, but I’m instantly relieved. Saying it out loud helps relieve the pressure. There is no baby. As I take my time to steady my breathing, I almost forget Adam’s still hunched over, studying my eyes.

      “That’s what this is about?” he eventually asks, his voice lowering to almost a whisper. “You had a miscarriage?”

      I shake my head. I want to explain more, but I can’t seem to find the words, so instead, I just shrug and let him watch me avoid his gaze. Which he does for about two minutes before he takes the liberty of opening my car door and pulling me up by my elbow. I’m in his warm, strong arms before I can say “stop” or “don’t.” Not that I would. I nuzzle into his broad chest and wrap my arms around his waist, ignoring the fact that I can feel his sculpted obliques through his thin dress shirt. I ignore the fact that he smells incredible—he’s wearing fancy cologne, but properly. It’s light, not even in the realm of overbearing, just enough to cause a stirring in the lowest part of my stomach.

      Right now, I don’t want to think about the fact that I’m incredibly attracted to Adam. That’s not what I want at the moment.

      This is the hug I’ve been waiting for.

      This is what I need.

      “Thanks,” I say, trying to sniffle subtly. “This helps.”

      He sweetly rubs my back in response, seemingly in no rush to release me. But eventually, he lets go first, a little before I’m ready. His hands slide from my back to wrap around my shoulders.

      “Your car—I can help with that. Your apartment situation—actually, I think I can help with that too. The baby thing…well, at least I can listen.”

      I guess Adam was standing there in Jessie’s doorway longer than I thought. The eavesdropping is annoying, but oh well, what can I do. He heard what he heard. If he truly can help me, maybe it’s for the best.

      He drops his hands and points to the other side of the parking lot to what is unmistakably a peculiar-colored Lamborghini. It’s a mix between a gun-metal gray and a navy blue. Which means, Adam not only can afford a Lamborghini, but he can afford to customize one too. “I’m starving. Do you want to grab a bite?” he asks.

      “I thought you had a meeting.”

      He runs his hand through his chocolate-colored hair. “Yeah…that’s just something I say when I don’t want to wait on people.” He shrugs innocently. “I’m more than free to take you to lunch. Are you into tapas?”

      I nod before I swivel around, open the car door, and roll up my driver’s side window. I let Adam lead me across the parking lot to his fancy ride. Trailing right behind him, I’m shaded from the bright midday sun by his tall shadow.

      “That was too easy, Amani,” he says over his shoulder. “All I had to do was wait for you to have the world’s shittiest day, and suddenly you’re mine, huh?”

      I pause in place and my hand finds my hip. “I am most definitely not yours.”

      “Ha. Keep singing that tune, sweetheart.”

      There’s a literal pep in his step as we near his car, his gleeful demeanor interrupted by a loud ring from his pocket. He pulls out his phone, checks the screen, then quickly silences it before tucking it back in his pocket. It rings again immediately, and this time he silences the phone by finding the side button. After he hustles to the passenger door for me, his phone rings for the third time. This time, he answers as he gestures for me to sit. “Look, something urgent came up. I’ll text you my speaking points, okay?” he murmurs into the phone, his voice full of agitation. He doesn’t wait for a response and simply hangs ups.

      “You were lying. You actually do have a meeting, don’t you?”

      He smiles. “Yup.”

      “And you’re blowing it off to hang out with me?”

      “Yup.”

      “How much trouble are you going to get into?”

      “A lot,” he answers simply.

      “You’re being ridiculous. I can just call Triple A. I don’t want to ruin your plans.”

      He waits until I lift my eyes to meet his. “Ruin my plans, Amani, anytime you want.”

      And with that, he shuts the passenger side door.
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      I can tell she doesn’t believe me, so I reiterate once more. “I swear on my life, we didn’t.”

      “You have nothing to be ashamed of,” Amani says before popping a big bite of the corn and black bean empanada in her mouth. I love a girl who eats. Really eats. What’s the point of sharing all these fun meals and experiences if I’m doing it all alone?

      “How is it?” I ask, nodding toward the plate. I already know. I’ve eaten them about ten times before, but I like the enthusiasm on her face.

      “So, so, good. Here,” she says, holding out half of an empanada and cupping her other hand underneath to catch the falling kernel of corn. “Bite.”

      I’m full, but no way I’ll refuse her. I take a hearty bite, chew, and swallow in a hurry. “Delicious…” I watch her twinkling eyes. A stark contrast to the look of pain clouding her face from earlier in the parking lot. If making Amani smile is the only thing I do today, I’ll still call that a day well spent. “And, as I said, I promise you, Jessie and I never slept together.”

      She shrugs like my promise means nothing and looks around the dimly lit tapas restaurant. I follow her gaze, taking in one of my favorite restaurants. The tables are sticky, every light has a red hue, and it reeks of grill smoke and spilled liquor. But it has the best tapas in the city. You can only order small plates here, so Amani and I have been conversing and laughing as we sampled each of the ten-some little plates of Spanish cuisine they brought to our table.

      “Well, there might still be some potential,” Amani eventually replies with a smug smile. “She was giving you the eyes. You should’ve taken her home.”

      “Ha. Not a chance. Jessie is a friend.”

      She shrugs, and then pulls a fastener out of her clutch, wrapping her auburn-red hair into a knot before securing it with a hair tie. “Sometimes friends sleep together.”

      “Not in my world.”

      She raises her brows at me, so I rub the back of my neck uncomfortably as I elaborate.

      “I just don’t like blurring lines. I think you can have great sex or a great friendship, but—”

      “Not both?” she asks, studying my eyes.

      I bob my head in a slow nod. “Something like that.”

      She smirks. “Well, makes sense. I didn’t exactly peg ‘Smooth Line Adam’ as the marrying type.” She scoots a little closer into the booth and nudges me with her shoulder like she’s telling me it’s okay. I can almost read her mind. It’s not like we have the potential for anything more than this happenstance lunch. And maybe it’s just because I want to prove her wrong, or interrupt whatever narrative she’s currently spinning in her mind, but I admit something I typically don’t admit to anyone.

      “I was once.”

      Shock splatters across her face. “What? Married?”

      I nod again. “I got divorced about eight years ago, when I was twenty-four.”

      Amani is silent for a moment, clearly chewing on the inside of her cheek.

      Just go ahead and ask. I know you want to.

      It takes longer than I expect, but she finally caves. “What happened?”

      I inhale, sucking in as much air as possible to delay my reply. What happened? Liv fucking broke me. That’s what happened. I haven’t trusted a woman since. “We, uh…we blurred lines.” I smirk.

      She rolls her eyes at me. “Clever. So when it comes to women, it’s either fuck or be friends… So then what are you doing here with me?”

      I curl my lips into a smart-ass half smile. “The choice is all yours,” I say as the waitress returns to the table with a check in her hand. Amani’s dainty hand reaches, but I wrap it in mine so forcefully, she widens her eyes at me. “Don’t even think about it.” I use my other hand to collect the bill from the waitress.

      “Well, I’d call you a gentleman if you weren’t crushing my hand,” she sasses, wiggling out of my grip.

      Quickly signing the bill and leaving a far more than generous tip, I pivot in the half-moon-shaped booth, my knee gently knocking against Amani’s. “So,” I say simply.

      “So?” she asks, cocking her head to the side. Even in the aromatic haze of smoke from the restaurant, I still smell her perfume. It’s less triggering now. More pleasant than anything else. I’m slightly tempted to bury my face in her neck to see where she’s dabbing it on.

      “I fed you. My guy from the repair shop is picking up your car as we speak—”

      “I didn’t ask you to do that.”

      “You didn’t have to.” Leaning to the side, I pull a key out of my pocket. “Last order of business.”

      “Business? Okay…you fed me, took my car, and now you’re giving me a key.” Her sassy, smart-ass smile is contagious. “Adam Montgomery, did you just kidnap me?” She takes in a panoramic view of the restaurant. “The food was so delicious, I didn’t even realize. Well, you win, I’m stranded and helpless,” she says, then puts her wrists together and holds them out to me. “Lock ’em up.”

      “Hilarious. I’ll keep bondage in mind for yet another one of your interesting kinks.”

      “Ha. Tip of the iceberg, my friend,” she says with a half-hearted chuckle.

      I don’t understand her playfulness. When I left the leasing office, I thought someone was being stabbed. Based on the blood-curdling screams, I looked around for a victim being chased by a large man in a hockey mask. Instead, I saw Amani having the literal definition of a complete mental breakdown in her car. And when I caught her, she tried, with great effort, to play it off like she was fine. At least until she mentioned a baby…

      “I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation with Jessie at the leasing office. Do you really want to move back to Denver?”

      There’s a flicker of surprise on her face, then her eyes drop to her lap. “I honestly don’t know. I wanted to, then I had a change in plans. But I already lost my place, and the rental market here is a nightmare. I can’t drain my savings and move all my shit into a hotel room.”

      I place the key on the table and slide it in front of her. “Would you move your shit up to the third floor?”

      “You’re between tenants?”

      “Um…sure.” For almost seven years now, since I moved out. But I don’t tell her that.

      “Adam,” she scoffs, unconvinced. “You’re not going to kick renters out just because of a little crush.”

      I clutch my chest and give her my most offended expression. “Just because I asked you out, told you you’re gorgeous, bought you lunch, handled your broken car situation, and now am offering you my condo—free of charge, by the way—you think I’m crushing on you? That’s mighty forward of you, Amani.”

      She laughs so hard, she snorts. I wait until she has her cackle under control. “Fine. But not for free. I insist on paying. Full price. And ten percent on top of the monthly price for you accommodating me on such short notice.”

      “I have a three-bedroom in building A with an ocean view. You really want to pay full rent?”

      “Building A?”

      I nod. “Correct.”

      She clears her throat. “Then yeah, I’m going to need that friends and family discount you’re about to offer me.”

      “It’s a favor between friends. You can stay as long as you need for free until you figure out your next steps.”

      She shakes her head. “No dice. I’m no mooch.”

      I let out a hearty laugh. “If you insist on paying, how about thirty percent off?”

      She points her thumb up to the ceiling and jabs a few times. “Too generous.”

      “Ten percent off?”

      She frowns and turns her thumb downward. “Eh, I’d really like to be able to afford groceries.”

      “Twenty-five percent off. Final offer.”

      She tucks a strand of hair behind her ears and bats her eyelashes at me. “Oh my God, Adam, that was so generous and unexpected,” she says, her voice teeming with more sarcasm. “But I don’t know about all this. Can I think about it?”

      I balk at her in confusion. “Where are you going to go? Your lease is up in a couple of weeks, right?” I think I remember Jessie telling me all rental agreements run on the first of the month.

      “There’s a lovely bridge on the West side, near Riverlakes. Very little graffiti and there’s a community bonfire every night. Are they burning old tires for warmth? Yes. But I like to focus on the positives, like all the free malt liquor that gets passed around in brown paper bags.”

      I raise a brow at her. “You’d rather be homeless than take my condo?”

      She cups her hand over the key in front of her. “No.” Sliding her hand to the edge of the table, she makes the key disappear into her clutch. “Actually, at this point, good luck getting rid of me.”

      I point to her clutch. “Amani, that key is conditional.”

      Now she looks a little concerned. “On what?”

      “Tell me what you meant by the baby thing earlier. I just want to make sure you’re okay.”

      She shrivels in her seat a little, then says, “Adam—”

      I continue before she can cut me off again. “I know someone who lost a baby. It was incredibly painful, and they didn’t tell anyone. Not a damn word. Years later, they told me they probably would’ve healed faster if they could’ve talked about it. So I’m offering.”

      She’s quiet for a long time, and maybe I went a step too far. Maybe she won’t forgive me for prying. But I—

      “It’s not a big deal,” she says, interrupting my train of thought. “I’ve been trying artificial insemination for over half a year. I thought it finally stuck, but it was a faulty pregnancy test. That’s it. I don’t have an impressively tragic story, just my body isn’t doing what I want it to and my doctor basically told me I’m beating my head against a brick wall.” She takes a sip of her water, probably thinking I don’t notice her hand slightly shaking. “He asked me to stop torturing myself for a few months.”

      “Artificial insemination?”

      “Yes.”

      I squint at her. “You were going to have a baby with a stranger? Why wouldn’t you want to bring a baby into a family?”

      “Actually, my setup with Donor 00429310 would’ve been a lot like my parents’ marriage. He won’t help with child support, but I also don’t have to cook for him or put out.” She flashes me that goofy smile again, which is quickly becoming my favorite smile in the world. “So it’s my parents’ relationship to a tee.”

      “You’re deflecting.”

      “Mhmm…”

      “But I’ll bite because now I’m curious. What happened with your parents? Divorced?”

      Amani pops her shoulders. “My dad doesn’t know I’m alive.”

      “Huh?”

      “Did you know that Amani is an Arabic name?”

      I shake my head. “No, I did not.” I know her name sounds like a song, but I had no idea the cultural background.

      “I’m named after my grandmother, who also doesn’t know I exist. My dad is from Saudi Arabia. He was studying in the United States when he met my mom. From what I understand, it was pretty much love at first sight for both of them. They spent two of his semesters just being happy…and lying their asses off of course. His family thought he was buried in textbooks, but instead…” She laughs, not finishing her joke, which no doubt was “buried in my mom.”

      I study Amani’s features and kick myself for not seeing it before. I’ve only ever noticed her freckles and bright green eyes. But now I scroll over her face, noticing her distinct cheekbones, and even though she’s fair-skinned, her olive undertones are apparent. Or maybe I’m making this up because it’s only adding to the narrative that this is by far the most intriguing woman I’ve ever met.

      “So why doesn’t your dad know you’re alive?”

      “My mom is American and agnostic.” Amani raises her brows. “And was a little wild. Back then, if she could’ve made a tent at Coachella her permanent home, she would’ve. No way his family would’ve accepted her even if she was willing to convert. My dad had a family business and an arranged marriage set up for him after college. When he left, he had no idea she was pregnant. My mom was only nineteen.”

      There’s an odd smile on Amani’s face as she stares across the restaurant. Pride mixed with pain.

      “And she kept you?”

      She turns to face me, scrunching her face like I said something ridiculous. “Of course she did. She wanted me. I was conceived out of love. It didn’t last, but it was real. My mom says she loved him so much, she had no choice but to let him go.”

      “Wow, what a happy ever after,” I say sarcastically. “Leaving a nineteen-year-old to have a baby by herself.”

      She holds my gaze warningly, like I said something offensive. “I grew up really happy, okay? Sure, we were dirt poor, but it made me appreciate what I have now.”

      That warning flash in her eyes tells me to back the fuck off, so I change the subject before I’m tempted to investigate more into her childhood. I can’t seem to help it around Amani. I have met so many women in L.A. and they usually fall into two categories. I feel guilty admitting that dating feels like Groundhog Day—always one of two narratives. Either they were born and raised amongst the glitz and glam and are accustomed to a certain lifestyle. Or they were raised on the outside looking in and moved to L.A., chasing after the aforementioned glitz and glam. But somehow Amani seems disinterested in what I do and who I know. It’s refreshing.

      “Out of curiosity, what exactly do you have now? I’m honestly fascinated by influencer entrepreneurs.”

      She squints one eye. “Fascinated? Please. I know what people say about influencers.”

      From the corner of my eye, I see our waitress make a beeline in our direction but quickly pivots and heads in the opposite direction when she sees we’re still occupying the table. As I look around, I notice the cluster of people at the door, waiting for a free table. The restaurant is losing potential business because we’re holding one of the best booths.

      But there’s no way in hell I’m interrupting this conversation and leaving at the present moment. I beckon the waitress over.

      “Could we see the dessert menu?”

      Amani shakes her head while gripping her sides. “No room left. I’m way too full.”

      I nod at the waitress and she hurries off to fetch the dessert menu from the hostess stand. “I just need them to bill me for something else. If we’re going to hold a booth here, I want to give them the business.”

      “Good point.” She scours the restaurant, now noticing how busy it has become. “Should we go?”

      “Nope. I want to hear more about your influencer business. So with your current reach and your ability to cross over to several different lanes—travel, fashion, beauty—you’re racking up what, maybe ten to fifteen thousand per sponsorship? And you probably have the ability to post weekly without looking too bought and paid for, so if my calculations are correct, maybe I should’ve let you pay for lunch,” I say with a smirk.

      It’s a joke obviously. I don’t tell too many people about my cumulative wealth, mostly because I don’t know the exact amount. I have a lot of investments over a lot of different industries, meaning my income base is solid. It’s the one thing my mom taught me before she left…don’t put all your eggs in one basket. It’s probably the only piece of advice she gave worth taking. Even if my estimate of Amani’s income is on the low-end, I still outearn her by a lot, meaning from here on forward, I’ll be paying for every single meal she agrees to have with me.

      “It’s not that cut and dry. Brands are getting a little more hesitant with their dollars and moving more toward a pay per performance model. I don’t blame them or anything, but work is harder to find, and plus…I have some expenses back home that eat up most of my cash.”

      “Being?”

      She grumbles and presses her fingertips against her closed eyelids. “Adam Montgomery, you are seriously the nosiest man I’ve ever met. Most guys just ask me what my bra size is on a first date.”

      I hold up one finger, trying to control my smile. “First of all, that’s shameful. Second of all, thank you for calling this a ‘date.’ And third, I don’t need to ask. Already know it.”

      Her lips part as she scours my face. “No, you don’t.”

      I let my eyes rest on her full chest, studying the outward curve of her breasts. “Thirty-four D. Maybe a thirty-two DD in certain brands.”

      She closes her eyelids and opens them slowly. Now that she’s staring right at me, I can see the fire flickering furiously in her green eyes. “I swear to God if I get to your condo and see a shrine in my honor, I’m calling the police.”

      I laugh heartily. “Oh, come on, there’s no shrine…at the condo. But maybe call first and give me heads-up if you ever plan on stopping by my beach house.”

      She narrows her eyes, refusing to let her lips curl into the little smile that I know is about to burst through the seams.

      “Calm down,” I say. “It was a lucky guess. I’m somewhat familiar because my brother is in plastic surgery. He owns a practice near Sunset Boulevard. Dr. Alex Montgomery.”

      Her eyes widen. “No shit. Your brother? I almost got these done with him.” Amani grabs her full tits through her navy blue T-shirt, demonstrating the “these” she’s referring to. It’s been such an easy and comfortable conversation, I almost forgot how much I want to hoist this girl on top of the nearest countertop, spread her legs, and slam into her until she’s begging me for mercy… Then again, I also want to finish this conversation.

      Talk about blurred lines.

      “Who’d you go with?”

      “Dr. Ellis Marshall. He’s a little farther up north.”

      “Why didn’t you go with Alex?” From what I understand, my brother’s practice is pretty reputable.

      “Oh, that’s easy—Dr. Marshall was having a Black Friday sale. Let your brother know he’s missing opportunities and needs to put his tits on holiday sales.”

      Did she just say “tits?” Amani Montgomery…I know I swore I’d never get married again, but that really doesn’t sound all that bad.

      I chuckle. “I’ll let him know. But Dr. Marshall did just fine. They look…well, he did a good job.” After allowing myself to glance at her chest one more time, I turn my head and mentally try to deflate the growing bulge in my pants.

      She flashes me a wicked smile as I grab my glass and take a sip of my ice water. For a moment, it’s just the dull roar of the restaurant, clanking dishes, and the sizzling sounds coming from the kitchen. It’s the first lull in our conversation since we arrived, until Amani breaks it.

      “Are you being so nice to me because you want to sleep with me?” she asks candidly. Her tone is unemotional, like she asked me to solve a simple math equation.

      “No,” I answer simply.

      She cocks her head to the side, clearly unconvinced. “Then why?”

      “You’re asking me why I’m being nice to you? Outside of the fact that our friends are dating?” I shrug. “I’m nice to everyone, Amani.”

      “They’re fake dating. And that’s total crap. I’ve seen you around Cici.”

      Ah, Cici. Chase’s publicist and the woman I live to give shit to, but only because she lives to give it right back. We may slew playful insults at each other daily, but Cici is probably the only woman on this planet that I trust. “That’s more of a sibling rivalry than anything.”

      Amani pinches one eye shut. “You guys aren’t siblings.”

      “True, but what I’m saying is…” Hell, what am I saying? “Look, I realize you don’t want me to draw attention to it, but you seemed really upset in your car earlier. Is it a crime for me to be worried?”

      “You’ve never screamed in your car after a crappy day, or punched a wall, or thrown a shoe after bad news?” Amani asks, rolling her wrist in a fashion that says etcetera, etcetera. “It’s just not a big deal. You’re making a mountain out of a molehill.”

      “Chase used to say that to me,” I say, locking my eyes on hers. “I caught him having similar meltdowns right before he started drinking like a fish or buying enough cocaine to frost a Christmas tree. Every time, he fed me the same lines.”

      She holds my gaze. “What lines?”

      Somehow, naturally, my hand gravitates to her knee. She doesn’t flinch or blush. Instead, she places her hand over mine as she patiently waits for me to elaborate.

      “Everything is fine. You’re overreacting. I can handle it. That’s exactly what he’d say when I knew he was about to give up on everything and just float away with drugs, alcohol, women, or whatever else could numb the pain quickest. It’s been almost a decade of watching my friend basically tortured in this industry, so pardon me if I’ve learned to call bullshit.”

      “Well, I’m not in Chase’s industry,” she mutters. “I’m not an actress.”

      “Sure you are,” I reply. “Don’t you get on camera every day, hoping your posts perform? I’m not questioning your authenticity, but aren’t you on social media as a means to an end? Or do you really have millions of friends you like to keep up with?”

      She studies my eyes, seeming like she’s debating something. It’s an uncomfortable amount of time before she answers.

      “Fine. You’re right. It’s a little more serious than a bad day.” She takes her hand back and mindlessly picks up a fork from the table, just to have something to do. “I don’t want to talk about it. Don’t push, okay?”

      “Okay,” I say. She smiles at me, relieved, but I’m not done. “But next time I catch you screaming in your car like that…I’m going to push. Deal?”

      She nods and exhales with a little chuckle. “Deal. Dammit, Adam Montgomery, you really are a good guy, huh?”

      I tap my nose twice before looking around for our waitress. “She never brought the dessert menu,” I mutter under my breath before turning back to Amani. “Maybe we don’t need it, though you have to try the homemade tres leches cake. It’s a religious experience.”

      She waits for me to stop scouring the restaurant and for my eyes to lock on hers.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Let’s skip dessert. Do you want to have sex?”

      This is why life needs a rewind button. I need to pause, rewind, and play that back in slow motion to really register if Amani Rhodes just propositioned me. “Really? Coming from Miss ‘It’s Never Going to Happen?’”

      “Okay, I realize that was forward. But hear me out,” she says as she trills her finger against the table. “For the past eight months, I haven’t really been drinking. I’m on a strict vitamin regiment. I track my macros and my sleep. I don’t eat anything with carcinogens, toxins, or Red Dye 40. And, so as not to risk an STD, I haven’t been hooking up or dating at all. I have been the picture-perfect candidate for conception, and it still didn’t work. So right now I just want to eat junk food, get tipsy, stay up past midnight, and have sex.” She shrugs. “Are you free tonight?”

      Goddamn, do I want to see her naked, badly. And as hot as she is, it’s all the playful banter that gives me those stupid flips in my stomach. We’d be great together. Sex would be fun, and the conversation afterward probably just as entertaining. But the problem is the way she’s looking at me right now. Even when Amani’s smiling, she still looks sad.

      Fuck, I’m about to blow this.

      “Friends,” I exhale out.

      She looks a little startled. “What?”

      “I told you earlier. It’s kind of one or the other with me. And since I’m letting you use my condo, and our friends are involved and all…I, um, I think it’s better we just stay friends.”

      Her eyes narrow as her lips purse.

      Okay, fuck. That look isn’t startled, that’s pissed.

      “Seriously? From the guy who hits on me relentlessly—no, shamelessly? You’re turning me down?”

      “I wouldn’t say I’m turning you down—”

      “Was this just a cat-and-mouse thing? You wanted me to admit I like you so you had the upper hand?”

      “I don’t—Wait, do you like me?” I reach for her knee again, but she unsubtly shuffles away. She fishes through her clutch and pulls out my key. “Oh, come on, Amani.”

      She places it on the table and slides it over to me. “I think I just lost my damn mind for a moment. It’s time for me to go home. There’s absolutely no reason for me to stick around here.”

      “Please don’t be mad. You’re misunderstanding. It just seems like you need a friend, not to get laid.”

      She taps the key on the table. “I have amazing friends. The kind of friends who are family. I don’t need any more. Will you please just tell me where I can pick up my car and then take me home?”

      Fuck me. “Just wait a minute,” I say in my calming agent voice, the same one I use when there’s tension at the negotiation table. The narrative as Chase’s manager usually goes something like: Everything’s fine. Let’s just take a big breath and then let me explain how and why I’m going to get my way in the end. But the way Amani is glaring at me, I have a feeling I can’t schmooze my way out of this one.

      She pulls her phone out of her clutch warningly. “If it’s too much trouble, I can call for a ride.”

      Goddammit. I grumble as I scoot out of the booth and pull my keys out of my pocket. “Fine, I’ll take you.”

      Yup. A rewind button would be fantastic at the moment. Pause…rewind…and replay. And this time when Amani asks, “Do you want to have sex?” I keep my stupid mouth shut and just nod, really fucking eagerly.
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      The first thing I notice when I pull up to Chase’s beach house is Cici’s car already in the driveway. Good. For once, I’m actually thrilled to see Cici’s here. I had to wait for twenty minutes at her favorite bakery for a fresh batch of crullers. Part one of my bribe.

      Contrary to popular belief, I don’t hate Cici Russell, Chase’s publicist, and one of the most important people on his team. Her value probably outweighs mine in our shared plight to help Chase survive Hollywood. She’s far cleverer than I’ll ever be. But of course, I’ve never said this to her face. Looking back, I don’t know how our feud started or if it’s actually a feud. I just know we live to give each other shit. Call it entertainment. And sure, I’ll tease the crap out of Cici because I love her like a little sister. Meaning, I’ll mess with her, but I sure as hell won’t tolerate anyone else doing it. Isn’t that called family?

      “No,” Cici says as I walk through the door with a shit-eating grin. I didn’t ask anything yet. That’s just the first word out of Cici’s mouth when she sees me: no. Or sometimes, ass.

      She’s posted at the kitchen island, enjoying the morning ocean breeze with the sliding glass doors wide open. It’s a great view of the beach. It’s why I talked Chase into buying this property. Houses can be renovated and upgraded, but this view will be perfect forever.

      “Oh, come on, C.” I place the box of crullers at the edge of the long island and slide it toward her like a fancy bartender. “I brought coffee too.” I hold up the takeout coffee cup in my hand. “This is yours if you want it.”

      Cici glances at me from the corner of her eyes and taps the empty mug between her hands. “I’m making a pot of coffee now.”

      “So?” I ask, sitting down on the kitchen stool next to her. “This is Twirley’s. Swap?”

      Sliding the blue mug away from her with one hand, I scoot the takeout cappuccino in front of her and then open the lid to the box of baked goods. There are mostly crullers in here. I bought one strawberry jelly filled donut for myself.

      “Awfully chivalrous of you,” Cici says, eyeing me suspiciously. She tucks her platinum blond hair behind her ear as she sniffs at the box. “You had them put the cinnamon glaze on, didn’t you?”

      I nod adamantly.

      “Dammit,” she says, succumbing. She takes a quick sip from the Twirley’s takeout cup and then lunges for a cruller. She takes a big bite, chews, and swallows in a hurry. “I’m still livid at you. This fixes nothing.” Cici takes another big bite.

      The meeting I skipped to help Amani a few days ago was one that Cici arranged. It was some sort of brand sponsorship for an athletic wear company that she thought Chase would be perfect for. She’d been wooing them for months and needed me to seal the deal and sign the paperwork…but I blew them off. With good reason.

      “C, I know you’re mad but—”

      “No. No excuses. It was rude, Adam. You left me hanging at the meeting alone, looking like an idiot. They didn’t want to talk to me. They wanted to talk to you.”

      “I’m sure you handled yourself flawlessly, as you usually do, Cici.”

      She scowls. “Don’t try to butter me up. While Chase has been in la-la land, fixing the wreckage his ex left behind, I have been trying to keep this boat from sinking. By myself. You guys make money, and my job is to make sure Chase’s reputation isn’t a complete shitshow. Over the past few years, which one of us has had the harder job? Hm? I asked you for one favor. One. Aim Athletics has a squeaky-clean record, it was an easy six-figure offer, and Chase could film commercials in his sleep. This was good for him and you fucked it up—”

      “C—”

      “I’m not done—”

      I hold up my hands in defense. “I don’t think we’re missing out on much—”

      “That’s not your call to make alone. I’m part of this team, too. I fix all your messes. Does Chase’s fake girlfriend ring a bell? Thanks again for dumping that on my lap. For once, I needed your help. All you had to do was show up and shake some hands—”

      “Chase isn’t going to have much time for commercials and sponsorship obligations—”

      “Well, he has to do something! You can’t just disappear from Hollywood for years and expect your career—”

      “C!”

      “What?” she bites out.

      “We got Dynasty Man. I got the call on Monday. I was just waiting for LMC to send me the redlines. The deal looks great. Chase can’t take on any sponsorships right now without the studio’s approval, okay? So breathe. We did it. You did it. Let Chase’s redemption story begin. Noa made this happen, and you kept Noa safe and happy with this whole arrangement. We are officially in your debt.”

      She’s stunned for a moment, sitting quietly and just blinking at me. Finally, near tears, she hops off the bar stool and wraps her arms around my neck. “Holy shit. I really didn’t think we had a chance. Does Chase know?”

      “Yeah, I told him Monday. Actually, he’s on his way to Denver right now with Jay.”

      She steps back, breaking our hug, but her hand remains on my shoulder. I’m not complaining. You have to earn Cici’s hugs and affection. It’s rare that she isn’t sassing or snapping at me and Chase for some stupid thing or another we’ve done. “Why is he headed to Denver?”

      “He wants to spend the rest of summer with Noa before filming starts.” I pump my eyebrows at her. “We’re no longer liars because if everything goes his way, she really is his girlfriend now. I swear on my life, he’s going to marry this girl. I’ve never seen him so—”

      “Relaxed, right?” She squeezes my shoulder. “I didn’t want to jinx it. You know how when something is too good to be true, there’s always an impending fire? I just for sure thought he wouldn’t get the role, or something disastrous would happen between those two. But she’s bringing out this side of him… God, I mean, he’s always smiling and practically bounces around when he’s on the phone with her—which is nonstop, by the way. Maybe this really will be his happy ever after.”

      The way her eyes are nearly tearing up in glee is why Cici might be the only woman on the planet I trust. This is our family. We have one common goal. We win together, we stress together, and we protect Chase at all costs. This right here is why I don’t date. The only reason I can trust Cici like this is because there is absolutely no part of my male brain that wonders what she looks like naked, and I’m pretty sure she’d vomit at the idea of me in bed. It’s perfect, the very reason I don’t blur lines with women. Friendship is strength. Love muddles everything. It blinds you and makes you vulnerable.

      “Wait,” Cici suddenly says. Whack!

      Her palm collides against my chest with such force she nearly sends me backward, completely ruining our sentimental moment.

      “Um. Ow?”

      “What the hell?” She’s glaring at me now, realization washing over her face.

      “What?”

      “So you, Chase, Jay, and I’m assuming Mark as well, have all known that we got Dynasty Man since Monday and no one told me? It’s Saturday, Adam!”

      “Ah, fuck,” I grumble. Did not see that landmine. Whoops.

      “See? This is the shit I’m sick of. I’m always the last to know…”

      I’m trying to pay attention, but her words sound garbled as my mind wanders to Amani and what she’s been up to for the past few days. It’s why I’m here, anyway. Cici has information that I need, and so for now, I have to be on my best behavior as she chastises me for my oversight.

      “…and not only that, but it’s the fact that it makes my job so much more difficult. You never let me into the little boys’ club, when I’m responsible for…”

      Goddamn, I’ve opened up a can of worms.

      I hoist my elbow on the counter and rest my cheek against my fist, pretending to listen to her chastisement. “You’re right, C, I was wrong. That was inconsiderate of me. I’m sorry. Moving forward, I’ll make sure you’re my very next call after Chase, okay? Hell, I’ll just three-way call if that helps? Just tell me what makes you comfortable.”

      She returns to her seat and glowers at me as she points to the box of crullers. “These are poisoned, aren’t they?”

      “What?”

      “No way you’re being this nice for no reason. The only way Adam Montgomery would ever utter the words ‘I was wrong’ is because you’re luring me into a false sense of security shortly before my death…or you want something.”

      “Not poisoned. But I saw how they make those, and cardiac arrest or a sugar coma should be at the top of your list of concerns.” I smirk. “But are we not allowed to stop the war for one day?”

      “A day in which you ask me for something?”

      I shrug. “Fine, you got me. I need a favor.”

      Cici gives me a sly smile as she rubs her hands together. “Oh, I’ve been waiting for this. What do you want and what’re you offering?”

      I point to the coffee cup in front of her and the bakery box. “I offered breakfast.” She raises her perfectly manicured dark brows, telling me she’s unimpressed. I continue, “And an entire week, insult-free.”

      “You can do better than that, Adam. Stakes are too high.”

      “Says who? How do you know I’m not asking you to water my plants while I’m out of town?”

      Cici holds up one finger. “Because first of all, you don’t have plants. You couldn’t keep an idea alive, let alone anything that needs sunshine.”

      “Rude.”

      “Second of all,” she says, her middle finger joining her first in a peace sign, “you want something big. It’s the only reason you’d corner me at the beach house with your tail tucked. So what’d you do? Did you ditch any more meetings or throw any more unsuspecting single moms in front of the paparazzi today to pose as Chase’s lover?”

      Sighing, I reply, “No. That was a one-time thing.”

      “Talk fast, Adam. I’m losing interest.” Cici flashes me her teeth, eating up every single minute of this.

      “Fine. So you know Amani—”

      “No.” She closes the bakery box and slides it back in front of me. “Nope. Not happening. Hell no. Not worth your cruller bribe.”

      “C, come on. Plus, you already ate one. That’s worth at least hearing me out.”

      She seems to consider my response and then rolls her wrist, telling me to continue.

      Damn, I can’t believe that excuse worked.

      “I ran into her at Chase’s birthday party in the bathroom…” When Cici narrows her eyes at me, I clarify. “Nothing happened. She was feeling sick. We just talked briefly. She left in a hurry.”

      “If you had a chance to talk to her and couldn’t seal the deal, doesn’t that tell you everything you need to know?” Cici’s smile grows mocking, making it really hard to maintain the imaginary truce flag I’m currently waving.

      I blow out an aggravated breath and try to keep my snarky replies buried deep. Honey, not vinegar. Cici is the key right now. “She said something cryptic like she was interested but in a weird place in her life, so I let it go. But then a couple of days ago, I happened to run into her at Elm community when I was dropping off my keys—”

      “Wait. You still have your condo at Elm? Why the hell?”

      “Yes.” I widen my eyes at her. Cici knows I used to live there with my ex-wife, but she also knows I hate talking about it. “It’s a good investment property. Will everyone please stop asking about it?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Fine, continue.”

      “Amani was having what looked like a psychotic break in her car, which had just crapped out on her. Which is why I missed the Aim meeting, by the way.” To my utter shock, Cici’s scowl transforms into a soft, sweet smile. “What? Why are you smiling at me like that?”

      “Fine. You’re forgiven.”

      “Just like that?” I ask, my tone conveying my skepticism.

      “You ditched the meeting to comfort Amani? I like that version of you much better. Sweet, smitten Adam gets a pass.”

      Okay, great. I’ll take it. “Anyway, she said she was debating moving home to Denver, which is why she didn’t renew her lease, but she was really disappointed by it. So she’s carless, about to be homeless, and then there was the—” I stop myself abruptly, realizing that Amani probably doesn’t want me telling people she was trying to have a baby. “Look, I want to help her, but I don’t know how to read between the lines, I guess. You helped her with PR when she first moved here, right? And you guys are still friends? Do you know what’s going on with her?”

      Cici’s dark, manicured brows pinch as she gives me a quizzical look. “If you two are dating, why don’t you just ask her?”

      “We’re not dating. I took her on one date to Luna’s. I think. Actually, I’m not sure what the hell that lunch was.” All I know is I’m pretty sure she never wants to see me again. I drove her home, and she didn’t even let me walk her to her door. She even left behind two twenty-dollar bills for lunch. She didn’t say anything, just tucked the bills into the cupholder and fled.

      “You took her to Luna’s?” Cici’s eyes pop into wide circles.

      “Yes. Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “You once told me that Luna’s was sacred. For close friends only. Mona’s Italian Eatery is the restaurant you prefer before taking women to…what was that delicate little phrase you used? The Boneyard? Pound Town?”

      I scowl. “Excuse me. I have never described a hookup with that level of crassness.” Boneyard. Pretty sure I said boneyard.

      “Regardless, continue,” Cici instructs.

      “She was sad and crying. She needed a decent meal and Luna’s was like five minutes away. It wasn’t a big deal.”

      “Uh, wrong. Luna’s is like a forty-minute drive from Elm Community.”

      “Can you quit calling me on my shit now?” I point to the bakery box. “I brought you crullers. Be cool.”

      She cackles. “Adam, I’m just saying, it’s not a crime to have feelings for a girl.” She flashes me a shit-eating grin. “Smitten looks good on you.”

      I roll my eyes at her and mutter, “I’m not trying to get into the feelings thing. I just want to make it right. She was so upset at me. And now she’s probably leaving L.A.”

      “I don’t doubt it. She likes to pretend like she’s okay, but she really hates it here.”

      I point right at Cici’s forehead. “See? You know stuff. Spill.”

      Cici presses her fingertips against her eyelids. “This feels sleazy. Like I’m going behind her back so you can get into her pants.”

      “Wrong.” I scowl. “She offered. I actually turned her down.”

      Cici purses her lips and nods her head up and down as if in understanding. “So you turned her down but now you’re here asking me for tips on how to get her to see you again?”

      “Yeah, sorta.”

      “It’s shocking you need help with women, Adam. You seem to have this completely under control.”

      “I don’t need help with women. I need information about one woman, and I’d really prefer it without all the Cici commentary.” I sigh, then grumble. All right, I didn’t want it to come to this. I pull out my final Hail Mary from my back pocket. Cici’s jaw drops when she sees the key to my Jag in my hand. “Why did Amani move to L.A.?” I ask, making my intentions clear.

      “Stop. You’re that hard up for her? You’re offering me the Jag?”

      I scoff so hard my throat catches. “I’m offering for you to use the Jag. Not have. Use.” I dangle the key above her open palm as I calm my sputtering. “One week.”

      Cici rakes her top teeth over her bottom lip. “One year.”

      I narrow my eyes. “One month.”

      “No deal.” She shrugs and takes a prolonged sip of the coffee I brought her.

      Damn, she’s good. She knows she has the upper hand. “The rest of the summer, and you can borrow it when you drive home for the holidays this year. You can lie to your family and tell them you bought it, cash, so they stop giving you so much shit for being…what is it they think you do again?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Party planning.”

      Right. Cici’s parents are completely clueless as to the purpose of celebrity PR. I know they’ve made a snide comment or two about her career choices. Little do they know their daughter is one of the best in the business.

      In a final show of hesitation, she twists her lips. “And what exactly are your intentions?”

      Honestly? “I don’t know.” I exhale as I lift my shoulders then drop them. “I simply want to help her. She seems like she needs a friend.”

      “Why, Adam? There’s a lot of fish in the sea. Why chase a messy situation?”

      Grumbling to myself, I throw my head back. “I’m not chasing anything. I’m just trying to be a decent guy, okay?”

      She cocks her head to the side briefly in pity. “Fine.” She opens and closes her palm rapidly, telling me to drop the key in her hand, but I close my fist around the fob instead and give her a knowing look.

      “I’m sorry, do you think this is the first deal I’ve ever closed? Info first. Why’d Amani move to L.A.? She talks about Denver like she had the best life. Close friends, her family, and she loved her old apartment downtown. Why leave?”

      Her playful smile disappears and her lips tighten. For a moment, we just listen to the slight whistle of the breeze, but I’m quiet as I watch Cici’s demeanor change. It’s clear she’s reflecting on something really unpleasant, and now I’m a little nervous to get the information I just paid for with my favorite car.

      “She came to L.A. for an audition as a news anchor.”

      “I had no idea she was in journalism.” I can’t really picture Amani as a news anchor. Actually, at the moment I’m having trouble picturing anything other than her, red-faced, sniffling, and trying desperately to cover up the fact she was crying in her car.

      Cici shakes her head. “She’s not. It was a scam anyway.”

      “How so?”

      “It was a little fishy when she was told that the audition was simply a formality, and she definitely got the job. But she had such a big following on social media, she figured they’d seen her on camera enough to know it was a good fit. So she packed up and moved to L.A.”

      I immediately come to Amani’s defense. “It’s not that far-fetched to cast based off of social media these days. I don’t blame her.”

      “True. But it got very fishy when she made it to her audition and they wanted her to strip down naked. Apparently, it was an ‘all nude’ set.”

      I roll my eyes as I let out a short exhale. “They lured her into porn.”

      “Yup. I mean, of course she didn’t do it, but she kind of got stuck out here, I suppose. She left Denver because…” Cici trails off much to my annoyance. I mentally count to ten, remembering I’m not the most patient man when I’m feeling agitated. The idea of someone preying on Amani like that is making me want to pay a visit to that producer with a crowbar in hand.

      “Because of what?” I bark out. “Sorry,” I mutter, softening my tone.

      Cici glares at me but acquiesces my request nonetheless. “Adam, I honestly don’t know. We met because she was looking for part-time PR and social media management. We went through her influencer business and as much as she wanted to outsource her involvement with social media, she’s the brand. It’s really hard to have someone else take over. All I know is she seemed desperate to get away from the apps, but she was making so much damn money. All other job avenues paled in comparison and she had some big expenses.”

      “Expenses such as?”

      Cici claps in my face. “Dude. Enough. This is not an episode of Gossip Girl and I’m done spilling my friend’s secrets. All I’m saying is Amani was desperately looking for a way out of the social media game…and I guess she never found it.”

      I grab the only jelly-filled donut in the box and take an unenthusiastic bite. My mind is swimming. Was someone harassing her? Did someone hurt her? Did she secretly do that porno and had mixed feelings about it? Cici clearly doesn’t know that Amani’s trying to get pregnant, so what big expenses is she talking about? I have a hundred questions, but I settle on only one more. “Why would a ridiculously successful influencer want out? It’s kind of the American dream, isn’t it? You’re a business owner making a lot of money from a platform that you’ve built on your opinion. I mean—”

      “Adam,” Cici grumbles. “You’re not honestly that dense, are you?”

      “Apparently…” I screw up my face in confusion.

      She sighs. “You know how we don’t let Chase touch his own Instagram. He’s not allowed on TikTok. And remember how after Kayla cheated on him, and he walked off The Renegade set, then was later caught by the paparazzi with what can only be described as a parade of strippers, we didn’t let him on the internet at all for like a month?”

      “I remember.” After Chase singlehandedly put the hashtag “manslut” on the map, the studios shied away for a while and we lost a few opportunities, but I knew it’d pass. It always does.

      “Mark moved into the beach house to watch him, and Jay was literally on babysitting duty to make sure he was never alone with his phone to accidentally stumble upon all the atrocious bullshit people were saying about him.”

      “Yes, yes, Cici, I remember the dark age of Chase’s career. What’s your point?”

      “It took a team of us to protect him. Amani is absorbing all of that shit on her own. Of course she wanted out.”

      “That’s different, though,” I say. “Chase is a major celebrity. People are far more brutal with A-list celebrities because they don’t see them as people. Just subjects to talk about.”

      Cici shakes her head and blows out a small breath. “You’d be really surprised. It’s not just celebrities. And plus, they have the privilege of being an asset that very powerful people want to protect. Influencers like Amani? They bear the same responsibilities and have none of the same protection and privileges. They are bullied, ridiculed, shamed, and then told they are pussies if they admit they are hurt about being bullied, ridiculed, and shamed. Believe me, it’s my job to know how disgustingly arrogant and cruel these keyboard warriors are and make no mistake…it is a warzone.”

      My heart clenches. I’m suddenly feeling angry enough to be vengeful. Is this why she wanted a baby? Something to distract her? Or she just wanted something…innocent?

      “You okay?” Cici asks, glancing at my fist. I suddenly realize I’m squeezing the donut so hard, red jelly is spilling down my hand.

      “Oh, crap.” I reach for the roll of paper towels and quickly clean up the sticky mess. Once I’m done, I slide the keys to my Jag over to Cici. “Want to go pick up the Jag? It’s in storage in Malibu.”

      “Bleh, Malibu?”

      “Yes, Malibu.” Randy’s is one of the only garages I trust with my cars. It’s also where Amani’s vehicle is being fixed. So, two birds.

      “Fine,” Cici says, grabbing another cruller. “Let’s go.”

      She sees me eyeing her cruller as she makes her way to the front door. “Oh, don’t get your panties in a wad. I’m going to finish it in the driveway. You’re so annoying with the no eating in your car rule.”

      “I’m loaning you my Jag. Quit whining.”
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      Ping. Ping.

      I groan. That awful sound.

      I ignore my phone, staying firmly tucked under my covers in the fetal position. My cramps are unbearable today. But I’m really not allowed to complain. According to Dr. Michel, every period I get is a blessing. It means that while my window is closing, it’s not completely closed. Hope. These painful, aching cramps are hope.

      Ping. Ping. Ping.

      Ah, fuck. Now I’m up.

      I rip off the covers. Back-to-back notifications like that can only mean one thing.

      I swear once upon a time, social media was fun. Now I cringe and taste the scant hint of bile in my throat whenever those damn alerts start popping off.

      I never used to keep my notifications for social media on. I’m fully aware of the benefits of detaching, but nowadays, I have to stay on top of the trolls. The more they comment, the fewer brands want to work with me, so it’s a ferocious game of report and block. Report and block. Over and over. It doesn’t resolve anything. I just move the target. It’s like a game of whack-a-mole… No. Whack-a-troll.

      I laugh to myself, immediately missing my best friends from home. Addie, the youngest of our group and lover of terrible puns, would’ve peed her pants at “whack-a-troll.” We should be laughing together at the moment. I could be at home with my friends in Denver right now.

      But I’m hiding because while I need them the most right now, they are also the ones who won’t believe I’m okay. And once they tug at the thread, I know I’ll unravel.

      After dragging my phone off the nightstand, I glance at the comments on my latest TikTok makeup tutorial, which has jumped by a couple of hundred thousand views. Gamma Cosmetics paid me a sizeable amount to post a getting-ready video using only their new vegan beauty line. They sent me every product they make. The makeup feels nice. The blush and the eyeshadow glides well and the colors are gorgeous. But the truth? It smells like shit. Literally. It reeks of cow manure. I had to wash my face three times after the video to get rid of the lingering smell of soiled pasture.

      I hold my breath as I scroll through the comments, waiting for the first one that’ll feel like a blunt knife straight through the gut.

      Viral videos are my job security. And yet these days I cringe when the algorithm favors me. Because once you have visibility, that’s when the trolls start running their mouths. Creating content is easy. Posting it, however, has been about as enjoyable as a root canal. All these platforms are about visibility, reach, and connecting. But no one is prepared for what they’re actually connecting to.

      Two years ago, I was on my soapbox, preaching to my struggling influencer friends to simply ignore the spiteful, hateful people. “Hurt people need to hurt other people,” I’d say. “It’s as simple as that. Don’t let the losers steal your shine. The majority of the world is inherently good.”

      It’s becoming much harder these days to practice what I was once preaching.

      I swipe up on the lengthy list of comments, all mostly tame so far. Someone asks how long I’ve been using Gamma’s products. What’s the diplomatic way to say, once and never again? I respond: I just started my Gamma journey. So far, so good. I’ll keep you posted! Another user asks me how the product smells. I’m sure Gamma would be pretty upset if they paid an influencer to say their product smells like cow shit, so I settle on: earthy. Someone complains about the price of quality makeup these days—that’s fair. I leave that comment but don’t respond. I continue scrolling and my heart rate calms. Okay, this is good. Neutral. Everything is fine and this is—

      Oh, wait.

      
        
        Niopette_04: Please stop making videos and go fall off the earth.

        Niopette_04: You’re annoying and irrelevant and no one wants to buy makeup from you.

        Niopette_04: You look like a hoar.

      

      

      I let out a deep breath. Well, first things first, Niopette_04, you spelled whore wrong. Also, what the hell kind of username is Niopette? And why is your user icon the Campbell’s Soup logo? And most importantly, why the fuck are you bothering me?

      I didn’t do anything wrong. But here I go again, trying to quickly cover up the crime scene like I’m guilty.

      Step one: delete comments.

      Step two: block troll.

      Step three: ignore feelings.

      Bonus step four: hunt down some Pamprin.

      My bare feet thud heavily against the faux wood floors as I head to my kitchen. I’m going to miss this composite flooring. It’s perfect for an apartment. It looks just like real wood but can take a beating. There’s no evidence of the furniture I dragged across the living room that would’ve gouged real wood. No discoloration from the coffee or the nail polish I’ve spilled. It never shows a scratch, blemish, or stain. Absolutely beautiful…and fake.

      I’m rummaging in my fridge for a drink to wash down my little purple horse pills of relief, when my phone goes off again. It’s so loud I can hear it from the bedroom. But this time it’s a ring instead of a chime.

      After snagging my AirPods off the counter, I tuck the left earbud in and double-tap, playing my little version of Russian Roulette by not knowing who’s calling. I refuse to let myself hope it’s Adam.

      No way it’s him. He made his intentions pretty clear. Just friends. My logical brain says he’s right. He would’ve absolutely been taking advantage of me in a vulnerable moment. But all my wounded ego can think is, what an asshole. When a lady asks you to throw her one, just do it, for fuck’s sake.

      “Hello?”

      I already know who it is by the furious keyboard clicking on the other end of the line. “Sorry. Just give me one more minute. Wrapping up a…” Quinn trails off, not finishing her thought.

      I give her thirty seconds as I wash the Pamprin down with a swig of orange juice right from the jug. In fact, I’m walking around in my underwear, no bra, with a ratty tank top I’ve had since college. Here is the upside to making yourself a recluse—manners and presentable clothes are always optional. Don’t mind me, just living my best life.

      Once my patience has run thin, I slam my fridge door, intentionally making all my glass goods rattle.

      “Shit! That’s loud. You’re on speakerphone, Mani.”

      “Quinn, never mind the fact that you called me. Would you like me to try you back when you’re not so busy?”

      It’s not intentional. Quinn is a workhorse. She has been since the day I met her freshman year. I’ve always admired her work ethic and her business savvy. I think that’s why I palled around with her so much and jumped at the chance to become her roommate. I was hoping some of the Quinn magic would rub off on me.

      “Sorry, sorry,” she says. “You’re right. Work is insane today, and I’m still waiting on news about everything.”

      “That’s right! Your promotion. What’s the verdict?”

      Quinn has been working her ass off at her dad’s company since her junior year of college. She earned her way up the ladder, refusing to slide into her success because of her last name. Everything she’s worked toward for a decade is about to come to fruition, in the form of a promotion to Chief Marketing Officer of one of the biggest tech security systems in the world.

      “It’s looking good. There are a few more hurdles to clear before it’s mine. My dad won’t officially announce me as CMO until I see some projects through. I need the third quarter earnings report before I can show the major ROIs from the plans I implemented—”

      “I have an idea,” I say, cutting her off before she starts diving into business jargon that I don’t have the patience to decipher. “When you make the cover of Forbes magazine, you should wear a hot-pink dress. I know they like to stick women in navy pantsuits on the cover, but it’d be the ultimate form of rebellion, you know? Show the world that you are one of the most intelligent, powerful, business-minded, women on the planet, but dressed like Barbie.”

      She scoffs. “How many pink things do I have in my closet, Mani?”

      I rack my brain for a moment. “Three. The Chanel clutch—”

      “Nope, it’s been four years and Reese still hasn’t given that back. I’m going to assume it’s hers now.”

      “Fair enough. Then, two pink things. That crystal necklace I bought from Minerva the first time I dragged you to go see her—”

      She interrupts me with an audible shudder. “I can still feel the cobwebs. That lady was so fucking creepy.”

      “Don’t judge.”

      “I’m not. There are plenty of psychics who don’t operate from a crypt.”

      Utter exaggeration. Minerva just had a particularly stale, dingy basement, and yes, she needed an industrial-sized dust buster to handle her home, but she was the sweetest little lady. I’ve always loved psychics. I just like the idea of there being something more out there we can connect with. When it seems like the world is on fire, and people are failing you, it’s nice to think there’s something more.

      After Quinn’s mother passed years ago, she didn’t sleep for weeks. And she didn’t cry. She said she wanted to, but she just couldn’t. She was in shock, mixed with guilt and exhaustion—a painful little cocktail of self-loathing. Quinn seemed to go numb in response.

      All of our best friends tried something to help. Noa cooked an entire fridge-full of meals and it was actually the rest of us who ended up gaining a few pounds from all her baking. Quinn barely poked at her food. Addie clung to her like a loyal golden retriever and kept her distracted. Impressively so, she was the only one able to get a smile out of Quinn here and there. Reese, the only other member of our group of five who is able to understand business jargon, seeing as she speaks fluent legal jargon, responded to some of Quinn’s urgent work emails. She even ran reports so Quinn could get some rest. But no matter what we did, she still couldn’t sleep or cry. She couldn’t feel.

      Eventually, I dragged her to Minerva for a reading, mostly as a joke, but by the time we left, Quinn was bawling. I think it was more from exhaustion than anything, but still, she slept for nearly two days straight afterward, so I call that a win.

      “You call her creepy, but you kept the necklace.”

      She’s silent for a beat. “Yeah, I love you that much. But case in point, that’s the only pink thing I own.”

      “Wrong. Your thruster is hot pink. The one with like twenty vibrating patterns. The one you keep in your nightstand drawer.”

      There’s a commotion as I hear Quinn scrambling to grab her office phone. I snicker to myself.

      “Did I not just tell you you’re on speakerphone?” she hisses. “And my office door is open.”

      I smirk into the phone. “You know better than to put me on speakerphone.”

      Instead of scolding me, she seems to hum in approval. “Well, you seem more like your obnoxious self.”

      “You’re welcome.” I curtsy even though she can’t see me.

      “No, I’m serious. You’ve been so quiet lately. I volunteered to check on you today and make sure you were all right after last night.”

      “Last night?” I ask.

      “Yeah, you missed girls’ night. We figured your internet was on the fritz again, but we tried to FaceTime you like ten times. Mani, jokes aside, I’m worried about you.”

      I have flawless internet at Elm Community. Spotty service is an excuse I’d use to miss girls’ night when I was having a tough time pulling myself out from under the covers. The benefit to living this far away is they can only call me incessantly. They can’t bang down my door and demand proof of life. Well, technically, they could. And if I keep missing our longest-standing tradition, they really all might show up in L.A. soon.

      “It’s already Saturday?” I ask, pretending to be surprised. Of course Quinn is working on a Saturday. “This whole damn week has been a blur. Don’t be worried, I’m just busy.”

      It started with my disappointing non-pregnancy news, then quickly evolved into my homeless and carless situation, and wrapped up in a nice bow two days ago, with me offering Adam Montgomery sex, and him metaphorically responding with a “thanks, but no, thanks,” handshake.

      But I’m not telling Quinn all that.

      “I’ve just been distracted trying to lock down some new business. I’ll FaceTime you guys next week. I promise.”

      “How is business going?” Quinn asks.

      I suck in a little breath and hold it. Yet again, here is an opportunity to be honest. A chance to tell one of my best friends in the world I’m struggling. An opportunity to ask for help.

      “Good.” Dammit, Amani. Just try. “Actually, can I ask you something?”

      “Of course, what’s up?” For a moment, I tap my finger against the countertop, watching my light pink nail click against the granite. “Mani?”

      “Do you ever hate your job? Or just aspects of your job? Actually no…not the aspect…just people?”

      “Of course I do. One of my direct reports thought ‘EOD’ meant ‘End of December.’ Can you believe that? He was planning on being six months late with an analytics report that we needed for Q3 investor reporting. He literally told me the report was too much labor to get it done. This guy is my analyst. It’s literally in his job description. I had to write him up for neglecting job duties, and now the entire office has nicknamed me ‘Devil Wears Prada.’ There’s no winning as a woman in corporate these days. I have to be the boss, without being bossy—the double standards, I mean…” She audibly exhales. “Sorry, babe. Tangent. That’s not what you meant, is it?”

      “No,” I say with a sigh. “I meant, have you ever been at the point where you start questioning whether or not humanity is inherently good?”

      “What does that mean?”

      How do I explain this? “You know how people can be like The Matrix. You plug in, go through the motions, fake a smile, and you pretend so much you actually think everything is okay. But when you unplug and you’re looking at what’s really going on, it’s a robot-war shitstorm and humanity doesn’t really exist. These aren’t people, it’s just evil, empty AI shells.”

      There’s silence for a while, and then I hear Quinn furiously tapping against her keyboard again. Good grief. She couldn’t even go five minutes without attending to her emails—

      “Hey, are you closer to LAX or Burbank Airport?”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Evil empty AI shells, Amani? You’re not okay. I’m booking a flight.”

      “Quinn—”

      “What’s our pact? Hm? Of all of our friends, you and I have an unrivaled pain tolerance when it comes to the world’s bullshit. We promised to be honest with each other, didn’t we? When was the only time I ever told you I was in a bad place?”

      I’m hesitant to say the words because the rule is, we don’t talk about Savannah, Quinn’s mom. It’s the only way Quinn copes. We’re not allowed to bring it up. “When your mom died.”

      “Right. And once I finally asked for help, you pulled me out, didn’t you? That’s why I kept that stupid, creepy necklace. It’s a reminder that even when you feel like there’s no hope, there’s hope. Because we’re all right here for you. So tell me now, Mani, is all the sketchy flakiness over the last year because you’re busy or because you’re hurting?”

      I hold my breath as my eyes start to water. If Quinn had FaceTimed me from her cell phone instead of calling me from her office phone, the ruse would be over. She’d be on a flight immediately because I’d break right now in front of her. I’d tell her how I’m feeling the weight of social media, but I can’t stop now. Mom needs the money for her pain treatments, therefore I have to keep pushing through the toxicity, the anxiety, the ballooning depression. It’s just fucking feelings, not sticks and stones. I’m not allowed to break because of stupid online trolls. I’m stronger than that.

      Or, I’m trying to be stronger than that.

      “No. I’m not. I promise.” The lie tastes so familiar on my tongue. “I’m fine.”

      “You’ll tell me if something’s wrong, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “I only believe you about seventy-five percent at the moment.”

      “Eh, well,” I mumble, subtly covering up my sniffle. “C’s still get degrees.”

      “All right, well, since you’re okay, can I catch you up on the gossip from last night?”

      I open my pantry door, scouring for snacks. All I have are stale pita chips, fiber cereal, and the disgusting maca root chocolate cookies that organic snack brand sent me. They are offensively gross, but I didn’t have the heart to throw them away. Apparently, they are supposed to be somewhat of a libido booster. A cookie aphrodisiac. I swear, the random shit these people want me to help them sell.

      “What gossip?”

      “Guess who also missed girls’ night because their boyfriend is in town and moved in?”

      Huh? Which of us has a boyfriend? Last I checked, me, Addie, Reese, and Quinn were painfully single—

      Knock, knock, knock, knock, knock.

      My heart leaps out of my chest at the unexpected intrusion at my front door.

      “Hang on,” I grumble to Quinn. “Either the world’s largest woodpecker is at the door or the police are here to collect me.” Who the hell knocks like that?

      She must not hear me say hold on because she continues on about how “he moved and they are living together.”

      I yank open the door at the same time I ask into the phone, “Wait, you’re talking about Noa? Who ‘moved in’ with her?”

      It’s Adam who answers my question. “I’m assuming Chase,” he says simply, eyeing me up and down with a growing smirk.

      Sucking in his lips, he averts his gaze. I look down to see what he’s alarmed about and when I can clearly see my nipples through my very see-through white tank top, I realize I answered the door with no bra and still in my cheeky underwear that barely covers a third of my admittedly bony ass. I cross my arms firmly over my breasts, covering up my visible nipples.

      “Quinn, I gotta go.”

      “Chase moved to Denver to be with Noa officially,” Adam continues to explain, as if I asked. “But seeing how close you and Noa are, I’m sure you know that already.”

      Actually, no. I’ve been in bed for the past two days, trying to block out the world. “Right,” I lie. I’ll ask the girls questions, lots of questions, later. Right now, I’m wondering why the hell Adam is holding a key ring with a tiny bedazzled electric guitar, a sparkly pink key, and a car key fob decked out in pink rhinestones.

      I point to his hand. “What are those?” I return the favor of eyeing him up and down now. I never realized how tall he is. I don’t remember him towering over me like this the other day. Was I wearing heels? “And why are you always in a suit? It’s Saturday.”

      He ignores my second question. “Do you want to get dressed, first?”

      Crossing my arms firmly over my breasts, covering up my visible nipples, I then narrow my eyes at him, remembering how peeved I still am from our last encounter. “I’m fine.” I nod to the girly keys in his hand. “Why do you have keys to Barbie’s dreamhouse?”

      “These are for you.” He waggles the keys in my face. “A key to your new condo, a key to your new car, and a little electric guitar, since you’re so into death metal and all.” He flashes me a playful smile.

      Smart-ass. He loves that he caught me in a lie. He probably knows my entire playlist history on Spotify is just Selena Gomez on repeat.

      “Cute. But I already told you the other day—”

      He holds up his hands, then clasps them together in a praying motion. “I’m an ass. I get it. And I’m very sorry.”

      Huh? “Sorry for what?”

      He shrugs innocently. “I don’t know. It just seemed like the safest way to start a conversation with you.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You’re allowed to not want to sleep with me. Sure, my ego took a hit, but whatever.”

      “Well, if it helps your ego, I’m kind of hoping you’ll uncross your arms at the moment.” He pumps his brows at me and flashes me his money-making smile. He really does have nice teeth…and dimples…and I like the way his hair is a little curly when it gets too long.

      “What do you want?” I ask, doing the opposite and tightening my death grip around my chest.

      “Your car,” he says simply.

      “Randy’s already called and I’m supposed to pick up my car next week. Apparently, there’s something wrong with the transmission too.”

      “And the timing belt, your rotors are shot, and your left brake light is a little dim in comparison to the right, but that wasn’t a huge deal, just the straw that broke the camel’s back.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Meaning the repairs were going to be more than the car was worth. I’ve never seen a car look so nice on the outside, but on the inside basically held together with bubblegum and hair scrunchies. What did you do? Buy a used car from a man in a trench coat trying to sell fake Rolexes?”

      I balk, offended. “It was a reputable used car dealership.” Actually, it wasn’t, it just was the only car I could afford in cash when I got to California. I left my car at home with my mom. I have to buy most things in cash because lenders don’t see brand partnerships as reliable income. I can’t exactly show them a W2 or paystub. I can make twenty thousand dollars in one month, and then not even break four-figures the next month. What lender wants to take a chance on that sort of instability?

      “You got hustled, sweetheart. So I, uh…” He rubs the back of his neck in discomfort.

      I scrunch my nose at him like I smell something bad. “Did you just call me sweetheart?”

      Ignoring me, he blurts out, “I got you a loaner.”

      “Adam,” I deadpan.

      “A loaner. I did not buy you a car, calm down. It’s one of mine. It costs me nothing.”

      “Just like you didn’t skip an important meeting to have lunch with me?” I raise my brows at him. “I’d call you a stalker again, but honestly? I don’t get it. You played your cards, I offered the bait, and then you just swam away.” I wiggle a hand in the air, like a fish swimming, while my other arm remains tightly around my chest. “I’m not interested in mind games, and I have about ten years of packing that I should’ve started yesterday, so if you’ll excuse me.”

      “Wait,” he protests

      I take a step backward, intent on turning on my heel and closing my front door behind him, but he grabs my forearm in one of his large hands to hold me in place.

      My body tenses. It’s not that he’s hurting me. It’s his firm grip, like he’s desperate to keep me, making my stomach flit in anticipation. Neither of us moves, even as his knuckles press into my chest.

      “If you were any other woman, I swear, Amani, after lunch that day, we wouldn’t have even made it back to your apartment. After hauling ass to the nearest empty parking, I would’ve fucked you in my car.”

      “Classy,” I mutter. I meant it to be sarcastic, but there’s no humor between us. My throat is dry, and I keep looking at his lips, almost certain they could quench my thirst.

      “I just don’t sleep with women I like talking to because I don’t like to—”

      “Blur lines,” I finish for him.

      He locks onto my eyes, tightening his grip. “I like you. I haven’t liked anyone in a long time, so, obviously, I don’t know what the fuck I’m doing. Sorry I upset you. I should’ve compromised. At least a kiss. Maybe a little over the pants petting would’ve been the gentlemanly thing to do.”

      He holds a straight face, but I burst into laughter, our familiar rhythm returned. Okay, fine. He makes me laugh like it’s an easy thing to do.

      “If you’re into me, and I’m into you, what’s the problem?” A flurry of excitement swirls just below my navel, reminding me of how I actually feel about this man.

      “I don’t want to pretend to be something I’m not,” he says, his eyes dropping to the ground. “And then lead you on and let you down. It’s clear what you want in life.”

      “And I’m assuming you want the opposite?”

      He lifts his gaze and his eyes dart between mine. “Been there. Done that. It’s not for me.”

      Of course there’s a rush of disappointment from my head to my toes. But his admission is refreshing at least. “Adam, that was neither smooth nor rehearsed.”

      “Fair enough,” he says with a humorless laugh.

      “But it was honest. And I like that. Thank you. We’re okay, I promise.” I pump my eyebrows at him. “I’m actually going to miss randomly bumping into you. But if you’re ever in Denver, I can send you my go-to spots to make your stalking a little easier.”

      “Ha.” He releases me and dangles the keys in his other hand, making a small ruckus as the tiny guitar knocks against the bedazzled keys.

      “Those are adorable, by the way. Did you steal those from an eleven-year-old Swiftie?”

      He smirks. “No, sassy. I already had them. I broke up the matching set. Now I only have sparkly pink drums on my keys.”

      Ha. I wonder where he went out to buy this for me. Had to be Claire’s. “Adam, I’m not taking those—”

      “Look, if you really want to go home, then I’ll even help you pack. But you said you wanted to stay here. Please don’t leave all because of me.”

      “All because of you?” I ask. “Someone is a little full of themselves, hm?”

      “I meant what I said, Amani. I want to help you. I want to be your friend.”

      I inhale then blow out a deep breath. “That’s just what men say when they want to have sex but don’t want to call you the next day.”

      “I didn’t say friends with benefits. I just said friends.”

      I raise one brow. “Just friends?”

      He jiggles the keys again. “And technically your landlord. Also, your car rental company.”

      “Do I really come off that pathetic?” I ask, my tone noticeably somber. “You feel so bad for me, you’re jumping through all these hoops?”

      He holds my gaze unshyly. “I’m jumping through hoops because you’re worth jumping for.” He speaks slowly so I can soak up every word. “There is nothing pathetic about letting someone help you, okay? All you have to do is decide what you really want.”

      I feel it in my bones. There’s something here I still need to work out. So I uncross my arms and hold out my hand, letting Adam drop the keys into my palm.

      “It’s condo number 3A, and it’s ready whenever you are. I’ll have my car dropped off here this week. Both yours for as long as you need them.”

      I smile. “When’s rent due?”

      He rolls his eyes as he shakes his head. “Let’s just say the first. I’ll have Jessie set up an agreement if you insist.”

      “I do.” Relief washes over me, and damn, it does feel good for once to let someone save the day. “Thank you, Adam.”

      “You’re welcome.” He thinks he’s slick, but I watch his eyes drop to my chest briefly, then back up. “All right, I have to run to a meeting, one I can’t miss this time, but text me when you’re ready to move your stuff. I’ll help you.”

      Since I’m on a roll today, I accept his help. “Okay, thank you. Oh, wait, I don’t have your number.”

      He quirks a brow. “Check your DMs. I put it in there like ten times.”

      I chuckle. “Finally got me to respond to your messages, huh?”

      “Yup. Only cost me a car and a condo.” He winks at me.

      “All right, well, I’ll see you soon then,” I say, then take a step backward into my apartment and close the door behind me. I’ve barely taken two steps when there’s another knock.

      I open the door to reveal an anguished-looking Adam, his face furrowed in concern.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Can I ask an off the record question?” His words are hurried.

      “Sure?”

      “Are your nipples pierced?”

      I nod at him slowly. “Yes.”

      “Mhm, okay, cool,” he mutters before turning back down the hallway. I shut the door behind me once more, but still hear Adam grumble from down the hallway clear as crystal, “Fuck!”
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      Alex parks his Denali, which is roughly the size of a small boat, across two residential parking spots outside of Building A of Elm Community. He rolls down his driver’s side window when he sees me waving at him from the sidewalk.

      “Those are dedicated spots. You can’t park there,” I shout.

      His dark shades hide the eye roll I’m sure he’s giving me. “Who’s going to arrest me?” he shouts back from across the lot. “It’s just for a couple of hours.”

      He’s in for a surprise, that’s for sure. When he agreed to help me move Amani from her apartment to my condo, he had no idea the sheer volume of the contents of her closet. Then again, neither did I. Had I known, I would’ve hired a small army.

      I’ve learned two fun facts about my new friend, Amani Rhodes, today. She’s weird about taking tags off things; she seems to be trapped in a perpetual state of “what if I need to return this?” Her broken-in light pink love seat, thoroughly stained, and bleached in patches where she tried to remedy the stains, still has the purchase receipts that she tucks into the withered cushion.

      The other fun fact: the woman never wears a bra at home and it’s fucking distracting. I think she’s torturing me on purpose. It’s not like I’m thrilled about the “just friends” rule I imposed. But every time I fantasize about bending her over her faded pink love seat, I remember that by the end of summer, she wants to be pregnant. No way I can commit to that, nor do I want to distract her from what she wants. So friends it is.

      Alex steps out of his SUV, but instead of heading in my direction, he hustles to the passenger side back door. And with that, I know Alex is going to be of zero help today.

      “I said bring reinforcements,” I say, allowing my smile to grow wide as I quicken my steps across the parking spaces to greet them.

      “I did,” he replies, unbuckling my nephew from his car seat.

      “Are you helping us move today, buddy? I’m not sure if you’re strong enough.” My goofy “Uncle Adam” voice is involuntary. Every time I see Carson’s big, buggy, blue eyes and his fat toddler cheeks, a cheeriness from deep inside me bubbles up. “Let’s see. Show me your muscles.” I demonstrate by lifting my arms and bending them at the elbows, flexing my biceps.

      Alex sets him down, his clean, tiny red Converse hitting the asphalt with a soft thud. His thick, jet-black hair contrasts his fair skin. He looks so much like his dad, but with his mother’s unmistakable deep dimples.

      Carson’s squealing with laughter, refusing to mimic me making a muscle. He knows the minute his arms are in the air and his little armpits are unprotected, I’m going to tickle the shit out of him.

      “Come on, bud. Like this.” I flex a little harder. “Show me those guns.”

      “Don’t say guns around him,” Alex scolds me.

      “He’s a boy, he’s going to learn what guns are soon enough.” Dropping my arms, I hold my hands out and curl my fingers like a monster, enjoying my nephew’s shrieks of tickle torture anticipation.

      “He’s been a parrot lately. Tara gave me a whole list of things we can’t say around him.”

      I keep my eyes locked on Carson as I slowly take a playfully menacing step forward. Convenient that he’s wearing a diaper because he’s laughing so hard, surely he’s peed his pants by now.

      “Where is Tara?” I ask my brother.

      “Headed to Seattle. She’s getting to scrub in on a coronary revascularization. It’s the most complicated surgery she’s ever assisted with. It’s a big deal for her fellowship.”

      Carson has let his guard down, staring at his daddy, trying to sound out the big words he just heard. So I lunge. Before he can make sense of what’s happening, my nephew is in my arms, giggling and snorting as I trill my fingers over his belly. I quickly go from tickling him to grasping him firmly, preventing him from wiggling out of my grip and meeting the concrete head first.

      “Does it bother you that your baby momma is saving lives, and you work pretty much a nine-to-five where you build tits?”

      Alex gestures to Carson and glares at me. “Don’t say tits.”

      “He breastfed,” I say nonchalantly. “Tits is a word he already knows.”

      My brother rolls his eyes, but then a cocky smirk spreads across his face. “You know what’s messed up? When she’s done with her fellowship, she will literally be an expert in heart transplants.” Alex lowers his voice. “Tara is so much smarter than me. She works harder—”

      “And better looking,” I add.

      “True. But shut up. Point is, the surgeries she performs make me feel inept as a surgeon, yet I’ll still always earn double what she does. How fucked up is that? This world has backward priorities.”

      Carson shows me a mischievous, toothy grin before he repeats, “Fucked up.”

      I howl in laughter, watching Alex’s face scrunch up. I’m pretty sure “fuck” was also on Tara’s list of words we can’t say around her son.

      My brother grumbles under his breath as he opens the trunk and fetches Carson’s diaper bag and a giant stuffed duck, three times the size of my head. I raise my brows at him. “He won’t nap without it,” Alex explains.

      I kiss Carson’s head before setting him down on the ground. He’s barely steady on his feet before he holds out his little hand, opening and closing it rapidly in a toddler “gimme” motion, asking for my finger. I oblige and he wraps his tentacle of a grip around my pointer finger before we shuffle across the parking lot.

      “Not that I’m complaining about the surprise because I haven’t seen little man in weeks now, but why would you come help today when you had Carson? You know you’re useless while you have to keep an eye on him,” I say to Alex.

      “Oh, I’m not here to help.” He pauses and points to the other side of the parking lot where the spaces are covered by a roof, protecting vehicles from the elements. His eyes are fixed on my Porsche, parked in spot 3A. “I need to know who the heck this woman is that got you to pull your favorite car out of storage. You don’t let anyone drive the Porsche.”

      “That’s not true,” I intone. It’s completely true. Maybe a small part of me wanted to impress Amani. Not with the fanciness of the car, just by the fact that I was willing to share it. It’s a fucking fantastic car. She deserves to have a little fun while she can. It’s not the kind of car you put a car seat in.

      “It is true. I asked to borrow it once,” Alex says, pulling off his sunglasses, locking eyes on me. “I believe you said ‘over my dead body.’”

      “Right before you threatened to kill me.”

      Alex smiles. “You gave clear instructions. Apparently, I needed a dead body to drive it.”

      “Funny. Anyway, Amani and I are friends. I’m just being nice.” Wrapping my thumb around the back of his hand, I give Carson’s hand a little squeeze. “Uncle Adam’s nice, right?”

      Carson strains his neck to meet my eyes. “Ice cream?”

      “No, buddy, I said Uncle Adam’s nice—” I stop mid-sentence. “Eh, screw it. Yes, we can go get ice cream.”

      “Actually, I was hoping you could watch him tomorrow for a while? I rescheduled most of my appointments when Tara told me about her trip, but I have one patient who has a drainage situation and I need to—”

      “Bleh, stop. Say no more. Me and little man can hang tomorrow. No problem.” It’s good timing. With Chase living in Denver, I’m finding myself without much to do. I’m missing the chaos, and my days are far too uneventful.

      I resist the urge to scoop Carson up, and instead we take the stairs painfully slow. My nephew loves to be a big boy, but watching him swing his little legs up and over each step is kind of like watching a sloth climb a tree. After what feels like years later, we arrive at condo 3A, and I knock. Alex shoots me a quizzical look. “Isn’t this your place?”

      “Not anymore,” I mutter as Amani opens the door.

      “It’s still unlocked, Adam. You don’t have to knock every time,” she says, then turns her attention to Alex. “Hello, you must be Dr. Montgomery.”

      “Just Alex,” he replies. She shakes my brother’s hand while her gaze shifts from Alex to me, then down to Carson. She squats so fast, in less than a heartbeat she’s eye level with my nephew. “Hi, cutie pie, what’s your name?”

      I nudge a sheepish Carson forward with my knee. “This is Uncle Adam’s friend, Amani. Amani, this is my nephew, Carson. He’s here to help you move.”

      Carson holds his pudgy hand timidly and Amani clasps both of her hands around his.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Carson. You’re sweet to help me today. Hey, you know what? I actually have some juice boxes. Do you want a juice box?” She snaps her gaze up to Alex. “Wait, sorry, I should’ve asked first. Is he allowed to have juice?”

      My brother smiles and nods. “Just don’t tell his mom if it’s not organic.”

      “Why do you have juice boxes?” I ask her.

      “I like them. Good portion control,” she says, shrugging. Her top knot bun knocks against her sweaty makeup-free forehead. It’s just been me and Amani for hours now, moving boxes from Building H to Building A, one by one. The manual labor was a little grueling, but at least I’ve had the privilege of staring at her freckles all morning.

      “Come on, cutie. I have apple, grape, and cherry,” she says, leading Carson into my old condo toward the open concept kitchen.

      Standing in place, I try to gesture Alex through, but he doesn’t move, and instead gives me a shit-eating grin. “What’s that look for?” I ask.

      “Nothing,” he says, with a teasing inflection I don’t appreciate. “But I understand the Porsche now. She’s a pretty girl.”

      “It’s not like that,” I say, answering the question he didn’t ask. “We’re just friends.”

      Alex clasps his hand over my shoulder, patting me twice. “Sure you are.” He enters the condo, leaving me in the doorway.

      Brothers. Of course Amani and I are just friends. Especially seeing the way her eyes just lit up when she saw Carson, it’s clear what she’s craving. A family. A child.

      Two things I will never ever be able to offer.
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      “Amani?” I ask as I knock on the closet doorframe. “How are you doing in here?”

      She’s sitting cross-legged in the middle of my old master closet, the setting sun shining through the bay window and highlighting the side of her face.

      It’s bizarre to have a bay window inside of a closet, surely a design oversight, but at the time, Liv thought it was perfect. She didn’t like the idea of a new baby living down the hall. This oversized master closet was the perfect size for a mini nursery, and the bay window made it seem less like a little prison cell.

      I exhale deeply, trying to ignore how uncomfortable it is to be back in this condo.

      “Are you okay?” Amani asks, rising to her feet, abandoning the box she was unpacking.

      “Yeah, why?”

      She cocks her head to the side, studying me. “You seem lost in thought.”

      Damn. I thought I had a better poker face. “I’m just thinking about how much has changed since I bought this place.”

      I drop my gaze, enjoying the sight of her scrunching her bare toes into the plush gray closet carpet. For some reason, I’m quite satisfied she already seems to feel comfortable here.

      “Such as?” Amani asks.

      Looking a little to the left, I see where the seal of the baseboards is separating. I need to get that caulked again soon. “When I first bought this place, brand new, I used to stay up at night worrying about how I was going to pay my mortgage. It was a miracle the lender approved us. At the time, my wife didn’t work, and I was still a new talent agent at LMC Agency. But this place was everything we wanted, so we went ahead and bit off more than we could chew.”

      Amani’s big green eyes freeze into owl-like circles. “You share this condo with your wife?”

      “Shared. With my ex-wife,” I assure her. “I offered to sell it and split any profit with her when we broke up, but she wasn’t interested. She let me keep it.”

      “That was awfully generous of her.”

      Was it? Maybe it was the smarter choice. Liv didn’t want to be stuck with the memories that are surrounding me right now. The reason I should’ve sold this place a long time ago.

      “I suppose,” I say, then purposely divert the conversation. “Hey, I don’t mean to go all nineteen-fifties traditional roles on you, but if you can stay here and keep an eye on the baby for a bit, Alex and I can strap your bed on top of his SUV, drive it over, and bring it up. We only have the big furniture left to move from your apartment.”

      Amani gives me a cheeky smile. “Carson’s almost three and you still call him ‘the baby?’”

      I let out a small laugh. “He’ll always be a baby to me, I guess.”

      She nods. “I get it. I’m the same way with Noa’s son. Jonah is going on five, but I still see his baby face.” She cups her hands and holds them close together. “Teeny, tiny head with these big blue eyes that took up half of his face. He was so damn cute.”

      She takes a little step closer and the sun catches the highlights of red hair strips twisting around her bun. The light dances across her full lips and when she catches me gawking, I yank my stare away.

      “You’re going to be a good mom when the time comes,” I say, grasping for anything to distract from the fact that I was clearly falling into a trance staring at her.

      Her sharp laugh punctures the tension between us. “None of my friends would agree with you.”

      “Really? Why? You’ve barely spent two hours around Carson and he already favors you over his dad and uncle.”

      She chuckles as she crosses her arms and touches her elbows, unwittingly pushing her breasts upward. She’s wearing a dark purple tank top, so nothing see-through today, but earlier this morning, I swear I could see the outline of her nipple jewelry.

      “Did you put a bra on?”

      “Yeah. I didn’t realize your brother and nephew were coming,” she answers casually. “I didn’t want to be too revealing.”

      “So you’re just revealing around me then?”

      “I’m comfortable around you,” she clarifies before she smirks wickedly. “But if it bothers you, I’ll wear a bra moving forward. I just normally don’t bother around my friends.”

      I fell right into that trap. “It doesn’t,” I mumble, then clear my throat. I continue clearly, “Anyway, why don’t your friends think you’re the mom type?”

      “Because I’m Fun Aunt Amani. I’m good with kids in short bursts. But I’m hoping if I have my own baby, the important maternal stuff will come naturally.” Her eyes tilt downward and worry lines crease her forehead. One of her shoulders is locked in a shrug, and her face is twisted in apprehension. She looks so insecure. “Right? Or am I doomed?”

      “My brother was not a baby guy. At all. Carson was a major surprise. But the moment he became a dad, not only did his life turn upside down, but he was thrilled about it. The guy who used to complain about babies on flights now wants a family the size of the Brady Bunch.” I smile at her sweetly, desperate to ease her trepidation. “If Alex can be a good dad, you sure as hell can be a good mom. Actually, solely based on how important this is to you, I think you’re going to be a phenomenal mom.”

      There’s only one real key to being a good mom in my opinion. Don’t abandon your kids after a mental breakdown. It’s literally that simple. You don’t have to be domestic, buy expensive presents, or say the right things at the perfect times. Just don’t fucking leave.

      I shift in place and unwittingly nudge a box lying by my feet.

      “Whoops,” Amani says, whisking toward me to collect the luxurious white box with shiny gold foil embellishments. She lifts it, trying to place the box onto an overhead shelf beside me. “Don’t want this one getting damaged. It’s pricey,” she says, straining, not quite tall enough to secure the box in place.

      The scant hint of her perfume is dredging up bad memories, especially here in this condo. Sure, Amani won’t wear a bra on moving day, but she’ll spritz herself. Once upon a time, it was my favorite smell in the world. I used to buy Liv Honeysuckle by Rainelle every other holiday. She wore it because I loved it. Now, I can’t stand the smell. Especially not on Amani. It’s becoming a confusing blur between past and present feelings.

      She’s a mere inch from me, so close I can feel her body heat radiating as she rises to her tiptoes, still unable to accomplish her mission. Careful not to actually touch her, I reach above her fingers and push the box into place. “There we go,” I murmur.

      She spins around and we’re chest to chest, a simple act of chivalry on my part turning incredibly intimate. This close, she has to tilt her chin up and lift her eyes to see my strained expression. “I have never misjudged someone so severely,” she says. “You’re actually nothing like ‘Smooth Talking Adam’ from Chase’s birthday party.”

      “I’m going to take that as a compliment,” I reply. I mean to smile, but all of my focus is going into self-restraint at the moment. Despite the triggering scent she’s wearing, Amani is stirring up all kinds of feelings in me. At the present moment, mostly physical. And I’m too tempted to grab her by the hips and put my lips on hers, so I need her to be the one to step backward and put some more space between us. If I do so, I’m afraid it’ll hurt her feelings.

      She doesn’t budge. If anything, she leans closer before dragging her top teeth over her full bottom lip. She smiles as she scours my face, seemingly proud of how obviously she’s affecting me.

      Just friends, Adam. Friends who don’t kiss.

      “It was definitely a compliment,” she whispers.

      I know the look she’s giving me, and I don’t think our friendship will survive if I turn her down again. Ah, fuck it. I lean down, eyes still locked on hers. What’s one kiss, one time—

      “Adam?” Alex bellows from the bedroom door, nearly stopping my heart. I basically leap out of my skin, retreating from Amani like I got caught with my pants down. “You in there?”

      “Closet,” I call back.

      There’s no mistaking the disappointment in Amani’s deep green eyes. She wanted that kiss as much as I did. With a foot of distance between us now, she looks small and unsure, wrapping her arms around herself and nervously rubbing her triceps. Alex finds us quickly, pausing at the open archway.

      “What’s up?” I grumble as I turn to face him.

      Alex holds his phone out and waves it in the air. “Piermont called. Dad’s having a good day. He wants to see us.”

      “Another?” Holy shit. That’s two days now in a month. That’s a great sign, definitely progress in the right direction.

      “Yeah, they said they tried you first.”

      I pat myself down, feeling my empty pants pockets. Where’s my phone? Why aren’t I wearing my Apple watch? How could I miss a call like that? Damn Amani’s sexy, sassy self, distracting me all day.

      “Okay, let’s go,” I say to Alex, then turn quickly to Amani. “I can help you move your bed tomorrow. My dad is ill in a way”—I tap my temple—“memory issues. And whenever he’s up to seeing us, we drop what we’re doing and go.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she says. “Yes. Go. You’ve already helped more than enough. Both of you. Thank you. The bed isn’t mine anyway.”

      “What?” I ask.

      She pops her shoulders. “My apartment came with basic furniture. The big sofa, the coffee table, the dining table and chairs, none of that is mine.”

      “So you don’t have a bed?”

      Amani looks at the corner of her closet, eyeing a large canvas tote. “I have a blow-up mattress. That’ll work just fine until I have to move again.”

      “You’re not going to buy a bed? You’re just going to live on an air mattress?”

      She laughs off my concern in breathy huffs. “I’m not too prissy to sleep on an air mattress for a few months, Adam. It’s not like I’m staying here for long.”

      I know I should be moving my feet now, making my way to Dad, but her response trips me up. I think I misunderstood this whole situation. Amani must not see my condo as a home…just a hotel. And now I’m wondering if I offered to help her to help her or to keep her here. Fuck, is it me? Am I the one blurring lines?

      “I told you I’m not renting this place out anytime soon. You don’t need to rush.”

      She squints at me like I’m confused and jostles her head in a subtle shake. “I can only afford a couple cycles of IVF, Adam. Whether or not it works, in a few months, I’m moving home.”

      Alex gently clears his throat, reminding me he’s still standing there, listening to our conversation.

      “Shit. We should go,” I say, speaking to Alex but keeping my eyes locked on Amani’s. “Piermont is an hour drive from here. We’re wasting precious time.”

      “Wait,” Alex says, solemnly shaking his head. “It just dawned on me. Carson’s still napping in the guest room, but I don’t have a sitter. No way I can get one in time, and we can’t bring him. You go, Adam. I can help Amani unpack some things until Carson wakes up. Just tell Dad I’m doing well and I love him, okay?”

      “I’ll watch him,” Amani chimes in before I can say a word. “You should see your dad.”

      “Really?” Alex asks.

      “Yeah, actually Carson’s age is my forte. I watched Noa’s son all the time when he was a toddler. You brought diapers and wipes, my iPad has YouTube Kids, I’ve got juice boxes in the fridge, and I’ll order in some chicken nuggets. We’ll be totally fine. Go. Both of you. As long as you need. It’s the least I can do after all your help.”

      “Wow, I…” Alex starts but doesn’t finish his statement. Instead, he looks at me for approval. To him, she’s still a stranger. He needs to know if I trust Amani with his son.

      “She can more than handle it,” I tell him, watching Amani’s eyes light up at my vote of confidence. “Amani, I’ll text you Alex’s number. Call us if you need anything, and we’ll come right back.”

      She nods. “We’ll be fine.”

      “Well, he already knows the word ‘fuck’ but try not to say any other cuss words around him, if you don’t mind? His mom is going to chew my ass to shreds when she comes back.”

      She laughs. “Noted.”

      Amani follows behind Alex and me as we exit the closet, walk through the master bathroom, then out of the bedroom and into the main living room. I forgot how big this condo is. It’s small in comparison to my current house, but for a starter home it wasn’t too bad.

      “Here’s your phone, Adam,” Amani says, swiping it off the kitchen counter and holding it out to me. I wrap my hand around the phone and her hand, holding it for just a moment.

      “Thank you. You have no idea how much this means to us. Every second we get with our dad these days is precious.”

      “That makes sense. But I am curious, won’t your dad want to see his grandson?”

      “He doesn’t know Carson exists,” Alex cuts in from the doorway. He’s collected his keys and wallet and is waiting patiently at the front door. “It’s easier that way.”

      “I’ll explain later. Bye,” I say to Amani, right before I plant a kiss on her cheek.

      Shit.

      It was a knee-jerk reaction. A reflex from the past. It’s this damn condo that catapults me back to the past. It’s the same way I used to grab my phone, my keys, and the traveler’s mug of coffee my wife would pour me. Then I’d kiss her cheek goodbye. Goddammit. At least I stopped myself before I added, “I love you,” by accident.

      Amani holds her cheek where I kissed it, her eyes wide with surprise.

      “I’m sorry,” I mutter. “I don’t know what that was.”

      She doesn’t address it, even though her palm is still pressed against her cheek. “Drive safe. I’ll text you when Carson wakes up.”

      Alex and I are out of the building, walking side by side through the parking lot when I ask him, “Did you see me kiss Amani’s cheek?”

      “Yep,” he says simply.

      “Was it weird? A kiss on the cheek could be a thing between friends, right?”

      He glances at me from his peripherals. “Adam, it was really fucking weird.”
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      Dad looks small. He’s losing weight. I don’t like that. I make a mental note to ask the nurses about the cafeteria menu. If he doesn’t like what they’re serving, I can set up a meal delivery service. He loves comfort food; stews, chillies, roasts, and mashed potatoes. Mom’s Mississippi Mud Roast was always his favorite. He’d eat copious amounts of it, hungry or not.

      “Dad?” I ask loudly, trying to speak over the chirping of the birds. It’s pleasant today in Piermont’s garden patio. The sun is bright, the breeze is crisp, a nice break from the heat. But there are bird feeders in almost every tree surrounding us, and the Blue Jays are having a goddamn rave, screeching like they’re on fire. “How’s the food? You look slim.”

      Dad lifts his salt-and-pepper brows and smiles wide. “The term you’re looking for is svelte.” He sits up straight in his chair and pats his flat stomach. “I’ve been hitting the gym. Thanks for noticing,” he says with a wink.

      Alex shoots me a telling glance from across the iron firepit we’re seated around. He must have similar suspicions. The first thing the nurses told us when we arrived today was he started a new medication. He’s been nauseous and hasn’t had much of an appetite.

      “Dad,” Alex adds, “what if we cooked some things you like every now and then, packed it up, and sent it over. Would that help you eat?”

      Dad’s loud cackle echoes off the trees. “My boys, cooking? That’s laughable.” He reaches over the iron armchair of my seat and pats my thigh. “Good thing you have Liv or you’d starve. While we’re on the subject, I would not say no to a few of those little cookies with the Hershey kisses she makes. What are they called?”

      Alex’s eyes are on me again. The tension in his shoulders is visible. He gets uncomfortable whenever Dad brings my ex-wife up so casually, like he’s worried I’ll snap.

      “Peanut Butter Blossoms,” I say simply.

      “That’s right. I remember now. Peanut Butter Blossoms. Maybe you can bring a batch of those, long after the baby arrives, of course. She shouldn’t be on her feet right now, slaving away in the kitchen.”

      I nod in understanding. Here we go, time for the lies. We’re always careful when we approach these conversations. Dad is aware he’s sick and needs Piermont’s assistance. He understands that due to his condition he forgets things. However, he’s completely unaware that eight years have gone by, Alex has finished his residency, completed his fellowship, and opened his own practice. Dad’s clueless to the fact that I’m thirty-two, not twenty-four, Liv and I are divorced, and I have no baby.

      But why ruin a perfectly pleasant California afternoon?

      “Does she still think the car ride up here will make her sick?” Dad asks. “By this late in the pregnancy, most of that should’ve passed by now.”

      “Dad,” I grumble. “She’s just tired.”

      “How’s her blood pressure? Being tired is normal. Excessive fatigue could indicate preeclampsia.”

      Dad was a general practitioner, so obstetrics and gynecology weren’t his expertise, but he still knows more than most. He also had a wife with two high-risk pregnancies.

      “She’s fine, Dad. And you’re supposed to be enjoying your early retirement. You don’t need to go all ‘Doctor Montgomery’ on us.”

      “That’s right,” Dad says, beaming at Alex, “there’s a new doctor in town.”

      Alex nods. “Just following in your footsteps.”

      “My footsteps?” Dad replies with a chuckle. “I didn’t have the gall to make it through a surgical residency. I’m very proud of you, Alex.” He turns his attention to me. “And while I still don’t exactly understand what an entertainment agent does, son, I’m proud of you too. The way you treasure your wife, you’re a better husband than I ever was. You’ll be a better father too. Let me tell you boys something: every parent wants their children to supersede their accomplishments, and I know it was hard without your mom, but somehow things went right with you two.”

      There’s acid bubbling up in my chest. The taste of bile is in the back of my throat. Instead of responding, I watch my shoes. I’m grateful for the distraction when my phone chimes back to back. I always set my phone on Do Not Disturb when I’m with Dad, but today I adjusted the setting to allow notifications from only one number.

      
        
          
            
              
        Amani

      

      
        So Carson found all of my makeup. And we’re keeping ourselves thoroughly entertained.

      

      

      

      

      

      The next few messages are images of Amani’s face, streaked with an array of different colors of eyeshadow and lipstick. I’m very curious as to why she has electric blue lipstick. That’s kind of sexy, actually.

      Carson’s pudgy hand holding a makeup brush is visible in the corner of all her selfies. She let my nephew give her the world’s worst makeover, but the gleeful smile she’s wearing in every single picture. It’s the best smile I’ve ever seen. On anyone.

      
        
          
            
              
        Amani

      

      
        He’s only poked me in the eye, thrice.

      

      

      

      

      

      I chuckle to myself, then glance up to see Alex sitting at the edge of his seat.

      “What’s up?” he asks.

      “They are doing great.” I keep my response simple and vague.

      “Who is doing great?” Dad asks, with a clueless smile.

      “My friend is watching Alex’s new puppy. They’re making a huge mess, but she’s handling it beautifully.”

      Dad’s face twists in confusion and looks to his left at Alex. “A new puppy, really? With your fellowship coming up? You’re not going to be home much, son. Cardiothoracics is going to be grueling and you won’t have time to—”

      “Dad,” Alex says, while looking at me pleadingly. Oh no. “There’s no puppy.”

      “Don’t,” I hiss at him.

      “Adam.” Alex holds his hands out and shrugs. “You’ll just have to forgive me later.” He’s already made his mind up and all I can do is sink into the thick patio chair cushion and brood.

      Rising, Alex picks up his chair and plants it right next to Dad’s. He sits back down and grabs one of Dad’s hands, cradling it in both of his.

      “You have a rare condition, Dad,” Alex starts.

      Dad nods solemnly. “I know.”

      “It’s more serious than you realize.”

      Dad glances at me briefly, then back at Alex, but I catch sight of his furrowed brows and the concern clouding his expression.

      “Alex, please don’t,” I beg, but he ignores me.

      “Dad, you’re having trouble recalling long-term memories and formulating any new memories. We lose you for long periods of time. Sometimes you don’t even know who Adam and I are. But every time you do, we’re here. Every time you ask for us, we come.”

      Dad gulps hard, as if he’s trying to swallow a lump in his throat. He’s quiet for a long time as the gears in his head turn. Sitting in silence, we give him time to process as we listen to the birds squawking at each other, like nails on a chalkboard. If only I had a slingshot within reach.

      “So, um, catch me up,” Dad eventually croaks out.

      Alex lets out a deep breath. “Eight years ago, I specialized in plastics. I decided against cardiothoracics. Truth be told, there’s more money in plastics. I’ve performed over four hundred cosmetic surgeries now, and I own my own practice. But the part of my life I want to show you most is my son,” Alex says, pulling his phone out of his pocket.

      He holds the screen in front of Dad’s face. It has a privacy protector, so I can’t see the images from this angle, but I’m assuming he’s flipping through pictures of Carson. I study the tears forming in Dad’s eyes, hoping it’s not all pain. Maybe there’s a few tears of joy at the sight of his first grandchild.

      Dad points to the screen. “That’s his mother? Are you married?”

      “Doctor Tara Baker. She’s a surgeon, too. She actually did opt for cardiothoracics. We’re not married, but we’re co-parenting just fine. He looks so much like you, Dad, do you see it? His full name is Carson Clay Baker-Montgomery.”

      “Clay?” Dad asks, flinching at the mention of his name. “My name?”

      “Carson for Tara’s grandpa. And Clay…for you.”

      Dad sucks in short heaves, clearly becoming overwhelmed.

      I place my hand on his back, his bony spine protruding though he’s only slightly hunched over. He needs to eat more. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah,” he sniffles. “I’m fine. I just… You should’ve brought him. I’d love to hold him. Next time, bring him, okay? I’ll remember him, I promise.”

      I wish he wouldn’t say heartbreaking shit like that. This is at least the fourth time we’ve told him about Carson. He never remembers.

      “I will,” Alex says. “Next time, I promise. But we talk about you all the time and show him pictures. He calls you Papa Clay. Well, Papa ‘Cay.’ Ls are tricky for him lately.”

      Dad smiles, but his cheeks are glistening as he turns his head toward me. “And what about my granddaughter? My God, I missed everything. After eight years, she’s not a baby, but a little girl.” Dad’s eyes light up as he nods to my phone still in my hand. “Can I see pictures? What did you end up naming her?”

      It was my ongoing argument with Liv. I wanted the name Summer for our baby. She was pushing for Holly, my mother’s name, until the end. Dad was a good sport about the idea of us naming our daughter after his ex-wife. He told me he was fine with whatever we chose, and he’d love his granddaughter just the same.

      Except it wasn’t his granddaughter.

      Removing my hand from Dad’s back, I rub my temple as if my head aches. “She wasn’t mine, Dad. Liv confessed a few weeks before she was due that the baby was the product of an affair. So I divorced her. We never decided on a name. I never saw the baby.”

      My response sounds candid. I gave all the details, matter-of-fact. I don’t know how to properly convey the emotional wreckage I went through.

      I was betrayed. I was justified in leaving her. But divorcing a pregnant woman in her third trimester, after she dropped to her knees and begged me to stay made me feel like the real villain. But I couldn’t live with the constant reminder that the woman who was my entire world betrayed me in the worst way. I wouldn’t be able to look into that baby’s eyes and feel anything but anger.

      Dad scoots out his chair and stands. He rests his feeble hand on my shoulder and lightly squeezes. “I’m sorry. I need a moment, son. I’ll be back.” He starts down the walking path, slowly, methodically. One careful step in front of the other as if he’s afraid he’ll collapse.

      I glare at Alex, on the opposite side of the firepit table. “Feel good about yourself?”

      “Adam,” he grumbles, “we do this your way nine out of ten times. I get why you hate telling him about Liv. But I miss him too. If you had a child, you’d want to share that with your mom and dad.”

      I exhale. He has a point. Maybe my desire to escape the past is selfish and I should—

      Wait. “Mom and dad?” I ask, my tone growing accusing. “Did I hear that right?”

      Alex ducks his head and lifts his eyes, a warning flare in them. “Yes.”

      I narrow my eyes. “What’re you saying?”

      He theatrically rolls his eyes and grumbles before he beats his fist against his forehead.

      “That’s a little dramatic, don’t you think?” I’m trying to stay calm, but the agitation is bubbling under my skin. What the fuck is going on?

      “If I tell you something, do you think you can be reasonable?”

      “No,” I snark. “But tell me anyway.”

      He holds his hands together and taps his pointer fingers against his lips. “Carson hangs out with his grandma a couple of times a month. She takes him to the bounce house place and movies and stuff. He loves her.”

      Pressure builds behind my eyelids. This is too fucking much today. Dredging up the Liv shit, and now Mom, too? “Well, warn him not to get too attached. She’s slippery.”

      “Adam,” Alex scolds.

      “No, don’t Adam me. I’m not fucking crazy, right? You were there.”

      “I was where?” He’s using the same tone he does with Carson when he’s in the middle of a toddler meltdown.

      “The car, when we got T-boned by some jackass going the wrong way down the bypass. We rolled, spilled our lunch, and when the paramedics got there, we were covered in spilled milkshakes, fry crumbs, and blood. Remember that?”

      “Yeah, Adam,” Alex says, touching the top of his forehead where the faintest trace of his scar is still visible. “I remember.”

      “Okay,” I continue, “and remember how our mom left us, right after? We were still wearing the damn hospital wristbands when she dipped out. And now she’s playing world’s greatest grandma to your son? You don’t see anything wrong with that?”

      The birds are quiet now. Maybe my yelling scared them away.

      “Her mental health was already unstable, and the accident put her in shock. She was driving. She got hurt too. Mom made a mistake. I’m not saying she didn’t. Don’t look at me like that.”

      “Like what?”

      He presses his palm against his chest. “Like I’m being disloyal.”

      I’m on my feet now, pushing back my chair. It screeches against the stone patio.

      “Look, I’ve been waiting for the right time to bring it up, but she wants to see Dad…and you. It was two decades ago, and now, it’s time to forgive her.”

      I laugh silently at the notion. Forgive her? “You were seventeen. I was eight, Alex. Maybe you were grown up, but I needed my fucking mom and she chose to leave. You do what you want, but I don’t want to see her, and she better not come here. Dad doesn’t need that kind of stress.”

      Alex scoffs. “Are you afraid?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Are you afraid that if she’s in Carson’s life, and Mom and Dad connect and find peace, you’ll be left all alone in your anger and unforgiveness?”

      Crossing my arms, I shake my head. “Fuck you, man,” I bite out.

      He shrugs off my outburst. “It’s just something to think about, Adam. I let go of my anger toward her, and I felt like I could breathe again.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m letting go of this conversation.” I turn on my heel.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To find Dad,” I mutter.

      “Are you pissed at me?”

      I don’t answer him, just start walking in the direction Dad did.

      “Are you still willing to watch Carson tomorrow?” he calls out.

      “Yup,” I shout over my shoulder.
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      “Dad?” I ask, lifting my knuckle to the door to his dormitory. It’s ajar, but I knock anyway, so softly, it’s barely audible. “Are you okay?”

      The bed creaks, a few soft thuds on the floor, and then he opens the door wide. “I was just headed back your way. I needed a little quiet to—” He taps his temples in lieu of finishing his sentence.

      “They’ll be serving dinner soon. Should we grab Alex and head to the dining hall?”

      Dad steps backward and beckons me into his room. “You know what? How about just me and you for a moment?”

      I follow him and take a deep breath. The room smells strongly of warm apple pie. “Did I interrupt dessert?” I look around at the small round table next to his kitchenette. The single-serve coffee maker is clean and empty. There’s nothing warming in the small microwave.

      “It’s a candle.” He points to his nightstand where a large three-wick candle lies. Getting closer, I inhale deeply, noticing the small pools of melted wax around each wick. It’s a pleasant smelling candle, like real pie, not the sickeningly sweet artificial smell of apple. “I came back in here to light it.”

      “Why?” I take a seat on his bed.

      Dad exhales as he takes a seat in his reading chair. It’s impressive how much furniture they’ve crammed into one room. A shrunken home. “The neurologist was here last week and gave me homework.” He waggles his eyebrows. “Cocky-ass specialists love when they can boss us general practitioners around.”

      I don’t find it funny, but I force out a small laugh. “What homework?”

      “They’re curious if stimulating my senses will trigger some type of response. When it comes to the brain, you won’t believe how intricately everything is connected. I think the doctors are convinced if I stub my toe the right way, I’ll remember everything. Everyone is just hoping for—”

      “Miracles,” I finish for him.

      Dad nods. “Alaina, one of my nurses, brought me an apple pie candle. When I smell it, it reminds me of…something.” His nostrils flare as he tries to keep his composure. “I think it helps me remember you guys.”

      “What’s it like?” I ask, knowing damn well the answer. I’ve asked so many times before, but I need his reassurance. “Are you ever scared or lonely? Do you wake up and not know who you are?”

      “No. It’s not that intense, son. Each day is different, but it’s hard to explain. You know when you misplace your keys?”

      “Sure.”

      “You distinctly recall that you hung them up, left them on the counter, or in a coat pocket. But when you check, they aren’t there, and it’s hard to distinguish what memories are from earlier that day, or from weeks past. You wonder if your brain is playing tricks on you, or you’re making up memories. It all blurs together. Then, when you eventually find your keys on your clothes dresser, you have no recollection of ever placing them there, or even going into the bedroom in the first place. My memory is like that, all the time. In and out, with brief moments of clarity.”

      When he pauses, I realize I’m staring at the mark on my white sneakers. I normally only wear these to the gym. I popped them on today to help Amani move. Hm, I scuffed them on something blue today, apparently.

      “Adam?” Dad asks.

      I lift my eyes to meet his gaze. “Yeah?”

      “I’m okay. I’m not in any pain, and I’m not afraid.”

      I knew. I wanted to hear it again, but I knew. I sigh in relief. “Good, Dad. I’m glad.” Reaching over, I pick up the small lighter and fidget with it until I see a flame. I light the wicks one by one. “You only liked apple pie when Mom made it.”

      “Hmm?” he asks.

      “For the pie filling, most people slice the apples thin, so they cook through all the way and get soft. But Mom used to cut the apples into cubes. You always said you like a little chew to your pie. But Alex—”

      “That’s right,” Dad says, laughing and bobbing his head. “Alex hated the cubes. He liked his pie mushy and gooey, and your mom wouldn’t make either of us suffer. She’d make two pies.”

      I smile. Yeah, I guess Mom had her moments. “You should know, Alex didn’t take a fellowship in plastics for the money. It was because the fellowship was in L.A. Close to me and you. Cardiothoracics would’ve taken him across the country.”

      Guilt washes across his face. “You stayed for me, too?”

      “Nah,” I say with a playful shrug. “L.A. is the breeding ground for actors and actresses. It’s where I belong.”

      “Did that one client ever pan out for you? The one you were raving about?” Dad furrows his brows, desperately trying to find the words on the tip of his tongue. “Ford something…Jack, I believe? Jack Ford?”

      “Chase,” I correct. “He’s a superstar. His net worth is well into eight figures.”

      Dad beams at me. “That’s great. All because of my boy.”

      I smile back. “Because of Chase… And maybe a little because of me.” I lift one shoulder. Okay, a lot because of me. But I can’t do what he does. I’ve tried. Acting is not my strength. Together, we make a good team. “Truth be told, I do everything else so Chase can just act. He’s very talented, but it takes a team to keep him focused and protected from all the unnecessary bullshit, you know? The entertainment industry is a brutal place. But we manage. We have our little family.”

      All traces of humor disappear from his face. Dad says suddenly, “I’m sorry.”

      “For?”

      “What happened with Liv. Your other family. I wasn’t there for you.”

      I shake my head. “It’s okay. You didn’t know.” More specifically, I didn’t tell him. Dad started showing severe symptoms about two weeks before Liv obliterated our marriage with her confession. I dealt with it quietly. I didn’t tell anyone what was going on until well after the fact. Alex was buried in his surgical program, so fucking stressed out. I had just started working with Chase. He put his trust in me. I didn’t want him to think I was unstable. So I coped quietly. Or maybe I never really coped. I don’t know.

      “I can’t imagine the grieving, son.”

      I squint at him. “The baby didn’t die, Dad. There was nothing to grieve over.”

      He raises his brows and clears his throat. “I grieved when your mother left us.”

      I want to say the circumstances were different, but were they? Both were betrayals by women we loved.

      “Adam,” Dad continues, “I had to really grieve to forgive myself.”

      “Forgive yourself? I can’t believe you just said that. You worked day and night building a really nice life for your family. Mom didn’t appreciate it. She walked away like it was nothing, then you had to pick up all the pieces by yourself. What the hell would you need forgiveness for?”

      “Your mother raised Alex while I was finishing medical school, studying for exams, then working grueling hours in my internship and residency. Then you came along, and I opened my practice. I wasn’t just a doctor. I became a business owner too. Maybe she left to give me a taste of my own medicine.”

      “What?”

      Dad sighs. “Maybe she wanted me to feel what it was like to raise children alone.”

      I scoff. “That’s not an excuse.”

      “She was hurting for a long time, and I didn’t notice. We talked, years later. Did I ever tell you that? You were around eleven when your mother and I met for lunch. She wasn’t asking for forgiveness, she didn’t think she deserved it, but she just wanted to explain. All that time your mother felt trapped, abandoned, unappreciated, and I should’ve taken it more seriously, Adam. My absence drove her away, and yes, she took the cowardly way out, but my point is—there’s a reason why she wanted out. I wasn’t there for her. I was there for work.”

      I can’t tell if he’s being tactless or purposely accusing. “Are you talking about Mom…or Liv? Because based on what you just said, I drove my wife right into the arms of another man.”

      Dad shakes his head slowly. “Not at all, son. I love you. And I’m sorry she hurt you the way she did. I’m just saying, grieve. Then move on. Don’t let unforgiveness rule your life because you’ll end up like me.”

      “Like what?”

      “Stuck in the past, with all these missing memories.”

      I let the heavy feeling of guilt sit on my shoulders, pressing me further into the mattress. I put as much distance as I could between me and Liv. But am I stuck? Why do I still flinch when I say her name? Why do I feel guilty that I never held that baby? What if my little banana was looking for me, and I wasn’t there?

      “Come on, Dad. Let’s go get dinner, okay?”

      He rises and I blow out the candle with gusto, trying my best to snuff out all the memories.
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      Tapping my fingers anxiously against the cool granite of the kitchen island with one hand, I redial with the other. My phone is lying flat on the counter, the speaker volume all the way up, but Carson isn’t bothered. Blippi is on the iPad, jumping into a ball pit, so I can expect him to be entertained…for five minutes.

      Yeesh, toddlers have minute attention spans. Adam and Alex have been gone for four hours, but I’m already as tired as a construction worker after a twelve-hour shift.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh, sweet angel,” I breathe out. “Thank you, thank you for answering.”

      “Are you okay?” Noa asks, her voice a little squeaky. It’s the voice she uses when she’s bracing for bad news. Of course she thinks something is wrong. I’ve called her four times in a row. “I was at work and I can’t talk inside the gallery. It’s spooky quiet in there. But I’m off now. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing serious. I just have an important mom question.”

      She’s quiet for a moment, then says, “Okay.” Based on her tone, I can picture the expression on her face, twisted up in confusion, her eyebrows knitting together. “What’s your question?”

      “What in the world would constitute a toddler pooping neon green?”

      “What?”

      “I’m babysitting for a friend and I just changed this two-year-old’s diaper. It looks like he’s juiced up on whatever makes the Hulk turn green. I haven’t told his father yet because he’s busy. I don’t want to worry him. But is this serious? I don’t have a car seat. I’d have to call nine-one-one for an emergency. I am freaking the fuck out, Noa.”

      “Is he crying, holding his belly, or acting like he’s in pain?”

      “No,” I say, glancing at Carson in the living room again. After we played makeover with about two hundred dollars’ worth of makeup I let the little dude massacre, he settled down with my iPad. Without any real furniture in Adam’s condo, we made a fort out of my blow-up mattress, fuzzy pink throws, and pillows. “He’s happy as a clam.”

      “And his tummy isn’t hard or distended or anything?”

      “I don’t think so.” I pick up the phone and join Carson on the mattress. He doesn’t notice me plopping down next to him. He’s moved on from Blippi to Ms. Rachel singing Old McDonald on the screen. I press against his stomach with two fingers. He doesn’t turn his attention away from the screen, but he giggles. “It’s soft and squishy,” I say to Noa.

      “Then he’s fine, Mani. What has he eaten today?”

      I tousle his dark hair and he leans his head back into my palm, enjoying the attention. “Nothing crazy. I ordered him some nuggets and fruit from Chick-Fil-A. Earlier he had two juice boxes, one apple, one grape. We also snacked on some box cereal while we were waiting.”

      “Ah, let me guess. Crunchberries?”

      “How’d you know?” I plant a little kiss on top of Carson’s head.

      “Because you’ve been my best friend for over twenty years, so I know you have the eating habits of a child and your favorite cereal is Cap’N Crunch’s Oops All Berries.”

      My stomach sinks. Oh shit. “Do you think the cereal was bad or something?”

      “No, no. Mani, he’s fine. That cereal is riddled with artificial dyes. Maybe don’t feed that sugary stuff to him in copious amounts or you’ll pay for it in toddler tantrums later when he has a sugar crash. Breathe. You’re fine. The only concerning part of this situation is you changed a diaper. Is someone blackmailing you to babysit?”

      “Hardy har har. No, I volunteered out of the goodness of my heart, thank you very much.”

      “Whose child? I thought you didn’t have a ton of friends in L.A. besides Cici? Reason number one thousand and four you should move home, Mani.”

      I’m sure as hell not telling her about Adam while she is shacking up with his best friend. Guys gossip as much as girls. Adam already rejected me once. I don’t want him to know I’m swooning over him. He’s keeping me at arm’s length as we play this odd game of “just friends,” which oddly I’m enjoying. It’s been years since a guy has given me butterflies.

      I haven’t had a boyfriend since I found out Trevor was cheating on me and I left Denver. Then I started IUI, and eventually I wrote off even casual dating. I didn’t see the point anymore. There was no way I could trust any of the men I was meeting with the journey I was trying to embark upon.

      But Adam was the most pleasant surprise I never could’ve guessed. The thought of me trying to get pregnant would make any playboy run. But I confessed my deepest, most treasured secret and instead, Adam found a way to get closer. I’m trying to hold onto this good feeling as long as I can.

      “Mani, are you there?” Noa asks.

      “Yeah, sorry. Lost in thought.”

      “Whose kid?”

      “A new client,” I lie. “I’m surprised he trusted me with his kid.” I force a chuckle, but the sentiment hurts my feelings. Why am I hurting my own feelings?

      “Amani, you are the most trustworthy person I know. Well, except for your driving, but that aside, there’s a reason you’re Jonah’s favorite auntie.”

      “That’s a dirty lie. Addie is his favorite. He always asks for her first.”

      “Only because she always has candy.” Noa laughs. “But seriously, I hear it in your voice… Are you changing your mind about kids? Just so you know, if you ever decided to stop chasing that jet-setting single influencer life, I know you’d make a wonderful mom.”

      She can’t see my tears starting to well up. “You mean that? Because I don’t think anyone else would agree with you.”

      “Of course I do. I’ve known you since diapers. I’ve done the research. Anyone who disagrees can go pound sand.” Pound sand—the Noa equivalent of fuck off. She’s a mom of an almost five-year-old and has learned to filter the obscenities by now.

      “Thanks, Nono. I love you.”

      “Always. Love you too.”

      “Okay, now that I know this toddler isn’t radioactive, we have a lot of catching up to do. How’s the hanky-panky with your new movie star boyfriend?”

      She laughs. “You have a one-track mind, Mani. But honestly? I can’t remember ever being this…what’s the word? Giddy, I think. I feel like a teenager with a crush. He’s incredibly sweet and he’s so good with Jonah. I know I said it didn’t make sense, but I can picture our odd little puzzle-piece family, you know? Wes with Mandy, me with Chase, and all of us showering Jonah with the love and support he deserves. Am I crazy for thinking that’s possible?”

      I smile into the phone as I run my hand up and down Carson’s back. He wiggles his butt, still melting under the affection. “Not at all. Anything is possible if you really want it, Nono. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thank you,” she exhales into the phone.

      I clear my throat. “But that’s not at all what I meant by hanky-panky. I’m going to need juicier details.”

      “Such as?”

      “Length, girth, endurance, or any special moves?” I burst out laughing, picturing her blushing.

      “Good grief, Mani.”
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adam

      We stayed well past visiting hours. The staff knew better than to try to kick us out. Alex and I stayed with Dad until he couldn’t keep his eyes open anymore. He promised he’d call us tomorrow, and we promised we’d be here the next time he called.

      I know in my heart only Alex and I will fulfill our promise. Dad won’t call tomorrow. But when he does, whether it’s next week or next month, we’ll be there like we always are. It’s the reason I don’t venture far from L.A. too often. Job aside, I’m tethered here, waiting for that phone call.

      After throwing my car into park in the Elm Community parking lot, I look at Alex in the passenger seat. The dim glow of the street lamps against the dark night light up one side of his face as he stares forward. We were mostly silent on the drive back. I’m still put off about his confession about seeing Mom. But what’s the use? My brother is allowed to make his own decisions. He’s the only family I can count on. Why fight?

      “You know, I never thank you for letting me drive,” I say, breaking the ice.

      “What do you mean?”

      I exhale and sink into my seat. “Every time we visit Dad, you never push to drive. You know I can’t stand being in the passenger seat.” It’s been a mental block since the car accident when I was eight. I can still see the blinding headlights coming from my right side. I was too young and shouldn’t have been riding shotgun, but I begged and begged. Mom caved. And it nearly killed me.

      Most of the time, I blame her selfishness for leaving. Every now and then, I wonder if it was guilt. Maybe she felt like a failure as a mother. I wish I could tell her she never failed me a day in her life…until she left.

      “Yeah, well, I know you’re a control freak.” Alex half-smiles as he reaches over and tries to give me a noogie. I lean away, but one of his knuckles still bores into my skull. “But hey, maybe that’s why you’re so rich.”

      The car isn’t running, but I grip the steering wheel tightly. “It’s taken eight years of obsessive focus to get rich. All I think about is money—how to keep it, how to make more of it. How to make Chase indispensable in the industry. I have nothing else.”

      He must not have expected my candidness because he’s silent for a while as I reminisce on the last eight years. Working on Chase’s career has been a constant distraction, but now that my best friend is wrapped up in his happily ever after, I’m noticing how lonely it is to only care about making someone else’s dream come true.

      “Well, you’ve got a pretty girl right upstairs,” Alex says, breaking the silence. “Maybe it’s time to think about something other than money.”

      I shake my head. “That’s a dead end.”

      “Come on,” he gripes, rolling his eyes. “You wouldn’t have given her your condo and the Porsche if she were a dead end, little brother.”

      “Me, Alex. I’m the dead end. There are broken parts of me that can’t be fixed.”

      “No, Adam.” He shifts in his seat so he’s facing me the best he can. “There are broken parts of you that you’re unwilling to fix.”

      “Same difference,” I mutter.

      “It’s not. Broken pieces are always meant to build better things. You see all the heartbreak you went through as the end. But it was really the beginning. You just never let yourself move forward.”

      I shrug. “I’ve been this way for a long time. I don’t know how to move forward.”

      “How about you start with a little faith that not every woman on this planet is going to screw you over.”

      I raise my brows. “Imagine that.”

      Alex chuckles. “All right, I need to get Carson loaded up. We have a long drive home, then I have to be up at the ass crack of dawn to bring him right back to you before my appointment.”

      “That’s unnecessary. Why don’t you let me keep him tonight? Go get a good night’s rest and pick him up after your appointment.”

      “You don’t have a car seat. How’re you going to get him to your home?”

      I nod in the direction of the stairs. “Once upon a time, this was my home. I’m sure Amani’s fine with it. If nothing else, she still has the keys to her old apartment. We’ll figure it out. It’s fine.”

      “Don’t offer if you don’t mean it because a good night’s sleep sounds tempting. Carson’s had me up for two nights straight.”

      “Something wrong?” I ask, unnecessarily concerned. I give Alex shit for being a plastic surgeon, but let’s not forget who made it through medical school, licensing exams, and a surgical residency. Surely he can handle the medical needs of a toddler.

      “Not at all. He just wakes up at one o’clock in the morning, on the dot, belting out his ABCs.” He opens the passenger door. “But you already offered, so enjoy that. No take backs.”

      My brother treasures every minute he spends with his son. His reaction right now is more likely due to the fact that he’s exhausted and weary of driving his son forty-minutes through L.A. traffic to get home, especially after an emotionally taxing day with Dad. His shared custody arrangement with Tara requires so much damn driving. I know he doesn’t love it, and on more than one occasion he’s mentioned they should just be together—a real family. But Tara’s the one who pumps the brakes on a relationship. Based on the stories Alex has told me, she might be as damaged as I am.
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        Hey, we’re back. In the parking lot. Is it okay if Carson and I sleep over, so Alex can get some sleep?
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        Of course. But don’t you dare knock. Use your key.
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        Amani

      

      
        I finally got him to sleep. I will throat punch you if you wake this child up.

      

      

      

      

      

      I laugh to myself at the mental image of Amani balling up her small fist and swinging at me. She’s feisty. It’d probably hurt.

      “Amani’s cool. Go home, rest. Call me after your appointment so I can make sure we’re home.”

      “Home?” Alex asks, confused.

      “Yeah, Elm has a park and on Fridays there’s usually an ice cream truck that rolls through. Maybe we’ll make a little day out of it.”

      He clears his throat, trying to control his stupid, smug smile. “So you’re using my kid to play house with Amani? That’s your big play?”

      “No play,” I grumble. “I told you we’re friends.”

      “Okay, but just so you know, if that’s the play, I’m cool with it. In fact, go make your own baby. Carson needs a cousin.”

      I open the driver side door. “Bye, Alex.”

      He laughs as he gets out of the car and circles to the driver side of his vehicle, and I wait until he’s pulled out of the parking lot to head up the stairs. Following Amani’s instructions, I use my key to get into the condo. Pushing the door slowly open, I try to avoid any chance of creaking. All the lights are off except for the dim pendant lights dangling over the kitchen island. Looking past the open kitchen, there’s Amani, curled up under her pink comforter on an enormous mattress set up on the living room floor. She’s cradling a large lump under the covers.

      “Hi,” she whispers.

      “Hi,” I whisper back, making my way to her side of the mattress. Squatting down, I try to get as level to her as possible. “How’d you guys do?”

      “So great. So, so many diapers.” She smiles and scrunches her nose.

      “Ah, so that’s the smell,” I tease, forcing a small smile.

      Her smiles fade as she scours my face and must see my strained expression because she asks, “Is your dad okay?”

      “Yeah, he’s fine.” I try to keep my voice hushed as Carson stirs next to her.

      She pouts her bottom lip and cocks her head to the side. “You look weary or maybe sad.”

      I nod at her. “Maybe a little,” I offer. “I’m mostly just fucking exhausted.”

      Reaching over Carson, Amani pulls back the covers on the other side of the mattress. She gently pats the empty space.

      “Really?” I ask.

      “It’s this or the hardwood floor, buddy.”

      “Okay, then.” Making my way to the other side of the blow-up mattress, I debate taking my pants off. I usually sleep in my briefs, but between Carson and Amani sleeping next to me, it’s not an option tonight. I’ll have to swelter in my long athletic pants. I do, however, peel off my shirt and toss it aside. I’m careful as I settle onto the mattress, so as not to jostle Carson awake.

      Once I’m under the covers, I ask Amani in a low whisper, “Are you sure this is okay?”

      “You’re already here.”

      “Yeah, but is it weird?”

      “What could happen, Adam?” Amani asks in a hushed tone. “There’s literally a baby between us.”
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      The bright sunlight seeping through the blind slats shines against my closed eyelids, coaxing me awake. I try to move, but I’m sandwiched between two mouth breathers. Carson’s burrowed so close against me that he’s drooling on my collarbone. Adam is spooning from behind, his heavy hand resting on my hip, the firm wall of his muscular chest lining my back, and his feet intertwined with mine. I’m sweltering, but I dare not move because despite the impending heat stroke, I don’t want this moment to end.

      I can’t remember the last time I woke up feeling so content. Like I could waste an entire day just lying next to these two on this slowly deflating blow-up mattress. If nothing else, it’s validation that my desire to be a mom isn’t going anywhere. It’s not a passing fancy or an evasive tactic to avoid my job burnout. I want this. I want to wake up sweating, smothered in baby drool, maybe even next to a guy who uses me as a human body pillow because this is real, raw, and wonderful in all the right ways.

      A loud ring coming from Adam’s phone interrupts the serene moment of playing make-believe with my pretend family. Carson’s big eyes shoot wide open, his crooked little smile following. Simultaneously, Adam removes his hand from my body and throws his hips backward so his morning wood is no longer pressed against my back.

      “Shoot,” he mutters.

      I untangle myself from Carson and spin around, making everyone jostle about like we’re lying on jello. Watching Adam’s sleepy eyes, I whisper, “There’s nothing to hide. Your partial’s been buried into my back for hours now.” I flash him a sassy, wicked smile. “Very impressive, by the way.”

      He rolls his eyes, but his cheeks don’t turn red like mine do when I’m embarrassed. “Good morning, Amani,” he mumbles before scooting to the edge of the bed and standing. Unfortunately, it was the pressure of all of our weight localized in the middle of the mattress keeping it somewhat intact. Once Adam rises, the bed slumps and poor Carson goes rolling off the side, hitting the ground with a heavy thump.

      “Shit. Sorry, buddy,” Adam says. I reach for Carson, but Adam’s faster, rushing to the other side of the bed to scoop up a crying Carson. I sink further into the mattress as he scours the floppy bed and scowls. “What is wrong with this thing?”

      “I’m convinced there’s a tiny hole somewhere, but I can’t find it. I just have to pump it back up once a night.” I shrug. “It’s fine.”

      “It’s crazy,” Adam replies. “You should toss it and buy a real bed.”

      “And what do I do with a real bed when I leave in a couple of months? I’m not strapping a mattress on top of my car and driving it across the country.”

      “Based on the current condition of your car, you’re not driving it anywhere. Period.”

      Fuck. Yet another problem to solve. I can barely afford Mom’s treatment as it is. IVF is going to cost a huge chunk of money I don’t have. Not to mention it’s not a guarantee. And even if I did get pregnant, it’d probably be a good idea to have reliable transportation to bring the baby home. Come to think of it, when I get back to Denver, I’ll also need a home. Okay, shit. There’s only one solution here. I need more money.

      Adam’s phone rings again, and he sets a blotchy-cheeked Carson down on his two feet before finding his phone on the kitchen counter. Carson immediately lunges into me, trying to tackle me backward into the mattress.

      “Look at you giggling now,” I say, tickling behind his ear. “Those were crocodile tears, huh?”

      “Croc-tile,” Carson repeats. His eyes light up at the mention of one of his favorite words.

      “Craw-co-dial,” I sound out for him slowly. Jonah, Noa’s son, used to call crocodiles “Coco-Dials.” He was well past Carson’s age before he could say it properly. It broke my heart the day I heard Jonah say crocodile with perfect pronunciation, knowing the baby years were behind us. Jonah was the first baby I watched grow up. I was there the day he was born, the day he finally left the hospital after weeks of preemie care, his first words, his first birthday. Really, I should blame Noa and Jonah for my baby fever. They planted the seed years ago.

      “Alex is on his way up. His appointment canceled,” Adam says, setting his phone back down and rummaging through the cabinets before opening the pantry door. “Do you have coffee here? I thought you said you picked up a few groceries before the move.”

      “I did. Crunchberries, Sour Cream and Onion chips, juice boxes, Pop-Tarts, and milk.”

      His brows furrow. “That’s what you live off of? That’s the grocery list of a broke college kid with the munchies.”

      “Excuse me,” I say while scowling. “I know how to eat like an adult. My diet was very boring and healthy to help my chances with IUI. Now that I’m on a short break, I’m being rebellious. Sue me.”

      “Healthy doesn’t have to be boring. Maybe we can all go to breakfast when Alex gets here. There’s a brunch place close by I bet you’d love,” he says, leaning back against the kitchen island facing me.

      “You’re determined to educate me on fine dining, aren’t you?”

      He laughs. “Perhaps, but not necessarily on fine dining, just good food. The best steak I’ve ever had in my life was from a food truck during a summer festival in Long Beach. I shit you not. I like exploring. Life’s too short for In-N-Out Burger.”

      Feigning offense, I say, “In-N-Out Burger is a major food group. Top of the pyramid, my friend.”

      “Dear Lord,” he says with a soft chuckle. “We have a lot of work to do.”

      There’s a lull as I linger on his smooth, muscular chest, contracting and relaxing as he laughs. My eyes drop to the deep divots of his abs. I would’ve never guessed Adam was so in shape. His business suits certainly hide his sexy physique. He must notice me devouring him with my eyes because suddenly he makes a beeline to his crumpled shirt on the ground.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, diverting my attention to Carson, who is still curled up in my lap.

      Adam yanks his shirt over his head, pushing his arms through the sleeves one by one. “Don’t be. I just don’t want to give Alex the wrong impression.”

      Right on cue, there’s a soft knock on the door and Adam turns to answer it.

      “What wrong impression?” I ask.

      “Like something happened between us last night,” he says over his shoulder.

      I mean, we cuddled. That’s not sex, but it’s still something, right?

      “Hey,” Adam says, greeting Alex at the door. “Come in. Everyone is up.”

      I chuckle as Alex ruffles Adam’s hair with playful condescension, the way big brothers do, followed by Adam smacking his arm away. Maybe one baby isn’t enough. Maybe I need at least two. Adam loves his nephew like he’s his own. I want my family to be like that one day.

      “Hey, bubba,” Alex singsongs as he makes his way over to me and Carson, still sitting on the mattress. “Did you miss Daddy?” Alex reaches out with both arms for his son.

      Carson replies by burying his head into my chest and wrapping all of his little limbs around me, squeezing as hard as he can, refusing to let go. “No,” he cries into my chest. “No go. No go.”

      Alex sucks in his lips and nods. “Well, that feels good. Just how every dad wants to be greeted.”

      Adam laughs. “At least you know your son was well taken care of.”

      “We did have fun,” I grunt out as I strain to unlatch Carson’s arms from around my neck. “Don’t you want to give Daddy a hug?” I ask him.

      “No, no, no,” he whines and refastens his arms around my neck. Even tighter this time.

      I shrug. “Sorry, this is my baby now. He made his choice,” I tease.

      Alex scoffs. “Watch this. Carson, want to go get donuts?”

      Carson releases me so fast that he falls backward onto the mattress. He scrambles furiously, looking like a beetle stuck on its back before he rolls off the mattress and leaps into Alex’s arms, planting kisses all over his face.

      Adam’s laughing hard now. “I should’ve warned you. Carson is very easily bought with donuts.”

      “Apparently,” I reply.

      “But actually, maybe hold off on the donuts,” Adam says to Alex. “I was going to take Amani to Lucky’s for brunch. Do you guys want to come?”

      “Wish I could,” Alex says, rising with Carson in his arms. “But I have to meet Tara’s parents to put down the deposit on this little guy’s over-the-top birthday party.”

      “How’s that going?” Adam asks.

      “Oh fantastic,” he says, full of sarcasm. “There’s nothing ridiculous about dropping over fifty thousand dollars for a toddler’s birthday party at Disneyland. He’s not even going to remember this party.”

      “I said I’d pitch in,” Adam says. “Let me cover everyone’s park tickets. My gift to Carson.”

      Alex shakes his head. “It has to be from me. This whole thing isn’t really for Carson… It’s for Tara.”

      Adam turns his attention to me as I rise to my feet, my back aching in protest from sleeping all night on an unsturdy mattress. “Tara is Carson’s mom.”

      “I remember,” I say. “You guys mentioned her yesterday. Pretty name.”

      “Well, for context, Alex is hopelessly in love with the mother of his child, who refuses to be with him, and he thinks treating her entire extended family to a Disneyland vacation is the best way to show her how he feels and win her over.” Adam smirks. “But his grand gesture is getting a little expensive.”

      Alex rolls his eyes. “That is not why—”

      “Ow,” I yelp, interrupting Alex. In an attempt to ease the ache on my back, I stretched my arms overhead, causing the underwire of my bra to dig into my surgical scar on my troublesome side. The pain was sharp; now it’s throbbing.

      Both Alex and Adam look alarmed.

      “Are you okay?” Alex asks.

      A lightbulb goes off in my head when I remember Alex’s profession. “Actually, may I ask you a medical question?”

      He nods. “Sure.”

      “I had a breast augmentation a long time ago and the incision scar is just now starting to hurt. Is that a bad sign? Do I need to be worried?” The last thing I need is another major medical expense. My insurance is dicey at best.

      Alex’s brows furrow in concern. “Have you had any fevers? Body aches?”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Just one side?”

      “Yeah,” I say, tapping the top of my left breast. “This one is fine.”

      “Are you prone to keloid scarring?”

      “What?” I ask.

      “Is your scar raised, larger, or darker on the side that hurts?”

      I shrug. “I guess? I’m not sure.”

      “Keloid scars can develop over years. It could be that your scar tissue is sensitive. You could try hydrocortisone treatment to reduce the inflammation and help with appearance, but the first order of business is making sure there’s no infection.”

      “How do I make sure of that?”

      After setting Carson down and moving to the sink, Alex lifts the faucet handle and proceeds to wash his hands. The citrus scent of my grapefruit dish soap wafts around the room.

      “I’ll check for you,” he says over the hum of the running faucet. He washes his hands so meticulously, rubbing the suds into his knuckles and cuticles. Just like a surgeon. “I can get you into my practice next week. My nurse can take care of the treatment. It’s just three shots over the course of six months.”

      I twist my lips, debating. Hm, if I had to choose between IVF, or pretty tits. “How much does that cost? I don’t think my insurance will cover something like that.”

      He shakes his hands out in the sink to dispel the excess water, then reaches for the roll of paper towels I unpacked. “No need to involve insurance. We can do it for free. Any friend of Adam’s is a friend of mine.”

      “You’re a godsend. Thank you. I should’ve gotten these done with you.”

      “Accurate. I am indeed the best.” He winks and then points to the bedroom. “Okay, let’s see what we’re dealing with. Bra off, but you can just lift your shirt. By the way, I’d recommend wearing a bra without underwire when you’re in discomfort like this.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Adam squalls, his face growing red and frozen in mild horror. “How do you—” He stops abruptly and sucks in a breath. “I don’t think—” He inhales and exhales again, trying to control his shaky voice. “Don’t you feel like this is a little inappropriate?”

      “You know I’m a surgeon, right?” Alex asks with a smirk. “I have a license to practice medicine and everything.”

      “Yeah…but…” Adam looks frantically around the kitchen like he’s going to find the perfect excuse sitting in a cabinet. “You’re not at your practice.”

      Alex tries to contain his smile at his brother’s obvious jealousy. “Amani, I have that special kind of license that means I’m a doctor no matter where I am, but if you’re uncomfortable, you can call my office and book an appointment.”

      I raise my brows. “You’re literally right here. If you don’t mind, I’d rather know if there’s a problem sooner than later.”

      “Great.” Alex gestures to the bedroom. “Let’s pop the hood and see what’s going on.”

      I take a few steps toward the bedroom, then spin around and lock onto Adam’s wide, crazed eyes. He looks a little ill. “I won’t if it bothers you,” I offer.

      His Adam’s apple bulges as he swallows hard. He balls up his hand and presses his knuckles against his lips. “Why would it bother me?” he murmurs into his fist.

      I shrug. “Okay, if you’re sure.”

      “Yep,” he grunts out.

      Once I’m in the bedroom and Alex shuts the door behind me, I unclasp my bra and slip the straps through my sleeves, then yank up my shirt.

      “Okay, this is nothing too serious,” Alex says, ducking his head and examining my scar. “I don’t see signs of infection, but it does look like you have more scar tissue on one side than the other.” He holds two fingers out but pauses an inch away from my breast. “Is this okay or are you uncomfortable?”

      “No, it’s fine. Go for it.”

      Alex presses firmly along the length of my scar and I wince. “All right, there’s a little inflammation. Let’s get that under control and we can talk about treatments. The hydrocortisone shots will make a noticeable difference, but laser resurfacing is also becoming a popular option.” He glances at me again. “May I make sure your implants are still in the proper place before I recommend any type of treatment.”

      “Sure thing, Dr. Alex.”

      “Hm, I like that. Dr. Alex makes me sound less old than Dr. Montgomery,” he mumbles as he presses against the top of my chest. It’s when he cups the underside of my breast that there’s a loud knock on the door, making us both flinch.

      “Carson needs to be changed,” Adam calls through the door. “Are the diapers in there?”

      “Nope,” I call back. “His diaper bag is right smack in the middle of the living room. You can’t miss it.” I chuckle at his weak excuse.

      “Fine,” Adam grumbles through the door.

      “This must be killing him,” Alex says with a wicked smile. He presses against the top of my other breast and nods like he’s satisfied. “Okay, everything is intact. You can put your bra back on. What I’d recommend is a steroid to reduce all the inflammation and then you can decide which method of treatment you’d like to try.”

      Turning my back to Alex, I put my bra back on and pull down my shirt. Spinning back around, I hold up one finger. “Wait. Can I ask one more question?”

      “Of course.”

      “With implants and my nipples pierced, is breastfeeding an impossibility?”

      Alex widens his eyes, surprised by my question. “Are you pregnant?”

      “No,” I assure him. “I just mean if I were to become pregnant. Isn’t breastfeeding best for a baby? Did I already fuck that up? When I got my breasts done, I didn’t think I’d ever want kids.”

      “First of all, in most cases, women with implants can breastfeed without any issues. Second of all, breastfeeding is a personal choice. Tara struggled to nurse. Carson started on formula almost right away and he’s blowing past all of his milestones. Actually, he’s too smart. I wish he’d slow down. I blinked and my baby disappeared. He’s a little boy now and I miss the baby years already.”

      “Would you have another?” I blurt out before I can stop myself.

      “With Tara? In a heartbeat. But good luck convincing her,” he says with a bitter undertone.

      “Please understand, I do not mean with me, but would you have a baby with another woman?”

      Alex shakes his head. “I was a different man when Tara and I were, uh…let’s say hanging out.”

      “So you mean sleeping together, no strings attached.”

      “Right,” he says, shifting his weight to his other leg and crossing his arms. “I didn’t think I’d ever want to settle down, but when Carson came along, my whole world came into focus. All I want is my family to be together, but I don’t think Tara’s convinced I’ve really changed. She thinks my rose-colored glasses are temporary. So I’m just hanging around, biding my time…booking ridiculously expensive Disney vacations.” He laughs.

      “Ha, well, if you’ve come around, maybe Adam will too.” I suck in a sharp breath and clasp my hand over my mouth. “Shit, that came out wrong. Please don’t tell him I said that. I just meant he’s so good with Carson, I’m surprised he doesn’t want kids.” Dammit. I mentally scold myself for losing my cool. Brothers talk. That was tactless.

      “You know, Amani, once upon a time, all Adam wanted was to have a baby and be a dad. He got really close.”

      I try to keep my face composed. Adam mentioned an ex-wife. He never mentioned a baby. “What do you mean?”

      Alex twists his lips. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned it. If he hasn’t already brought it up to you, I don’t think it’s my place to say anything more.”

      I nod adamantly, trying to hide my disappointment. Of course I’m curious. Now I’m going to ruminate on this little mystery for the foreseeable future. What a freaking riddle. What does it mean that all Adam wanted was a baby and he got really close?

      “Regarding everything else, I’ll text you the number to my practice. I’ll make sure my office manager knows to squeeze you in right away.”

      “Thank you. I really appreciate it.”

      “Of course. Okay, I’m going to go put my brother out of his misery,” he says with a cackle. “But, Amani, I really hope the baby thing works out for you.”

      “Thanks,” I say with a genuine smile. “And hey, I hope the baby thing works out for you, too.”

      Alex opens the door to find Adam standing there with his fist raised as if he was about to knock again.

      “Were you eavesdropping?” Alex asks.

      Adam balks. “What? No, I—”

      “Subtle, Adam,” Alex says with a hearty chuckle. “Real subtle.”
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      “I’m not a man who gets jealous,” I explain to my nephew. I’m sure if Carson wasn’t two and more concerned with blowing spit bubbles at the moment, he’d call me on my shit. Obviously, I’m jealous. It’s been ages since my brother followed Amani into the bedroom. How fucking long does it take to glance at a scar and recommend some pills. What the hell is going on in there?

      I hate feeling this uncomfortable. One of the benefits to keeping a revolving door of women who are equally disinterested in a serious relationship is never feeling like this. There’s a ball of fire in my chest and there’s nothing I can do about it. Actually, incorrect. I think taking a bat to the back of Alex’s head would make me feel a bit better at the moment.

      “Okay, buddy, here’s the plan.” I lift Carson and place him on the kitchen island so we’re closer to eye level. “I want you to go to the bedroom door, knock, and cry. Make it really dramatic. Can you say ‘Daddy, help’ really loud? Then I’ll be out here faking a heart attack. That should break up whatever is going on in there.”

      Carson continues to blow spit bubbles, ignoring my strained expression.

      “Well, I can’t knock again,” I continue in a hushed tone. “I already tried the diaper bag thing.”

      Carson simply swings his legs, silent, except for the soft thuds of his heels hitting the cabinets.

      I blow out a deep breath. “Okay, I’ll level with you. Uncle Adam is a little out of sorts right now because Amani is my friend, and quite frankly I don’t want your dad playing with her.”

      Actually, I don’t want any man playing with Amani. As unfair as that is, it’s how I feel. I’m trying to be reasonable. I shouldn’t make a move on Amani knowing I’m the opposite of what she needs, yet at the same time, waking up next to her this morning felt like a long, lost memory. Like a family picture that was blurry until she showed up and everything became a little more clear. But I need time. Do I like the girl? Of course. Am I ready to unravel eight years of tangled, neglected emotions? Not even close.

      I scoop Carson off the counter and place him on the ground. Pointing to the bedroom door, I say like a director, “Knock really loud, okay? Action.” Carson doesn’t budge. Rolling my eyes, I squat down to kiss him on the forehead. “I love you, but you’re useless right now.”

      Making my way to the bedroom door, I think of excuses. Coffee. There we go. I’ll say I’m ordering coffee from a delivery app and I need to know what they want, stat. That’s a viable excuse.

      I raise my fist to knock and the door swings open. Alex’s stupid, smug grin is right in my face.

      “Subtle, Adam,” he says, laughing. “Real subtle.”

      “Shut it,” I mumble as I peek over his shoulder. A fully dressed Amani gives me a thumbs-up before disappearing into the en suite bathroom. “Is she okay?” I ask Alex.

      “Yeah, why?”

      I follow him back to the kitchen. “You were in there a while.”

      “We talked for five minutes, Adam. Damn. If you like her that much, why don’t you go tell her how you feel? It’s clear she likes you too. This shouldn’t be so difficult.”

      “Shouldn’t you be taking your own advice?”

      Alex holds up his palms. “Hey, no argument there. I’m absolutely planning on talking to Tara about how I feel and what I want.” He scratches the back of his head. “Right after I buy her entire extended family their dream Disney vacation,” he rushes out.

      I laugh. “You’re trying to make it so she can’t say no to you.”

      “Yeah, that’s pretty much the plan.” Alex collects Carson’s diaper bag, then picks up his son. “Ready, bubba?”

      Once Alex and Carson are out the door, I head down the hallway to find Amani. The bedroom door is wide open, but the en suite bathroom door is shut. Knocking softly, I call through the door, “Amani, are you okay?”

      She yanks open the door, her phone in her other hand on speaker, the sound of hold music softly echoing in the bathroom. “Yeah, are you?” Her eyes are wide in surprise as she hangs up and sets her phone on the bathroom counter amidst the plethora of makeup she’s unpacked.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to interrupt your call,” I say, staying put in the doorway.

      She grumbles, “Oh, it’s no big deal. I was just busying myself so I could give you and Alex a moment. I’ve been meaning to call my credit card company.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Fraud?” I ask. “Because you can usually freeze your card through apps these days if—”

      Holding her hands up, she clarifies, “No. I’m trying to get a limit increase. It’s a long shot, but I thought I’d try.”

      “Is it something I can help with?”

      Her eyes drop to her bare feet on the clean white tile. “You’ve helped more than enough. You can’t fix all my problems.” Scooting a few small bottles and square makeup containers aside, she makes room to plant her ass on the counter. She crosses her legs, wiggling her top foot nervously like she’s uncomfortable with our conversation.

      Her sad eyes pull me in. It’s the addiction I’m apparently developing around Amani. Is it sick that I love to be needed by her? Taking two long strides forward, I stand in front of her. The way she’s sitting on the bathroom counter, our hips are level.

      “I can try,” I offer.

      She shakes her head, but her eyes stay locked on mine. “You are one big puzzle, Adam Montgomery. I can’t quite put you together.”

      “How so?”

      She raises her brows, her forehead crinkling. “It doesn’t bother you that your brother saw me half naked?”

      “You said it was medical. He’s a plastic surgeon and you had breast implants. It’s not that far-fetched.”

      Smirking, she says, “I didn’t ask if it was far-fetched. I asked if it bothered you.”

      She’s baiting me. Here’s my next chance to bend my rules. Logic tells me this is a terrible idea, but the tightening in my chest and the way I’m having to control my breathing tells me I’m already a goner. The game is over. Grabbing her knee, I uncross Amani’s legs and wedge myself between her thighs. She squeezes me with her legs playfully, making what could be an awkward moment feel familiar and comfortable.

      Am I really about to cross this line?

      “It drove me fucking crazy,” I admit. “Please don’t do that again. Use a doctor I don’t know and never have to see.”

      “Are you bossing me around now?” Her smile grows.

      “You seem to like it. Does a jealous man turn you on?”

      Wrapping her legs around my hips, she pulls me in a little closer as she scoots to the very edge of the counter, pressing herself against me. “How about you don’t ask what turns me on unless you plan on doing something about it?”

      Hunching down to lean in close, I whisper right against her ear, “Next man besides me who sees you naked is a dead man walking. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Securing her hand around my neck, she whispers back, “You don’t really seem like the fighting type.”

      I laugh. “I’m not. I’m the hire-a-hitman type. And I’d pay top dollar to bury your next lover in the ground.”

      Leaning back, she finds my eyes again and gives me a cute shrug. “I like you, Adam. I’m right here.”

      I rub the sides of her thighs, buying time as I weigh my options. Honesty seems like a good choice for once. “But you want to get pregnant.”

      Dropping her hand from my neck, her expression goes flat. “Oh. I see.”

      “No, wait.” I immediately regret my words. “There’s nothing wrong with that. I saw you with Carson, and I’m more convinced than ever being a mom is a great choice for you. But where does that leave me? You want to be a mom, but I don’t want to be a dad. If we start something, isn’t that kind of saying…” I have no idea how to finish my sentence without sounding like an ass.

      “Saying what?”

      “Amani, if I wanted a baby, I would find a woman, settle down, get married, and start a family myself. But I don’t want any of that.” At least not anymore.

      I’m relieved when her sassy smirk returns. “Awfully cocky of you to think that any woman would have you. Plus, you put the moves down like a sloth. Who has that kind of time?”

      “Funny,” I huff out.

      “Don’t get ahead of yourself. I’m not looking for a father for my nonexistent baby.”

      I’m not convinced. Who wants to embark on the journey of parenthood alone? “You’re not?”

      “IVF isn’t for another six weeks, at least. I’m trying to share a moment with you right now. One summer. No strings attached and no loose ends.”

      “So just your guy for the summer?”

      “Exactly. Just my summer guy,” she echoes, her eyes now on my lips. I’m too slow for her liking because right before I decide to cross all the lines I promised I wouldn’t, Amani’s soft, full lips are on mine. I mean to deepen our kiss, to run my tongue against hers, but she’s too quick, her lips finding my ear as she cups my growing hard-on. “But I’m warning you now. Once you’ve had me, good luck letting me go,” she says with a little breathy chuckle.

      I find her green eyes and cock my head to the side.

      “I’m kidding,” she says. “Just a joke.”

      She doesn’t understand my hesitance. It wasn’t her warning. It’s the letting her go part that has my stomach twisting in knots. That’s the problem with summer. It ends.

      I tug up the hem of her white shirt and she lifts her arms so I can pull it over her head. I toss it to the ground before unclasping her bra. “Six weeks. All mine. No one sees these but me.”

      “I may actually need a doctor, though,” she says as I pull each of her straps down. When her bra falls in her lap, she pulls up one of her perfect, full perky breasts to show me her slightly pink scar. “See?” she asks.

      It doesn’t look all that bad. “I’ll be your doctor.” I bend over and kiss her scar. “There. All better.”

      She’s giggling until I engulf her nipple, swirling my tongue around her piercing and feeling her nipple harden and swell in my mouth. “Oh, good God,” she moans.

      Reluctantly, I let go of my new favorite treat and wrap one arm around her back. After pulling her off the counter, I yank her bottoms and panties down in one pull. Dragging my fingers up the inside of her thigh, I search for her clit and nearly keel over when I feel a third piercing.

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Did I forget to mention that one?” she asks.

      Plopping her back onto the counter, I spread her thighs apart, soaking in the visual of the neat, trim strip of auburn hair, down her perfectly bare and pink pussy, and the tiny half-moon hook with small rhinestones that decorates her clit. “Was it painful?”

      She shakes her head. “Not too bad. Then again, I was high out of my mind.”

      “Smart call,” I mumble, distracted by her nakedness. She’s so unashamed, like she’s comfortable in her skin. Maybe she feels the way I do, like this is natural. As if Amani and I are puzzle pieces, even if it’s just for right now. “You’re so fucking beautiful. Head to toe.”

      Her cheeks turn red. “Thank you,” she mutters, looking uncomfortable.

      I chuckle, her sudden bashfulness kind of arousing. I like catching her off guard. “You’re completely unbothered being naked, legs spread in front of me, but a little compliment makes you blush like that?”

      “I’m a complex creature, Adam. Buck-ass naked is fine, but when the guy I like tells me I’m pretty, I get a little girly about it. Sue me.”

      Her pussy is on display in a brightly lit bathroom, and here I am, unable to look away from her pouty smile. “Hmm,” I murmur.

      “What?” she asks.

      Looking to my right, I spot an individually wrapped makeup cleansing wipe. Amani stares at me like I’ve lost it but doesn’t say anything when I tear the corner of the packet off with my teeth. Fisting the little wipe, I try to warm it up in my palm before I shake it out into a full square and drag it across her cheeks. “Do you mind?” I ask. She nods in reply before I wipe off the heavy layers of tan makeup until I see her freckles.

      “There we go,” I say. “I really like your freckles.”

      She touches her cheeks, still damp from the cloth. “Really? I hate them.”

      I nod at her. “It’s going to be hard not to fall in love with these freckles.” I pull out the hair tie that’s holding her red ponytail in place. Her thick hair falls over her back and shoulders. Something’s different. This doesn’t feel like a hookup. It feels like a type of intimacy I remember from long ago.

      Amani cradles my cheeks in her small, warm hands. “We don’t need love. Just some fun.”

      “I can do fun,” I say, barely hearing my words. With Amani’s blessing, I stop worrying about what this means. I just focus on how it feels, and how many times I’ve fantasized about getting her in this position. Naked, spread, like a doll that’s mine to play with.

      I run my longest finger up the center of her crease, savoring the sound of her moan. I play with her piercing, getting more excited by the way she’s squirming against my hand. Sick of my teasing, she bridges her hips askingly, and I oblige by pushing two fingers into her. She’s so tight, it’s a struggle to push past my knuckles, but she gasps then bites down on her bottom lip, like I’ve touched her favorite spot.

      “I forgot how fucking good it feels to want someone like this,” she says, leaning back and resting the back of her head on the bathroom mirror.

      I could tell her I feel the same. That it’s been a long time since I took my time to notice the little things. How sensitive her skin is, and everywhere I touch turns pink. The birthmark near her ankle that looks like a tic-tac-toe board. I could pick her knees out of a lineup.

      But those are secrets that lovers share. This is different. I won’t make promises I can’t keep and we’re here for fun. So I keep my mouth shut and sink to my knees and hoist each of her thighs on either side of my shoulders.

      “Full of surprises,” she mumbles, practically shaking with anticipation.

      “Meaning?” I kiss the insides of her thighs, toggling back and forth from right to left, letting her need build.

      “You go down the first time?”

      I smile against her leg. “There are three things that make up a gentleman. Paying the dinner bill. Calling when you say you’re going to call. And eating pussy like it’s your very last meal.”

      She snorts in laughter. “I think there’s more to it than that.”

      “Really?” I latch on to her clit mercilessly, hollowing my cheeks before releasing her and shoving my tongue into her opening, tasting her arousal as she sucks in sharp breaths between her whimpers. I explore every single fold before I look up to see her watering eyes on me. “Like the view?” I ask.

      She runs her hands through my hair and closes her fist. “Talk less. Keep going.”

      I laugh. “Call me a perfect gentleman first.”

      “Adam, I’ll call you a gentleman, a god, a king, or a fucking dragon if you want. I don’t care. Just keep going.” She pulls me closer with her fist still clenched in my hair. “Please,” she pleads.

      It barely takes a minute to finish her off. By the time I’m done, she’s pushing me away with her palm against my forehead. The sensitivity is too much, her legs are shaking, going weak. Unhooking her thighs from my shoulders, I rise to my feet and hold out my arms so she can collapse into me.

      She shakes her head against my chest as she chuckles. “I promise I’m not usually that loud and dramatic. Guys just never do that for me. You are definitely a gentleman.”

      Leaning back, I lick my lips, still tasting her on my tongue. “Guys don’t do that for you?”

      She shrugs. “My past lazy dates didn’t offer and I normally don’t ask. It feels too personal.”

      “More personal than actual sex?”

      She nods. “Definitely.”

      “But you like when I do it?”

      She smiles. “Yeah, I do.”

      “Well, good.” Letting her go, I flip the handle of the walk-in shower, remembering it takes ages to get hot. After peeling off my shirt and stepping out of my pants and briefs, I hold out my hand, helping Amani off the bathroom counter. “I don’t have any condoms on me, so how about we get in the shower and just get a little more personal?”

      “Smooth line, Adam.” She winks at me over her shoulder before stepping into the shower and dropping to her knees.
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      Adam and I played in the shower until the water ran cold. I love the way he watches me. Not because he was worshiping my chest like he’s never seen bare tits before. It’s how he checks for my reaction every time he touches me.

      I don’t think I’ve ever had a man pay this much attention to me. Under different circumstances, Adam and I could really be something. Maybe in an alternate reality where we want the same things, and I’m not struggling so damn much to understand who the hell I am at twenty-eight years old. But it’s clear we’re both jaded, for different reasons, sure, but jaded nonetheless, so boundaries and timelines make most sense.

      He emerges from the bedroom, dressed again, and his hair is already dry. Mine is still damp, braided in a tight tail so I don’t have to worry about blowing it out later.

      From the blowup mattress on the living room floor, I ask, “Everything okay? You’ve been in there a while.”

      “I was on a call,” he replies, studying me with a pensive smile. Has he always been this good-looking? How the hell did I keep my hands off him for weeks? Or do men just get better looking after they give you multiple orgasms?

      “Hey, summer girl,” he says as he plops down next to me, making me bounce in place. “I already told you you’re breathtaking, right?”

      “You just want to see me blush.”

      He plants a kiss on both of my cheeks where I’m assuming they’ve turned pink. “Maybe.”

      “Are you leaving?” I ask, pointing to the bulge of his wallet in his back pocket.

      “Yeah,” he exhales. “I hate to leave like this, but a work problem came up, and I actually have to go to New York…like right now.”

      “Oh, okay,” I say with a small nod.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?” he asks, staring right into my eyes. “You think I’m trying to ditch you after sex?”

      “We didn’t technically have sex. But no, I believe you. Plus, you don’t owe me anything. Is everything okay with work, though?”

      He drags his thumb under my eyes across my cheek. “Loyalty is everything to me. When someone breaks my trust, I like to handle it swiftly.”

      I lie backward, resting my head on the pillow. I’m a little turned on at boss-man Adam and thoroughly annoyed that neither of us has protection. I’ve had my fill of his fingers and tongue. “Uh-oh, who’s in trouble?” I ask.

      He stays sitting, rubbing his palm against the top of my thigh. “There’s a rumor going around that Chase’s agents lied and declined a role on his behalf months ago. It was a big opportunity, and they said Chase wasn’t up for it, so they could put one of their new clients in his place. If that’s true, I will fuck them out of Chase’s new deal so hard, their heads will be spinning.”

      “I don’t understand. I thought you made Chase’s deals. Aren’t you his agent?”

      “Manager,” he clarifies. “I used to work for Chase’s agency, LMC–Lucas, Maines & Corbin Talent Agency. Not an easy agency to get into. I interned for free while finishing my undergrad in business law and they were still reluctant to give me a desk after I graduated. Chase was one of my very first clients, and after a few failed auditions, LMC instructed me to drop him.”

      “Why?”

      “They had no faith in him…or me. Maybe I took it as a challenge. For almost a year, I made it my sole mission to prove them wrong and make Chase Hollywood’s next prodigal son. I worked every angle, every strategy, traveled nonstop, schmoozing the most powerful Hollywood assholes, until we finally got our shot. Chase just needed a chance. His talent took him the rest of the way. His first real job came with an eight-figure contract. LMC shut the hell up then.”

      “Then you left?”

      Adam nods. “Chase needs me more as a manager than an agent. So it’s my job to keep LMC in line. Unfortunately for them, I still think like an agent and I can literally smell blood in the water right now. I’m going to the source. The casting director for that job they screwed us out of is in New York right now. She’s under an NDA, so I need to get the truth, off the record, face to face.”

      “You’re really protective of Chase,” I offer, running my fingers against the scant brown hair on his forearm.

      “I’m really protective of everyone I love,” he says simply. “Maybe overly.”

      Little does Adam know, a jealous man turns me on. A protective man could easily make me fall in love. But I’m “summer girl” and he’s “summer guy,” so it’d be unwise to tell him that tingles surge through my body every time he touches me so tenderly like this.

      “Have you ever been to New York?”

      I shake my head. “Actually, no. At least not the city. I had a layover in Syracuse once.”

      He shrugs. “Do you want to come? It’d be for a couple days because I have some other business I want to take care of while I’m there, but I could book a nice hotel. We can even check out Broadway. There’s lots of content you can film in New York City.”

      The word “yes” is on the tip of my tongue. A knee-jerk reaction. Of course I want to go to New York with Adam. I imagine we’d play footsie under the tablecloth at a fancy restaurant. I’m sure he knows all the best places to eat. We’d hold hands as I watched my first Broadway play. After, we’d roll around all night in the sheets of a king-sized bed in the penthouse of a fancy hotel. It’d probably be one of the most memorable weekends of my life…with a man who most definitely doesn’t want a family with me.

      Not to mention, after waking up in bed this morning, playing house and pretending like Adam and Carson were mine to keep, I’m getting a little worried I’m losing touch with reality. I don’t want to walk right into the dead end of guaranteed heartbreak.

      “That sounds fun, but I have some stuff I have to figure out here.”

      “You sure?” he asks. “I’d love a travel buddy. And I’ll fly you first class if that’s any incentive.”

      I laugh as I rise into a sitting position. “Thank you, but it’s not. I need to get used to less luxury, I think.”

      “Why?” He cocks his head slightly to the side, like I’m speaking in riddles. “I promise I won’t try to fix it. Just tell me what’s going on.”

      I’m not in the mood to talk about my money problems. Especially because I’m learning that simply knowing I’m in a pickle makes Adam overreact. It’s very sweet, and I appreciate his help, but I don’t want to be saved. I want to save myself. “Don’t you have to get to the airport?”

      “It would not be the first time my assistant, Staci, had to change a flight for me. Last-minute changes to my plans are basically her job security.” He pinches the space between his eyes. “Which reminds me, do you think you could help me with something?”

      “What’s up?”

      “If I got you a very generous gift card to Olive Garden for your birthday, would you be offended?”

      I’m silent for a moment, hoping my deadpan stare and narrowed eyes convey my point. But he looks more confused than ever. “My birthday isn’t until November, so you have plenty of time to rethink that.”

      “Point taken. Could you give me some ideas for my assistant’s birthday gift? Normally, I just give her a fat bonus, but it’s the third year she’s worked for me, so I wanted to do something more personal on top of it.”

      “And you thought an Olive Garden gift card would accomplish that?”

      He laughs. “It’s her favorite date night restaurant. Her boyfriend takes her the third Friday of every month. Believe me, I’ve suggested nicer restaurants, but I guess they love the endless breadsticks. I was trying to buy them a dinner date as a gesture. I was going to throw in a nice bottle of wine. Shit, I don’t know. It’s easier to impress women I’m not attached to, but when it comes to showing someone I really care, I suck at gift giving.”

      “Come here, you,” I say, standing. I reach for his hands and try to pull him up, but Adam is too heavy. Hoisting himself up, he takes my hand and I lead him to the spacious master closet.

      I collect a medium-sized pink box with a little golden latch from the farthest corner of the closet. Sitting on the carpet, I cross my legs as I jiggle the latch open.

      Adam sits down in front of me, leaning backward against the closet wall. “Is that what you keep your diamonds and pearls in? Because I’d recommend something a little sturdier.”

      “I have so much random shit in here. No diamonds…this stuff is far more valuable.” I hold up a billfold with a golden clasp with little initials engraved. “My dad’s. He gave it to my mom as a keepsake and she gave it to me when I was about ten years old. It’s real gold. But of course I’d never sell it.”

      I put it back in the box and pull out a small beige carpet square. “This is from the apartment I shared with my four best friends in college. It’s basically a condemned building now, but we built something incredible there. An entire family.”

      I feel him watching me again as I shuffle through my most sentimental items one by one, getting lost down memory lane. I hold up a clear little jar of sand from Cancun, the only mother-daughter vacation Mom and I took. “Mom and I were so broke when I was growing up, but somehow she scrambled up the cash to take me to Mexico as my high school graduation present. That was the trip where I learned my mom could drink me under the table.”

      Adam laughs. “You guys sound close.”

      “We are. We used to do everything together.”

      “Used to?” he asks.

      I rub circles against my knees, trying not to dwell on the uncomfortable visuals of my mom curled in a ball, writhing in pain. “My mom has severe chronic pain. A deteriorating spine and serious nerve damage that makes her life unbearably painful. I empty my bank account every month paying for injections, electro stimulation, nerve block treatments, pool therapy, acupuncture, massages, you name it. It costs a small fortune to keep her out of a wheelchair. It’s why I started my influencer business in the first place. I mean, I hate my job, but it’s my mom, so—”

      “I get it,” Adam assures me, nodding. “I’d give up everything I own if it’d bring my dad’s memory back. It’s frustrating when you’ve paid fortune after fortune, tried every experimental treatment, and yet you’re just running in place…coping.”

      “Exactly.” I let my eyes water, unashamed of my emotions. He gets it. He just fucking gets it.

      I pull out a small crystal, marbled with thin silver lines. “I got so desperate, I bought this from my psychic, who promised me that its healing powers would make my mom’s suffering subside. I’m still waiting for that one to work.” I chuckle bitterly.

      Adam gives me a pitiful smile as he reaches across the space between us and squeezes my knee. “Damn crystals are like dividends. You have to wait forever for them to pay out.” He smirks.

      “You don’t believe in that stuff, do you?” I ask.

      “Not remotely. But I believe in hope. Hang onto it. And who knows. I’m not always right.” He winks playfully.

      After patting his hand, I continue to rummage through my box. “Ha, look at this,” I say as I hold up the old, worn note on blue-lined notebook paper that I wrote Noa when I was eight. “This is a contract between Noa and me.” I hand it to Adam. “Careful, don’t rip it.”

      He laughs as he unfolds the note that reads: Will you be my best friend forever? Check yes or no.

      “I don’t think this is legally binding if the Bs are backward.”

      “Wrong,” I say with a laugh. “It’s even notarized.”

      “Is that what this little butterfly stamp is at the bottom?”

      I smile at him. “Initialed and everything.”

      “Well, that’s pretty damn adorable.” Adam very carefully folds the note back and hands it to me. “This might be my favorite detail about you now, but why are you showing me all this?”

      “Because of this,” I say as I pull out the little pink bedazzled guitar Adam gave me a couple weeks ago. “I took it off the key ring and put it in here so I wouldn’t lose it.”

      For once, I’m trying to make eye contact while Adam’s eyes are on the carpet. “That little keychain is worthy of your box? It cost me like ten bucks.”

      “This little guitar means everything to me. It marks a definitive moment. You could’ve walked right past me when you saw me having a breakdown in the parking lot that day. But you didn’t. Somehow my meltdown drew you in instead of scaring you away. It was the very moment I realized I could be real with you.”

      Replacing the keychain, I set the box aside and scoot forward on my knees and swivel in place, so I’m sitting right beside him. “You’re good at gift giving when you don’t overthink it. Women like gifts that show you notice. Even if it’s not a romantic relationship, it’s just nice to be thought about and cared about. So what details do you know about your assistant?”

      He wraps his arm around my shoulders and squeezes. “She mostly works from home, but every now and then I take her to SoHo House with the whole crew so she feels included.” Adam teeters his head back and forth, thinking hard. “She’s really frugal. She once told me she exclusively shops at Goodwill for clothes and stuff. She found some kind of purse there once that she nearly lost her mind over. Some new designer line that’s supposed to sweep the market. It’s called Hot. Hottie. Something like that.”

      Of course an L.A. Goodwill has a luxury designer purse.

      “Hautte,” I correct him. “As in h-a-u-t-t-e,” I spell out for him. “A Swedish designer who is trying to take Dolce & Gabbana, Chanel, and Prada head-on.”

      Adam nods. “Good luck with that.”

      “She’s actually doing amazing. I’m in her corner all the way. She donates ten percent of every single sale to battered women shelters.” I wiggle out of his grip and snag a rogue coat hanger from the floor of the closet. Geez, the clutter. I really need to get this place in order. Using the coat hanger as a scooping tool, I retrieve the box from the high closet shelf that Adam helped me put up yesterday. “Remember this?” I ask.

      With the box in my hands, I sit back down in front of him, spin it around, and open the magnetic flap. The box itself has gold marble streaking, the very packaging making it feel like a treasure. Carefully unwrapping the thin protective paper, I reveal the bright purple wristlet. Part of me is expecting a small gasp at least, but I forgot I’m showing a man a purse. Tough crowd.

      “This never even hit shelves. I was given it as part of an influencer campaign to promote their ‘Parade’ collection, but Hautte sold out about ten minutes after it went on sale. It was a limited edition run, so these wristlets retailed at like two grand. But I bet you it’s worth quadruple that now. It’s such a pretty piece, one of my favorites.”

      “It’s nice,” Adam says simply, examining the purse, but he doesn’t touch the box. I smooth the paper back down and close the lid, nudging the box in his direction.

      “Give this to your assistant. If she follows Hautte, she knows exactly what this is. She’ll be really impressed with you.”

      Running his finger over the top of the box, he asks, “And I can’t just buy this somewhere?”

      “Nope.”

      He shakes his head. “Then, no. You just said it was one of your favorites.”

      I look around my closet and all the boxes of stuff. “Look at everything I have. This isn’t even half of it. I’ve given so many freebies to my friends over the years.”

      “See? Being an influencer is the smartest hustle. Not only are you making money, but you never have to spend it.”

      I drop my gaze, watching my toes. “All these free things somehow imprison me. They make me a slave to the platforms I’m growing to resent. My whole life purpose is to build an audience that businesses can buy from me, but what am I selling? More stuff? More distractions?” I rotate my arm over my head. “All these beautiful things just sit here and rot in my closet. And here I am begging other people to fill their lives with the same empty things, promising them that the next big luxury purse or swimsuit is going to be that thing that cures their loneliness, pain, and anxiety. As if looking good can make you impervious to what’s really going on in the world.”

      It’s such a powerful lie, I’ve almost convinced myself.

      Adam opens his mouth, then closes it. Whatever he wants to say, he decides against it. After fiddling with his thumbs for a moment, he taps the box with his forefinger. “So you don’t want it anymore?”

      “It is one of my favorites, but it’s one I’ve never used. So please give it to someone who will treasure it.” I gesture around the closet. “It’ll go unnoticed here.”

      “Talk about wrong first impressions,” Adam mumbles under his breath. I mean to ask him what he means, but he surprises me with a quick kiss, sending the delicious tingles up my spine. “Thank you, Amani. How should I wrap this?”

      “Just a ribbon bow around the center, and get a nice matching birthday card, okay? It’s a classy touch.”

      Adam’s phone dings from his pocket. It doesn’t sound like a phone call. More like a notification. Standing, he holds his hands out to pull me up before grabbing the box and tucking it under his arms. I rub my knees, red and indented from kneeling on the carpet for so long.

      “You sure about New York?”

      I nod. “Yeah. Maybe we can hang out when you get back, though.”

      He finds my lips again with his. “Definitely, summer girl,” he says, “I’ll call you as soon as I’m back.”
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      My laptop rests on the kitchen island, goading me. I stare at the silver, sleek device that’s silently scolding me: Buck up. Hustle harder. Swallow down the feelings and get the fuck back to work.

      I just don’t want to today. The past two days with Carson and Adam have been painfully eye opening. I was elbow deep in poopy diapers, run ragged from trying to entertain a toddler in an empty condo, and somehow I felt completely fulfilled. I was held and touched by a man who isn’t mine to keep and yet have never felt so safe. It felt so honest, that I’m having trouble returning to reality.

      I have to post something. It’s been two days, and I’m sure my absence has already screwed up the algorithms. Within two days, I’m sure I’ve already missed out on some new trending song, dance, or joke that could’ve gotten my brand partners millions of views. Every time I’m not operating strategically and robotically, I’m missing opportunities. Make no mistake, entrepreneurship is a constant hustle for survival. There is no rest for those who want to stay relevant. But today I just don’t give a crap about being relevant.

      I retreat from my laptop and spin around. Walking through the main living room, I make my way to the giant glass doors. As soon as I slide the balcony doors open, the afternoon heat wraps around me. It’s soothing, a nice contrast from the brisk air conditioning inside the condo.

      The sun is sparkling off of the strip of ocean visible behind the busy highway. I can’t imagine how much Adam paid for this condo to be able to see a strip of ocean from his balcony. This could be content. I could film a selfie video with this view behind me and come up with some sort of snappy caption.

      Instead, I pull out my phone and call one of my best friends, Reese.

      The phone barely rings before she picks up and says, “Hey, Hollywood. Did you get your emotional support pickle too?”

      I smile into the phone. “Well, that’s one hell of a greeting.”

      “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?” Reese cackles.

      “Not remotely, but I’m intrigued.”

      “Addie bought us all little stuffed pickles. Purse stuffers. It’s the silliest, cutest thing I’ve ever seen. I wish I could live in that girl’s brain. I imagine it’s all rainbows and cotton candy in there. Maybe it’s because she hasn’t had disappointing sex yet.”

      I laugh. Addie is the youngest of our friend group and is still a virgin in her mid-twenties. “She hasn’t had sex yet, period.”

      “Yeah, same thing, Mani. All sex is disappointing in one way or the other.”

      Hunching over and resting my elbows on the balcony rail, I ask, “I take it your dating life is going great.”

      “Snazzy as usual,” she snarks.

      “You know what I think we’re doing wrong?” I ask.

      “Being heterosexual?”

      I ignore her sarcasm. “I don’t think we’re connecting properly. I’ve been thinking lately, especially on social media when you kind of fabricate your reality, you’re stuck in your lies to maintain a persona. But if you’re honest with someone about who you are and what you really want, and they still want to connect, sex would probably be explosive.” It seems to be that way with Adam. We haven’t even had sex yet, but I can still feel his electric fingertips on me. My newest addiction.

      Reese is quiet on the line for a while and it’s just the distant sound of honking horns and squawking seagulls. “You still there?” I ask.

      “Yeah.” Reese clears her throat before continuing. “I’m torn between asking if you’re seeing someone or asking if you’re okay.”

      I exhale. “Why does everyone keep asking me that? Outside of missing a couple of girls’ nights, which I hate to tell you—samosas, sangria, and Sex and the City is really hard to enjoy with you guys over video chat—nothing’s changed. Every time I talk to you guys, someone asks me if I’m okay. I’m still the same me I’ve always been. Why is there such a spotlight on how I’m doing?”

      “Oh, babe,” Reese exhales. “The problem with having friends who have been attached at the hip for over a decade is we can tell when you’re being yourself, and you’re trying really hard to be yourself.”

      “Fair enough,” I force out.

      “As curious as I am about your whole ‘connecting for great sex’ monologue, I’m going to go with the latter. Are you okay?”

      Of all my friends, I can only trust Reese with my next request. “If I tell you the truth, will you promise not to press the issue?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’m struggling. But I need some time to figure out some things on my own.”

      She sighs. “If you came home, we could struggle together. My lease is up in a few months. I could ask for a two-bedroom. Just like old times.”

      Old times? I roll my eyes at the notion. If she only knew. We’d get a tiny two-bedroom apartment together in metro Denver. It’d be me, Reese, and the baby she doesn’t know I’m desperately trying to make into a reality.

      “Then again,” she continues, “the way my hair sheds drives you insane, so maybe you’d be better off at Quinn’s uppity place, or Addie’s total shithole. Or, if Noa’s summer doesn’t end in total disaster, she’ll still have a house in the suburbs.”

      “Can you picture me as a suburbs girl?” I ask with a scowl. Although lately, I think I could.

      “Good point. Well, your city girls still have your back. My point is, when you’re ready, you have options. Whatever you’re going through, we were here at the start, we’ll be here at the end. When you’re ready, babe.”

      “Thank you.”

      “And check your mailbox for your pickle,” she says with a laugh. “Addie wants pictures. She apparently custom ordered all of these from Etsy. It’s embroidered with your initials.”

      “That’s every girl’s dream. Her name on a pickle.”

      Reese laughs. “Agreed.”

      “Shit, she probably sent it to my old address, though. I’ll go check—”

      “You moved?” she asks.

      “I didn’t renew my lease, so I’m bunking at a friend’s place in the same complex. All that changed is the apartment number.”

      “Mhm…a friend?” Reese asks, her singsong tone insinuating she knows exactly what I’m hiding.

      “You said you wouldn’t press.” I really don’t know how to explain Adam. He’s best kept a secret. Mostly because I know I’m being a little reckless and irresponsible investing my emotions in something that I know will end. Adam and I are an impending heartbreak in the making.

      My call waiting beeps and I pull my phone from my ear to check the ID. “Hey, I have to go. It’s my mom’s treatment clinic.”

      “Okay, but I’m changing your nickname from ‘Hollywood’ to ‘Secrets.’ Love you. Call us more, okay?” She makes a kissing sound and ends our call.

      I wait for another ring before answering the next call. Based on the constriction in my chest and the way my heart is pounding, my intuition is telling me this can’t be good. The facility never calls me, they only email. Something is off.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “Mrs. Rhodes?”

      “Ms.,” I correct. “Yes, that’s me. Amani is fine.”

      “Hi, Amani, this is Tim Morrish. I have you listed as the responsible billing party for our patient, Claire Rhodes.”

      I blink slowly. Get to it, Tim. I know you have bad news. “Yes, that’s correct,” I reply flatly.

      “I just have to inform you that we’re on a recorded line. Would you like me to read you our privacy policy before we begin?”

      “No, thank you, Tim,” I grumble, shifting my weight from my left leg to my right. “Is everything okay with my mother’s treatment?”

      “Everything is fine, but due to new compliance mandates, we’ve had to completely replace some of our machines, making it necessary to restructure our billing.”

      “Plain English, please?” It’s obvious he’s skirting around whatever it is he wants to tell me.

      “Treatment prices have gone up…significantly.”

      “That can’t be right. Prices just went up a few months ago, and that was already unaffordable to begin with. You guys know her insurance refuses to pay a penny, right?”

      “That’s likely because this treatment is considered more experimental. Insurance would help cover nerve block medication or opioids—”

      “No,” I bark out. “No more pain meds. They make her so sick and she can’t have a lucid thought. This isn’t about masking her pain. It’s about giving her some quality of life. How can you guys keep doing this?” I release a slow, shaky breath. “Sorry, Tim. I’m not trying to shoot the messenger. Don’t give me the exact number. I don’t think I can stomach it right now. Just tell me, how dramatic of a change are we talking?”

      “Will you be sticking to twice a week treatments?”

      “Yes,” I say, keeping my eyes fixed on the strip of ocean that I wish I could dive into and just disappear in. “And the hydrotherapy massages too.”

      “Nearly double, Ms. Rhodes.”

      “Oh, fuck me,” I choke out. “Please just email me the new quotes,” I say before hanging up the phone. I resist the urge to chuck my phone right off the balcony. Hanging up was rude but far more polite than what else was about to come out of my mouth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I pulled my blow-up mattress into the bedroom and unpacked some stackable plastic storage bins that I placed on either side. It’s almost like I have a functional bedroom. Every time I sniffle, the wobbly mattress jostles me, making it impossible to rest. Maybe if I could stop crying, I could get some sleep.

      Yanking the covers over my head, I listen to the hum of the television behind me. I set my flatscreen on the carpet and set it opposite of the bed, hoping that mindless reruns of my favorite sitcoms could lull me to sleep. But no such luck. The stress and tears have me wide awake. That, and the fact that it’s six-thirty in the evening.

      Minerva, in all her psychic wisdom, used to tell me that when you’re safe in the eye of a perfect storm, watching everything you built get smashed to smithereens around you, it’s the universe taking charge. It’s destiny ripping apart the pieces you’re too afraid to let go of to build something so much better. I’ve been in the eye of the storm for a while now.

      Nothing is getting better.

      After I got off the phone with Mom’s treatment facility, I became manic. I hit my accounts hard and posted four videos across multiple accounts. One glitched, the rest tanked. Two hours of content creation down the drain. I checked my email, only to see an astronomical quote from Mom’s treatment facility and that Gamma cosmetics is shutting down their influencer partnerships for the foreseeable future. From the social media stalking I did on their main account, it appears like they landed a huge celebrity endorsement, meaning I lose a solid chunk of monthly income, and one of the richest reality TV stars in the world probably just pocketed what they consider to be valet tipping money.

      The cherry on top to this dismal afternoon is that my troll found me. Now, they are Niopette_05. I’ve already blocked their accounts one through four. This time they got a little personal, sliding into my DMs with a slew of spite. Anyone with half a brain knows not to read the messages, but I’m in constant psychological warfare. Maybe if I can take the blows and stay standing, it means I can actually survive social media.

      Most of the insults were low-hanging fruit. Their word weapons of choice were ugly, uneducated, a whore, a con artist. I’ve heard all that before. I’m embarrassed to admit that it was the last portion of their message that sent me under the covers: please don’t reproduce. The world doesn’t need more of you.

      Congratulations, Niopette. You win. I won’t be reproducing.

      Now, I can’t afford to go through with IVF. Mom’s well-being remains my priority. She gave me everything. Her back is a mess because she spent the better part of two decades scrubbing floors, waiting tables, working triples in whatever underpaid manual labor jobs she could find. All so I could have a semblance of a normal life with birthday parties, new clothes for school, even a car at sixteen. Sure, it was a clunker, but I drove to school while my mom took the bus to work. And I know in my heart right now that if she knew I wanted to get pregnant, she’d willingly spend the rest of her life in agonizing pain to see me happy.

      My choice is made. Mom comes first and my window is closing. I’m going to have to fantasize about something other than a baby.
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      “I can’t believe we canceled our reservation at Nova for this,” Mona, my friend and New York real estate agent, says as she leans back into the park bench. The lamppost we’re seated by switches on, officially marking dusk in New York City. The glow of the lamp illuminates the bright red blush she’s wearing. Or maybe she’s flushed from the coronary we’re both about to have from devouring about a quart of cheese grease, each.

      Taking a small break from stuffing my face with an enormous slice of pizza, I say, “Worth it, right?”

      She laughs. “You’re not as fancy as you pretend to be.”

      I take another large bite of my slice, grease spilling over the crust and dripping down my hand. “You think I act fancy?” I snatch up a napkin from the pile between us to catch the grease before it stains the cuff of my dress shirt.

      She scoffs. “Whatever, Richie Rich. I expect the five-course Michelin star treatment when you’re in town. Instead, you take me to a rickety-looking food truck.”

      Mona and I were on our way to Nova, an elite New York City restaurant. I had to call in a favor to get us a table, but when I saw the Barbieri’s pizza truck parked in West Village, it was a done deal. Barbieri’s is my favorite New York style pizza, and I’ve missed them the last four times I visited the East Coast. I don’t know how. I could spot that red-and-black truck with the giant revolving pizza mascot on top a mile away.

      I nudge her with my knee. “You know this is way better.”

      She pats her belly and sets her paper plate aside, which is now translucent from the grease dripping off her slice of cheese and olives. “Delicious, but I need a break. Only at Barbieri’s do you pay for a slice and get half a pizza. I think this food truck is like half the reason Liv stayed out here so long.”

      I flinch at the mention of her name. Mona normally knows better than to mention Liv to me. They’re cousins, and the very reason Liv and I met in the first place. Mona and I interned at LMC together in school, but she lost interest in the entertainment industry, moved to New York, and became a very successful real estate agent. Familial ties aside, just because my marriage ended didn’t mean I needed to lose a lifelong friend as well.

      “I’m sorry,” she says. “Slipped out.”

      “It’s fine. It’s in the past,” I say, showing her a clipped smile.

      She sighs so loud I can hear it over the bustling chatter from a passerby in the park. “She’s back in L.A.,” Mona blurts out.

      I glance at Mona from the corner of my eye. As far as I knew, Liv moved to the Midwest as soon as her baby was old enough to walk to be closer to her parents. But now she’s back? “Since when?”

      “End of March. She got an offer to help open and manage a new brunch restaurant called Bluebird.”

      I nod. “Near Long Beach. I’ve seen some press for it. Thanks for the heads-up.”

      Mona raises her thick, neatly manicured brows at me. Her hair may be blond, but she dyes her eyebrows a deep brown. She could be Cici’s twin. Apparently, I have a friend type. “You’re going to check it out?”

      Squinting, I shake my head. “I mean, thanks for the heads-up on where to avoid going.” In fact, I might not go to Long Beach anymore, period.

      “Are you still this angry after eight years? Because if it helps, she’s told me on multiple occasions what she did to you was the worst mistake of her life. She’s a good mom, Adam, and she loves her daughter with her whole heart, but I know she wishes Summer were yours.”

      The wind is knocked right out of me. It feels like somebody sucker punched me right in the lungs. Eight whole fucking years that I’ve avoided knowing what Liv named her baby. She used my fucking pick. The name I wanted to give my daughter.

      My appetite disappears and I toss my slice of pizza on a plate to the side of me before wiping my hands. “I thought we came out tonight to talk business? Tell me more about this condo in Midtown. You said this condo going on sale is more miraculous than the second coming?”

      She smirks at me. “It’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. My client needs to hightail it out of the country in a hurry, so he’s selling for far less than he could. You’ll quadruple what you pay leasing it out, I promise. I’m not even going to put it on the market. It’s not worth the admin time. It’ll be snapped up in minutes. I’m giving you first crack at it. If I release it to the marketplace, your competition will be fierce.”

      I level a stare at her as I cock my head to the side. “You’re really going to give me an aggressive sales pitch? Me, of all people? Sniffing out a shady deal is literally my job, Mona.”

      She exhales, forcing a sharp breath. “Okay, the truth? You’re the only guy I know who can afford to drop four million up front for an investment property. The place is truly phenomenal, though.”

      “Your client wants four million dollars, cash, before fleeing the country?”

      Mona grimaces as she crosses her legs, shifting toward me. “I chose not to ask specifics because I’m a little scared of the answer. But yeah, I’m pretty sure he has ties with the mafia.” She pumps her eyebrows and says, “But the view is insane and he has vaulted ceilings.”

      I laugh half-heartedly, mildly concerned that my purchase might be aiding a criminal, but it’s my favorite part of Midtown, so… “What do you need?”

      “Well, I can’t represent you on the buyer side, but I have someone in my office who can dot the Is and cross the Ts for you.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “I’ll take you by for a walkthrough tomorrow, and then on Monday, we’ll just need a wet signature. My property management team will have it subleased before the end of next week, I assure you. This is an easy money grab, Adam.”

      I pick up my pizza again. “Fine. I can stick around New York for a couple more days.” I haven’t heard from Chase, Cici, Mark, or Jay. There are no scandals and no emergencies to worry about. With Chase lying low and playing house with his new girlfriend, my work life is far too tame. To the point I’m buying multimillion-dollar properties just to pass the time.

      “Great, I’ll get things moving right now,” Mona says, yanking out her phone and then proceeding to peck away on the keyboard.

      I stare out into the park, wishing Amani had come with me on this trip. She probably would’ve loved this pizza. Actually, while I’m thinking of it… I pull out my phone, hold my folded, half eaten slice of pizza near my face, and snap a picture and send it her way.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Hey, summer girl. Let your food education begin. Best slice of pizza in New York.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        If you were here, what kind of slice would I be buying you?

      

      

      

      

      

      She “likes” both messages with the thumbs-up emoji, but no response. I had my head between her legs for like an hour. Surely we’re past the brush-off emoji responses by now. With Mona now on the phone, I scoot to the other side of the bench and make a call of my own.

      “Hey,” Amani answers.

      “Hey.”

      “What’s up?” she asks curtly.

      “Oh shit, sorry. I thought…well, never mind. It sounds like you’re busy.”

      She sniffles. “No, I’m sorry. That made me sound like an asshole. I mean, hey, how are you? How’d it go with LMC?”

      “Turns out they made a good call. If Chase had taken that offer, he would’ve been ineligible to work with the studio that just paid him a small fortune. LMC had his back after all.”

      “Oh, good. Glad to hear you don’t have to kick any asses.” She lets out a small laugh, but it sounds muffled.

      “Are you getting sick? You sound a little off.”

      She pauses for a moment, then admits, “I’m just in bed, under the covers.”

      I glance at Mona across the bench, who is talking so fast, it sounds like a foreign language. She catches me staring at her and gives me a cheesy smile and a thumbs-up.

      “Why are you in on a Saturday night at like seven o’clock in L.A.? Go out, have some fun. I mean, not too much fun.”

      “I’m having a bad day,” she says simply. “I need some rest.”

      I rub the back of my neck as I stare at my half eaten slice of pizza, debating my options. It doesn’t sound like she wants to elaborate, but she’s my summer girl. She’s crazy if she thinks I’m going to ignore the fact she’s having a bad day. “What’s wrong, Amani?”

      She sniffles again. “Depends. Do you want the easy answer where I say ‘It’s no big deal, I’ll be fine, and don’t worry about me,’ or do you want heavy honesty?”

      I don’t even hesitate. “Always heavy honesty.”

      She sighs into the phone. “My mom’s treatment just became unbearably expensive. I just got fired from a partnership I rely on. My DMs are filled with trolls cussing me out for existing. And all of that would be tolerable, except today I realized there’s no way I can pull everything together in time financially to try IVF. Having a baby is off the table now, and I just need a day to be bummed about it.”

      “Shit, Amani. I’m sorry. That’s a lot for one day,” I mumble into the phone as I picture her eyes. I hear the sniffling. I know she’s crying. I wonder if the tears are pouring because she’s alone and knows no one can see her.

      There’s silence between us for an uncomfortably long time until she finally asks, “Hey, Adam?”

      “Yeah?”

      “It’s no big deal. I’ll be fine, and don’t worry about me.”

      I exhale, feeling the familiarity of the conversation. How many times did Liv tell me she was fine? How many times did I believe her? How many times was I wrong to leave her alone because I was chasing a life she didn’t want? “I have to wrap up something here, but I’ll be home on Monday night. Or Tuesday, latest. How about we talk when I get back?”

      “Tuesday?” she asks, her voice cracking, so she clears her throat. “Yeah, I’m free on Tuesday. See you then. Oh, and Hawaiian.”

      “Huh?” I ask.

      “You asked what kind of slice of pizza I’d like. Hawaiian. Ham and pineapple. That’s my favorite.”

      “Good to know,” I respond before we say bye and end the call.

      Mona’s still on the phone, so I stare at my shoes, trying to ignore the twinge I have in my gut. It’s the same feeling I usually get right before Chase lands in the middle of a scandal. It was the feeling I had the day we got Dad’s diagnosis. The very same feeling right before Liv told me the baby wasn’t mine. It’s hard to explain, but it’s like my intuition’s telling me that I’m so laser-focused on one thing, I’m missing something huge in the background.

      For once in my fucking life, I listen to the twinge.

      “Mona, I’m sorry,” I say loud and clear enough that she pulls the phone from her ear. “If you can make this deal happen any other way, I’m in. But I can’t wait until next week. My girl needs me, and I’m going home right now.”
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      At one in the morning, I’m drinking orange juice straight from the jug, staring at the emotional support pickle that Addie sent me. I swung by my old apartment earlier and found the broken box lying outside the door. There lay the little green pickle Reese warned me about, preserved in plastic protective wrap, peeping out of the destroyed cardboard box. If I’m being honest, I think Addie got my name embroidered on a dog toy.

      I snatch the pickle off the counter and squeeze it as hard as I can to hear a drawn-out moan that sounds more like a foghorn than a squeak. It’s most definitely a dog’s squeak toy, but it’s still going in my keepsake box. To anybody else, this is a silly gag gift, but to me, it means that my friends, the most important people in the world to me besides my mother, haven’t forgotten me just because I’m gone. I don’t know why I was so hell-bent on a baby of my own. My girls are enough. My friends and my mother are all the family I need. Maybe I was selfish to want more.

      But what now? What else could possibly distract me from the gnawing dissatisfaction of every life choice I’ve made to this point? I don’t think I’ve ever been so disappointed in humanity. For the longest time, I was a sheep following the herd, but now I can’t unsee that we’re all headed for a cliff. My entire worth is wrapped up in numbers. Amount of money, number of followers, metrics for engagement, watch time, accounts reached—all the shit that makes sense for a robotic machine.

      But I’m not a machine. I’m a person.

      I’m a really lonely person who talks to millions of people a day.

      It’s so quiet that the buzz of my cell phone against the granite countertop startles me. I flip my phone over and see it’s Adam calling. It’s four in the morning in New York, and I’m sure he’s drunk and is probably craving a flirty video chat. I’m not in the mood for it. This whole summer guy thing seemed like a better idea when I actually had something to look forward to in the fall. Now, it just seems like I’m wasting time.

      Still, it’s Adam, so I answer. “Hey, you’re up late.”

      “That I am, and so are you,” he says, clear as day, completely sober. “Are you hungry?”

      “Weird question, but actually I could eat.”

      “Good,” he says. “Open the front door.”

      I know he must be messing with me, but I scurry to the front door anyway. Squinting through the peephole, it’s not a joke, there he is. Once I open the door, I can clearly see a dog-eared, exhausted-looking Adam standing at my door with a small carry-on suitcase right next to him. His hair is a little disheveled and his dark pin-striped dress shirt is untucked and wrinkled.

      “Why wouldn’t you just knock?” I ask.

      He smirks. “Those grand romantic gestures may work in the movies, Amani, but this is real life. It’s one o’clock in the morning, you live alone, and you weren’t expecting anyone. If I was banging on your door in the middle of the night, wouldn’t that scare you?”

      Fair point, but I’m still stuck on the first part of what he said about a grand romantic gesture. “Why are you back? I thought you had business to take care of,” I say as I anxiously dig my toes into the ground.

      He smiles and glances down at his suitcase. “The pizza was so good, I had to bring you a slice. Barbieri’s only does pineapple and bacon, though, so I’m not sure if that’s still considered Hawaiian.”

      “That’s the best kind of Hawaiian pizza,” I say with a firm nod.

      “I also came to give you this.” Adam takes a small step forward and pulls me against his chest. He hugs me so tightly my bent arms are pinned against his chest and I’m unable to hug him back. He simply holds me in the doorway as he kisses the top of my head over and over. “I’m sorry about your bad day. I’m here now.”

      “Adam, want to stay over?” I murmur against his chest.

      “Yeah.” He releases me and grabs his small black hard case suitcase with one hand and I step aside from the doorway so he can make his way into the condo. “I took a rideshare here anyway. You’re stuck with me unless you want to drive me home.”

      Following him into the kitchen, I smile as he unzips his luggage and pulls out a comically large slice of pizza wrapped in several layers thick foil. “Snuck this past security,” he says, beaming with pride.

      I smirk. “What a rebel.”

      “Well, all my clothes smell like pizza, and you’ll want to heat this up in the oven, but it’s worth it, I promise.” While he places the pizza on the counter, a small black box from the corner of his suitcase catches my eye. I recognize the gold trojan mascot.

      “Did someone do a little airport shopping?” Squatting down next to his suitcase, I pull out the box of condoms. “Now I know why you flew back home in a hurry.”

      He spins around slowly, his brows pinched and his lips pressed in a flat line. I stop smiling when I realize I’ve offended him. “Don’t do that,” Adam says, cocking his head to the side.

      “Do what?” I ask.

      “Cheapen this.”

      “I didn’t mean anything by it. I’m glad you’re here…with condoms.” I shrug.

      “Hey, come here.” He holds his hand out, and once I take it, he pulls me to my feet. Glancing around the empty living room, he asks, “You moved the bed?”

      I nod, then let him pull me into the bedroom. He reaches for the light switch by the door as we pass. It must be a knee-jerk reaction because the overhead light is already on. Perhaps it’s an old habit from when he used to live here. Adam guides me to the blow-up mattress and we sit at the edge, side by side. “You need some furniture,” Adam says.

      “Eh, I can make due for now.”

      He spreads his legs into a wide V, his knee knocking against mine, but neither of us says anything. It’s just the sound of our breathing for what seems like far too long. Except the silence is comfortable. I’m just glad he’s here. All I’d have to do is lean to my right and I’d be in his arms.

      “Sex with you is always on my mind. But that’s not why I came back.”

      “Then why?”

      “When it comes down to it, I know you can take care of yourself, Amani. You would’ve figured it out. You didn’t need my condo or my car.”

      My laugh is breathy and small. “I don’t know, they are coming in handy at the moment.”

      “My point is, it doesn’t bother me when you cry. It bothers me when you cry alone.” Reaching across his body, he brushes my cheek with the tip of his thumb. “Do you want to tell me all about your bad day?”

      “Heavy honesty?” I ask.

      Adam raises his brows, his forehead wrinkling. “Definitely.”

      “It started before I moved out here. Something switched in me. I felt so blue all the time and it became a chore covering it up around people. I was always fighting tears. My appetite went up and down dramatically. I’d lose whole days, Adam, just sleeping.”

      “Why? What happened?” he asks.

      I hold my palms up. “Nothing happened. I think I was on social media so much, my job finally caught up with me. Have you ever scrolled the comment section of a viral video?”

      “I can honestly say I have not.”

      “Go find any funny video of a baby or a puppy doing something so innocently cute and I guarantee you’ll find the scum of humanity hanging out in the comments. Everyone is a pressure cooker on high, about to blow their lids, so easily triggered by anything. It’s shocking how we can find a way to hate beautiful things.” I exhale, feeling the weight melt off my shoulders. It feels good to admit all this out loud. “It’s like I woke up one day and couldn’t stop seeing how collectively miserable the world is. It broke my heart.”

      “Cici always tells Chase to post and ghost on social media. Put whatever he wants out there—after she reads and approves it of course—but don’t engage.”

      “Yeah, Adam. Really think about that.” I look up, meeting his eyes. “How fucked up is it that we have to teach ourselves to detach to survive one another. We don’t talk to each other, just at each other. I have to work like a dog to stay relevant and I just want to be significant to someone regardless of my following count.”

      He draws in a deep breath and releases it. “It sounds like you have really good friends. You matter to them.”

      “I know. I do. But that’s a different kind of love. I wanted something of my own. Someone who reminded me of the good in this world. Someone worth fighting for even on the worst days.”

      “A baby,” Adam says.

      I nod. “But I don’t publicize any of this because I don’t want more opinions on my life. Faceless bots don’t need to tell me whether I should or shouldn’t be a mom, or when I need mental health counseling. Or what I should wear or what words, brands, or music I should or shouldn’t like.

      “My best friend Noa gets judged for being a stay-at-home mom and not having a career of her own. My other best friend Quinn gets judged for not being a mom and pouring herself into work, chasing success. We’re damned if we do, damned if we don’t, and I just want to shout through a fucking bullhorn that people should live their lives instead of spending so much time and energy commenting on how strangers should be living their lives.”

      Adam tucks my hair behind my ear and kisses my cheek. A sweet, simple gesture to comfort me. “I had no idea it was that bad. I just don’t look.”

      I try to smile, but my lips only twitch half-heartedly. “I used to be able not to look. Now I can’t unsee it. I think fixating on a baby got me through. It was my hope. Now that it’s off the table, I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      He clears his throat as he stretches his legs. “Amani, money isn’t a problem for me. I could easily pay—”

      “No,” I interrupt, holding up my palm. “Thank you, but no way am I bringing a baby into this world off of charity. If I can’t figure this out, it wasn’t meant to be.”

      He rubs his red eyes. Poor guy looks so tired. He flew all the way back home just to hear my sob story. “Well, if you won’t let me help you, can I at least hold you?” he asks, throwing his head back, gesturing to the pillows.

      “Yes, that I welcome.” I shimmy up the mattress and peel back my pink comforter before burrowing under the covers.

      Adam runs his hand back and forth over the fuzzy blanket. “This is growing on me.”

      I laugh. “Yeah? Remind me tomorrow and I’ll send you the buy link. I get like a one-percent commission.”

      He laughs before he rises to his feet and unbuttons his dress shirt, tossing it to the side. Then he pops the button on his black jeans before sliding down his pants. He folds them before tossing them aside. He watches my eyes darting between his firm pecs, down the smooth ridges of his abs, and then landing on the slight bulge in his thin gray briefs. “It’s late. We don’t have to do anything. I’m stripping down because your blanket is just a million degrees,” he explains.

      Grabbing the edge of my comforter I toss it back to the edge of the bed and use my feet to push it the rest of the way off. “It’s a winter comforter. I usually sleep alone and I run cold. You can be my blanket tonight, though.” I pat the empty space next to me, just like I did the first time Adam and I slept next to each other. Except this time there’s no baby between us. There’s nothing between us. And suddenly, I’m not so tired. I take off my top, shivering as the cool air finds my exposed nipples.

      He smiles, his dimples deepening as his eyes bounce between my eyes to my chest. “Your inside matches your outside. Do you know that? Beautiful. Breathtaking.”

      I must be blushing. I think it’s why he says these things. Just to know he has me, and based on the flood of warmth and satisfaction running through my veins, I know he does. I think I like every version of this man. Sassy, smart, sexy, and completely into me.

      “Great line, Adam,” I finally say.

      He exhales with a barely-there laugh. “I don’t have lines for you, Amani. I’m just trying to be—”

      “Yourself?” I finish for him and scrunch my face, attempting to be adorable. But he adamantly shakes his head.

      “No, summer girl. I’m trying to be better than myself for you.”

      I uncross my legs and scramble to my feet, rushing to press my body against his, my lips on his lips. “Why?” I ask between soft kisses.

      “I’d tell you if I knew,” he murmurs against my lips. “Maybe timing. Or maybe because you’re you. It doesn’t matter. Just know you have me in a way no one has before.” He slides his tongue over mine, and I feel the vibration from his soft moan. He pulls away from my lips to kiss the tip of my nose. “You have a lot of power over me right now. Don’t abuse it.”

      I chuckle. “Don’t make me laugh. You’re ruining the moment.”

      “What moment?”

      Heat rises in my cheeks, but swept up in the moment, I say the cheesy words on my mind. “I feel like I’m in the middle of a love song. Let me pretend it’s real for a minute.”

      “Who’s pretending?” Adam hooks his fingers in the waistband of my pajama shorts and underwear and pulls them down to my knees. Gravity does the rest, and once my clothes are on the floor, Adam’s on his knees, peeling my thighs apart.

      I gasp when his wet tongue slicks over my clit. “Are you going to do this every single time?” I ask breathily.

      “Do you still like it?”

      “Yes.” I groan as he continues to flick his tongue, then gently tugs on my piercing with his teeth.

      “Then every single fucking time,” he mumbles. “Lie down, I’ll be right back.” He moves to the door, no doubt to fetch a condom, but I catch him by his forearm.

      “Adam, even with medical intervention it’d be extremely difficult for you to get me pregnant.” He cocks his head to the side, pity filling his expression.

      “I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to make you feel like—”

      “You just flew across the country in the middle of the night to give me a hug. I have a feeling I’m the only girl you’re sleeping with. I trust you if you trust me.”

      Pivoting, he pushes me backward into the mattress before pulling down his briefs, his cock springing free. Hooking his forearms underneath my thighs, he scoots me backward, crinkling the sheets underneath us as he makes room to kneel in front of me. He brushes his thumbs underneath my eyes. “These damn freckles,” he murmurs.

      I soak up his gaze. The way he’s looking at me right now makes me wonder if I can survive our summer arrangement. I know love tends to happen when you’re not looking. But could this be the beginning of love? Or are we two people who desperately need a distraction from their heartbreak?

      “I’m not sleeping with anyone else, Amani.” He positions the smooth tip of his generous length against my slit, rubbing it up and down, trying to coat himself with my arousal. “I’m not even thinking about anyone else,” he says before pushing into me.

      I gasp as he fills me. “Slow,” I beg.

      It’s not just his girth and length, which would be a bit much for any woman, but it’s been a long time since I’ve done this.

      “Sorry, how’s this?” He hisses as he pushes and pulls, trying to keep himself composed. He plants his hand by the side of my head as he hovers over me, slowly pumping into me. I close my eyes and rest against the strained muscles of his forearm. Judging by the way his fist is balled up and how tense his arm is, I’m sure he wants to bury into me with reckless abandon.

      But that’s the problem with being on the brink of premature menopause. It’s hard to get wet. It’s starting to hurt. The dry friction makes me wince, and he notices.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Sorry,” I mutter. “I should’ve warned you. It’s not you. It’s just part of my hormone issues. I have some lube somewhere.”

      “You were really wet when we fooled around on the bathroom counter the other day.”

      “Maybe I had less on my mind,” I admit.

      Still nestled inside of me, he leans down to kiss my lips, my cheeks, my forehead. “You need to take a break from all your worrying, Amani. Try to relax.”

      The minute he pulls out, I miss him, feeling empty when our bodies are no longer entwined. But before I can hoist myself up to fetch the little bottle of lube I have stashed in the bathroom, Adam grabs me by my hips and rolls me over. He pushes my legs together and straddles my upper thighs. His cock resting patiently against my right butt cheek.

      He rubs his hands behind me rapidly, and when he places his hands on my shoulders, they’re warm. Pressing the heel of his palms against me firmly, he moves them up and down, kneading away the tension in my back.

      I moan sweetly. “A massage during sex?” I ask.

      “I know how to pull out the boyfriend treatment.”

      I jostle us both as I giggle but stop as soon as I feel his lips against my spine. I twitch from the torturous tickle. Adam kisses downward past the small of my back. He nips my ass, then kisses and sucks where he bit. I’d question what he’s doing, but his playfulness intrigues me. His hands are everywhere, leaving a trail of goose bumps wherever he touches. Wedging his hand beneath my chest, he finds my nipples, pinching them until I groan in blissful agony.

      Then his hands are between my thighs, working his way into me. He switches hands, pumping his longest finger in and out until I hear the squelching sound of my arousal. I moan as I clench around his hand.

      He repositions himself and then it’s his cock replacing his finger, but he’s met with no resistance this time. “Fuck, that feels good,” he murmurs. “So wet for me. You just needed to relax, baby.”

      I bite the pillow, enjoying the sounds of his grateful moans as he takes me to the brink. I curl my toes and tense my thighs, chasing my orgasm until I’m trembling beneath him. There’s no escape. He has me pinned beneath his legs, so I just have to bite my lip, trying to absorb the blinding ecstasy of my release.

      Adam’s not far behind and when his breathing goes rapid, I realize I didn’t tell him where he could come. I open my mouth, scrambling to form the words, “wherever you want,” but he rips out of me too soon. I look over my shoulder to see him fisting the tip of his cock, not a single drop of his releases escaping his clutches. Once he catches his breath, he maneuvers off me, swinging his leg around, shuffling off the mattress, still firmly cupping his cock. He pauses just long enough to kiss my cheek. “You’re so good, baby. I’ll be right back.”

      I shut my eyes for a moment, feeling the softness of the pillow against my cheek. For a moment, I’m content. Nothing in the world seems too troublesome to manage right now.

      When Adam returns, he pulls on his briefs, replaces the covers on the bed, and then flips off the light switch. He lies down and spoons me from behind. “I’d rather be hot than you cold,” he murmurs as he tucks me in.

      “That didn’t feel like a hookup,” I say to the wall, facing away from him.

      “Because it wasn’t,” he murmurs into my hair. “What if you weren’t moving? Would you date me past the summer?”

      “Hm, I don’t know. We still want different things.”

      He brushes my hair over my shoulder so he can kiss my bare shoulders. “Maybe in time, Amani. I don’t know. Maybe in a few years, I’ll be a different guy and we’ll be having a different conversation. I just need time. And I need you to stay.”

      I spin in his arms, searching for his eyes even though it’s too dark to clearly see. “Chase is in Denver. Surely you could do your job from there.”

      His cheek brushes against the pillow we’re sharing as he nods. “It’s not my job that’s the problem. It’s my dad. I can’t afford to be in a different state and miss the moments I do have with him.”

      “Oh.” It’s a good reason. I would’ve felt the same about moving if my mom wasn’t surrounded by her friends.

      “But if it wasn’t for that, I’d consider it. I really would. I had a crush on you forever. I didn’t expect to fall for you.”

      “Are you? Already falling for me?”

      He chuckles. “See? My game is completely thrown around you. Smooth Line Adam wouldn’t have put his cards on the table first like that.”

      “Hey, can I ask you something?” Maybe it’s the wrong time to bring it up, but I’ve never felt closer to Adam, and I can’t help thinking of the gnawing mystery Alex dropped on my lap the other day.

      “Of course.”

      “Alex said once upon a time you really wanted to be a dad. And you got close, but it didn’t happen. What does that mean?”

      Adam stills. The dead silence between us has my stomach turning. Oh no. What did I do? Was it something devastating? Did I just bring up a miscarriage?

      As if he can read my mind, he says, “It wasn’t anything too grim. The baby is alive and well.” He forces out a deep breath.

      “You don’t have to tell me,” I say.

      “No, I want to,” he assures me. “It’s just hard to talk about without me sounding like an ass. I really don’t want you to think I’m a bad person.”

      “What happened?”

      “I wasn’t one of those guys who just tolerated marriage. I actually liked being married. I loved my wife, and when I found out we were expecting, I thought I was in the middle of an American dream. The only thing that was missing was the big house with the picket fence, money in the bank, a fat retirement. So I worked like a dog to get them. I thought I was doing all the good things for my family…”

      “That does sound like you were doing all the right things for your family,” I say.

      “I certainly thought so at the time,” he says. “But in hindsight, I didn’t see how unhappy she was. I was never around. I guess she felt lonely and went looking for comfort elsewhere. She had an affair. As far as I know, they were only together a handful of times, but that’s where the baby came from. For most of her pregnancy, I thought the baby was mine. Liv’s guilty conscience caught up with her toward the end. She finally told me about a month before the baby was due.”

      I’m furious for him. Why would she throw away something so genuine with a man who actually wanted to be there for his family? Especially if his only crime was working too much while trying to give his wife and baby a nice life.

      “Adam, why would I ever think you’re the ass in that situation?”

      “Because I divorced her when she needed me the most. It makes me the bad guy.”

      “There’s no way you can blame yourself for that,” I murmur.

      “I do. I’m not angry about the cheating anymore. I’m angry at what she turned me into. All I wanted was to meet that baby, and I turned my back on both of them. I know what she did was unforgivable—not just the cheating, the lying too. But I left my family the same way my mom left when I was young. Liv turned me into my mom, and I think I still resent her for it.”

      I place my palm flat against his cheek as if I could absorb his anguish. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have brought it up. That is awful, Adam.”

      He places his hand on top of mine. “That’s why you’re so important to me. I’ve been stuck for a long time, and I guess I feel like I’m getting more…unstuck with you. If you could just give me some time to thaw out, so to speak, we can talk about the big things you want. Maybe one day, I could entertain the idea of being a dad again. I’m just not ready right now.”

      I don’t think I’ve ever had a more genuine, honest moment with a man. If someone had told me at the start of summer this moment would be with Adam, I would have laughed in their face.

      I lean forward and touch my lips to his. “If I had time, I’d give it to you. That’s the problem with my window closing. It’s now or never. But it’s a moot point now anyway.”

      “Are you okay with that?” he asks.

      My short laugh is humorless. “It’s not like I was given a choice.” I roll around and slide my hips backward, lining my body against his as tightly as I can. This time, there’s no wiggly toddler between us. It’s just me and Adam alone in this bed. And it’s almost as satisfying…

      Almost.
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      I pull my Porsche in its dedicated parking spot, 3A, then cut the engine. The car is still pristinely clean from when I had it detailed a few weeks ago for Amani. I can still smell the citrus car freshener.

      I have to shield my eyes from the glaring morning sunrise as I glance up at the condo. Amani is probably still sleeping. Being a morning person is one of my less deeming qualities. Even though Amani and I fell asleep close to 2:00 a.m., I was still up bright and early by 7:00. It gave me an excuse to snag her keys and sneak out to fetch coffee and breakfast.

      I took an eight-year break, so I’m surprised how natural the boyfriend thing feels. I’m not sure if the whole summer guy, summer girl setup means we’re together, but it’s been a long time since I went out to pick up breakfast for a woman.

      I’ve liked other women before. There were a few dates since Liv and I got divorced that I enjoyed. But no one has ever claimed my attention like Amani. It’s beyond my comprehension. Somehow my world moves on the exact right axis, in the right direction, and at the perfect speed, whenever she smiles. It’s simple. I just have to keep her smiling and my world will keep spinning.

      Looping my hand through the takeout bag containing Lucky’s famous lemon-ricotta pancakes, I grab the drink carrier. I had to get four different lattes because I’m actually not sure what Amani drinks.

      How many details do I need to learn about Amani Rhodes before I ask her to stay in L.A.? She’ll stay for a baby, but would she stay for me?

      I enter the condo quietly, stepping out of my shoes before I place the takeout and coffee on the counter. The wasted slice of Barbieri’s pizza is still on the kitchen island next to what looks like a hand-sized green stuffed pickle. I grab the pickle and shake it to see if it rattles. Carson had a stuffed vegetable farm when he was a baby. They were the only toys that could comfort him when he was going nuclear with the tantrums.

      Did…did Amani go baby toy shopping? She was so excited that she was already shopping for the baby? And now it’s not an option…

      Oh, dear God.

      What am I supposed to do with that? It’s a problem not even money can fix. Even if I was willing to have a baby with her, where would we stand? It’s too soon. We’re still in the infatuation phase. I don’t know what we’re like as a real couple. How can I commit to something like a child with this woman when I don’t even know what kind of lattes she likes?

      Then again, how can I say I care about this woman and watch as her heart breaks like this? I squeeze the pickle and cringe when I hear the loud moan it makes. It sounds more like a tortured wail than a playful squeak. What a weird baby toy.

      I’ll buy her better ones.

      Fuck it. I’ll do even better. I’m going to buy her a chance at motherhood.
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      Judging by the loud Eeyore-like wail from the kitchen, Adam found my emotional support pickle. I chuckle to myself, jostling the mattress, which has once again deflated a little. I wonder what he’s thinking. It’s a gift he’d only understand if he met Addie. She’s all about embracing the random, sentimental moments. My random gifts from Addie include Ginger Spice posters, courtesy of her Spice Girls obsession. Keychain replicas of my favorite drinks and foods including Taro boba, phó noodles, and Frank’s Red Hot Sauce bottles. Addie wakes up every day and eagerly discovers the world. She’s the sunshine of our friend group. I think once upon a time, I used to be like her.

      In fact, all of my best friends seem to be adapting to adulthood better than I am. And I haven’t gone through half the challenges they have. Noa became a mother senior year of college. Now she’s going through a divorce. Addie’s parents all but dropped her on her grandmother’s doorstep with a sticky note that said “good luck.” Then she lost her grandma too. Quinn’s mother died the day after her engagement ended. And last but not least, Reese, who keeps her heartbreak close to the chest, was gaslighted by one of the highest grossing rappers of our generation. The world knows him as Petey Pete. She knows him as her childhood love. The man who her father made famous. Now she’s alone and her producer dad is sitting in jail due to his third DUI.

      These are big problems. My friends are admirably dealing with their big problems. Why am I constantly under the covers having the most difficult time making sense of this world?

      It dawns on me that none of my friends are on social media as much as I am. Is that the problem? Am I experiencing this world through a clouded lens?

      There’s a soft knock at the door before it cracks open.

      “Hey, summer girl, you up?” Adam whispers.

      I surprise him when I quickly pop up into a sitting position on the mattress, leaning against the wall. Still topless, I pull the covers over my tits. “Yes. Did you bring me coffee?” I ask, glancing at the takeout coffee in his hand as he pushes the door open all the way with his foot.

      “I did even better,” he replies, holding up the black Styrofoam container in his other hand. “This is from Lucky’s. Best pancakes in the world.”

      I smirk at him. “Adam, are you ever not thinking about food?”

      He flashes me a wicked smile. “I wasn’t thinking about food for about an hour last night when I had you pinned down on that mattress.” He laughs. “Then again, I believe I still ate.” He smirks, looking thoroughly pleased with himself.

      “Oh, no,” I say, rubbing my groggy eyes. “You’re a morning person.”

      “Deal breaker?” He sits down next to me after carefully setting the coffee and takeout container on the ground.

      “Definitely,” I mumble. “Big ol’ red flag.”

      He chuckles before pulling down the comforter, exposing my tits. “Good morning,” he says and kisses my forehead. “Good morning, good morning,” he says to each of my nipples after giving them a little kiss. “Sorry if I woke you up.”

      “You didn’t. I’ve been awake, lying in bed. I thought you snuck out on me this morning.”

      He squints one eye, his forehead wrinkling. “Why the hell would I do that?”

      “Last night was sweet, but you don’t owe me your Saturday. I thought we said this was a no strings attached situation?” I shrug and pull the blanket back up, covering myself.

      “I think we’ve evolved from that.”

      I squint at him. “It’s been like four days. We evolved in less than a week?”

      “Do you like white chocolate mochas?”

      I nod as Adam exhales and reaches for the coffee on the ground, then hands it to me.

      “Look, I found the baby toy in the kitchen.”

      “Huh?” I rack my brain, trying to remember if Carson left something here.

      “Just listen. I can’t sit back and watch you go through this knowing I could easily help. On the other hand, I get you don’t want me to save you. So what about an agreement?”

      The latte is lukewarm by now, so I take two giant gulps, hoping the caffeine will hit my bloodstream and suddenly Adam will start making sense. “What are we talking about again?”

      “I’ll pay for the IVF—”

      “Adam,” I interrupt sternly.

      “Let me finish,” Adam insists, holding up his palms. “It’s conditional. I get something out of it too. I want us to sign an agreement.”

      I clear my throat and peer at him through slits. “Did you fall down, bump your head, and suddenly decide you want to father a child?”

      He shakes his head, placing his hand on my knee through the comforter. “I’ll pay for your IVF with a donor, is what I mean.”

      “Oh.” I’ll admit, that’s a little disappointing, but after what Adam told me last night, I’m not surprised he’s not ready to leap back into a insta-family situation. “What do you mean it’s conditional? What would you get out of it?”

      “I love being Uncle Adam. The time I get to spend with Carson is everything to me. But it’s usually brief. Between Alex and Tara, and her family, I don’t get to see him often. It’d be nice to be part of another kid’s life.”

      “Uncle Adam,” I repeat softly. Where is he going with this? “Okay, so what does this agreement entail exactly?”

      “I pay for as many rounds of IVF as you need. During your pregnancy, all the hospital bills will go to me. I want to meet the baby as soon as you let me. Also, moving forward, I’d also like to be invited to at least one holiday a year. And I mean a major holiday.”

      “Gotcha, so Thanksgiving, Christmas, Mardi Gras.”

      “Exactly—wait what?” He scrunches up his face. “Mardi Gras isn’t a major holiday.”

      “Au contraire.”

      “I clearly still have a lot to learn about you,” he says with a light chuckle.

      “Adam, this is a little crazy, don’t you think?”

      “Is it? Or is this maybe a way we can have a family that never has to break up. Even if there’s nothing more to you and me than this summer, that baby will always have all the support it needs. I don’t want any arguments from you if I set up a savings account for the baby, and I want you to call me if you guys ever need anything. Money, support, a friend. I want to be your first call.”

      Disregarding my coffee breath, I lean over to kiss his smooth cheek. “I don’t understand, Adam. That’s all wonderful, but what do you get out of this?”

      “A chance to right a wrong. I get to do things right this time and see this baby through.”

      He’s really serious. I don’t understand the guilt he carries from his divorce, but it’s apparent in his strained, pleading expression. A baby between me and Adam? As…friends? Could this honestly help heal both of us?

      “If I agree, this would tie us to each other forever. You get that, right? Dating or not. You’re ready to commit right now to a lifetime of me?”

      He nods with a growing smirk on his face. “I think I can handle it.”

      After taking another swig of the sweet latte, I set it aside. “I don’t know. This is seriously nuts. It’s not supposed to go this way. You’ve been social media stalking me for like what, a year? We’ve been flirting for barely more than a month. We slept together once. Isn’t this too fast?”

      He balks at me, then rolls his eyes. “Are you ever going to stop with the stalking jokes?”

      “No,” I say simply. “My point is, we’re talking about a child. We still are so far away from that. It’s supposed to go first comes love, then marriage, then the baby and the carriage. Not first comes…forever.”

      He cocks his head to the side and reaches over, smoothing his thumbs under my eyes. “Here’s hoping the baby gets these freckles.”

      “Are you really sure? You’ve thought this through?”

      “Yes, I’m sure. In fact, I’m going to need you to sign something. Hang on.” He hoists himself off the wobbly mattress and exits the bedroom. When he returns a few moments later, he has my emotional support pickle in one hand and a folded piece of paper and a pen in his other hand.

      “Check your answer and sign by the ‘X’,” he says as he hands me the paper and pen.

      I have to muster all my strength not to openly weep when I read the note. Will you have a baby with me? Check yes or no.

      I clear my throat, blinking hard to try to keep my composure. “The Bs are backward.”

      Adam laughs. “Yeah, as an adult that’s actually hard to do. And I don’t have a butterfly notary stamp, but I’ll take this as official if you do.”

      I give him a small nod, sucking in my lips. Ah, fuck it. I’m going to cry. But at least this time these are tears of overwhelming happiness and gratitude. “All the pictures and at least one holiday a year, I promise.” I check the yes box and scribble my name on the note, just for good measure.

      “Good.” He turns to grab the takeout container, setting it on the mattress between us and proceeding to cut up the lemon-flavored pancakes. My stomach surges awake at the aroma and I’m reminded that I’m starving. My appetite has been nonexistent with all the stress, but with Adam constantly around feeding me, I’m bound to gain a few happy pounds.

      He pierces a wedge of the stacked pancakes with the plastic fork and dabs it in the thick yellow custard and whipped cream topping. “Open up,” he says before pushing the fork into my mouth.

      All he hears is my appreciative moans as I try to chew with my mouth closed.

      “Do you like it?” he asks. I respond by swallowing my bite and opening my mouth again, requesting another bite.

      “Good girl. You don’t eat enough. I’m going to fix that.” He sets the little stuffed pickle next to me before proceeding to prep another fork full of the fluffy, lemon-flavored pancakes. “Now you’ll get to give that to your baby after all.”

      “This is what you meant earlier by the baby toy?”

      “Yeah, I mean, you were clearly manifesting.” Adam holds out another bite of pancakes for me to take. “Broke my heart that you’re out here buying baby items and to have all that ripped away from you. I just couldn’t watch that happen.”
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      I’ve been in Dr. Michel’s exam room so many times before, in this same thin paper robe, perched on this exam table with my feet dangling the same way. But today is different. I’m not alone.

      “What are you staring at?” I glance at Adam, who is staring at a poster containing the steps of IVF.

      “There are so many parts of the vagina I didn’t know existed,” he mumbles.

      I snort to myself. “That’s okay, buddy. You know where the important parts are.”

      “First of all, thank you for that.” He tears his gaze away from the poster and winks at me. “But I didn’t realize IVF involved so many needles. I don’t like the idea of them poking you so much. Look,” he says, pointing over his shoulder to step two, which involves the first round of hormone injections.

      “You think that’s bad? Look at the needle in step six. That’s how they get the eggs out.”

      Adam’s jaw drops as he gawks in horror. “I thought that was a really long arrow pointing to the egg. That’s a fucking needle they are going to stick through your lady business?”

      “Did you just say ‘lady business?’”

      “That’s torture, Amani. I can’t let you go through that.”

      I stifle my giggle because I don’t want to ruin this. I’m kind of enjoying being fussed over like this. Since summer started, Adam has advanced from my summer guy to something more. He sleeps over every night, and for the past few weeks, it’s been nothing but laughing, sex, cuddles, and eating at all of Adam’s favorite restaurants. I even caved and let him buy me a bed and some other basic furniture. He said it was more for the health of his back than anything. But I know that’s bullshit. He’s told me several times that he prefers a very firm mattress, whereas I like a fluffy, soft mattress. The bed he had delivered felt as soft as a cotton ball.

      This would be so much easier if we found each other in a year. I probably would’ve put the baby thing to rest. Adam’s and my relationship could be far more straightforward. We don’t really talk about what happens when I move back to Denver. Adam can’t leave his dad. I’m eager to get back to my mom and friends. This baby I’m trying to conceive may or may not change everything. Basically, I’m trying not to think too much about the future.

      “Hey, I wanted to tell you something before we start all of this,” I say, rubbing my fingers against my thigh.

      Adam swivels on the doctor’s stool he’s borrowing as we wait. “What’s up, summer girl?” Our situation may have changed, but the nickname stuck.

      “I’ve been thinking that I’m going to shift careers, so to speak.”

      “What?” he asks, his brows furrowing in question.

      “I want this baby to have a mom who is in the best possible mindset. I’ve been looking for opportunities outside of being an influencer. Specifically web design and graphic design. It’s more along the lines of what I studied in school, but I have to take some refresher courses.”

      Adam holds up his finger and rotates his wrist, gesturing to the room. “Amani, I’m doing this for you regardless of what job you have. You know that, right?”

      “It’ll be a huge pay cut.”

      “Remember our contract? You and this baby will never be hungry or homeless. I promise you that.”

      “That’s why I’m telling you this. I’m not quitting the influencer stuff because I think I can rely on your wallet. I thought long and hard about this, and I see where I’m struggling and it’s time to make changes instead of staying stuck. So I won’t be raising my kid on steak and lobster, but he’ll have a happier mom.”

      “He?” Adam asks.

      I shrug. “I don’t know. In my mind, it’ll be a boy.”

      “Funny, I was picturing a girl.” Adam scoots toward me on the rolling stool and places his hands on my knees. “Remember a month ago when you asked if I’d ever scrolled the comments of a viral video? Well, I finally did it.”

      “What video?” I ask.

      “It was a baby with the most infectious laughter. He was lying on his back on the bed with balloon strings tied loosely around his wrists and ankles.” Adam waves his hands around in the air to demonstrate. “Every time he’d move, the balloons would fly around and he loved it. The mom was lying right next to him as the dad filmed. Everything was safe. I just kept thinking how clever that was for baby entertainment, so I was going to send it to you…but then I scrolled the comments.”

      I roll my eyes as I inhale and exhale deeply. “Let me guess. There were trolls calling the baby ugly, Karens blaming the parents for child torture and endangerment. More trolls accusing the parents of being attention-seeking and using their baby as social media bait for views. Probably some more commenters griping about their bedroom decor.” I raise my eyebrows. “How am I doing here?”

      “Right on the money. You basically got it all, except the long tangent about Taylor Swift and if she would treat her nonexistent baby that way.”

      “Ah, yes,” I say with a chuckle. “That’s the golden rule about social media. In one way, shape or form, all viral videos will somehow lead to conversations about Taylor Swift.”

      Adam laughs. “Poor woman. But my point is, I get it. And it’s not like I take those people seriously, but it’s a lot of aggressive opinions. If you’re constantly in the middle of that, I don’t know how you hear yourself think.”

      “I haven’t been able to hear myself think for a while.” I place my hands on his cheeks. “But I’m getting there.”

      “I’m proud of you, Amani. And as for your refresher classes, I’m happy to—”

      I place my finger against his lips, silencing him. “Don’t you dare even think about offering to pay for classes.”

      “It’s a baby expense,” he insists.

      Adam does this often. All of my meals and groceries, my Netflix subscription, even my pedicures are somehow all “baby expenses” that he insists on covering as per our agreement. I used to think he pitied me, always throwing his money around, but then I realized it’s how Adam proves his commitment to our whole arrangement. He must feel guilty he isn’t offering his own sperm, so he tries to overcompensate in every other way possible. I wish he understood he doesn’t have to. He’s already done more for me than any sane man would.

      A sturdy knock on the door interrupts us.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” I say in a hurry before Dr. Michel enters the room. His salt-and-pepper hair is looking more salt than usual. Apparently, we’ve both had long summers.

      “Ms. Rhodes, it’s so good to see you back. You look wonderful and healthy.”

      I pat my stomach and gesture toward Adam, who is scrambling out of the doctor’s stool. “I put on a few. He makes me eat.”

      Dr. Michel approaches Adam with his hand outstretched. “Ah, so you must be…?”

      Adam shakes his hand. “Adam Montgomery. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “So you went with a non-anonymous donor?” he asks me.

      “Um, no, I’m using the same donor that I did with IUI. Adam is my, uh…” How do I explain this? I don’t want to be the first one to call him my boyfriend, especially not in front of Dr. Michel. “My emergency contact?”

      Adam shoots me a narrow-eyed glance. “I’m her boyfriend,” he says firmly.

      “But not the donor,” Dr. Michel seems to both ask and say.

      “I’m funding this whole thing,” Adam explains, but when Dr. Michel still looks confused, he elaborates. “To clarify, if this was the Super Bowl, I’m not on the field playing…I’m just sponsoring the game. Consider me Bud Light.”

      “Oh my God, Adam,” I murmur as I bury my face in my hands. But Dr. Michel is laughing, appreciating Adam’s humor.

      “Okay, well, I’m assuming I’m fine to speak freely in front of Mr. Montgomery about your medical history?” Dr. Michel asks.

      “Yes, go for it.”

      “Okay, so let’s talk about the next steps. I’d like to get you on medication to increase your estrogen now. And then in about two weeks, we’ll start with ovarian stimulation. I’ll need you to come in daily so we can monitor the maturation of the eggs. My goal is to procure and extract at least twenty eggs—”

      “Whoa,” Adam squawks with both palms in the air. “We just want one baby.” He looks at me and widens his eyes. “Right? You were thinking one baby, right?” He looks back at Dr. Michel and asks, “How many eggs does she need for one baby?”

      “Adam, calm down,” I scold, my voice firm as I widen my eyes at him.

      “Mr. Montgomery, Amani has been my patient for over half a year now. We discovered in past attempts at IUI that her egg viability is low. I want to extract at least twenty eggs, maybe more, in hopes that we end up with four or five viable embryos. I’m going to be honest. Our chances are still relatively low.”

      “We can keep trying as long as necessary. My bank account can handle it. Whatever she needs, we’ll do.” Adam gives me a small half-smile.

      “It’s not finances I’m most concerned about. Amani is reaching the tail end of her ability to produce viable eggs. We’ll see what we’re working with, but I think donor eggs would give you guys a much better chance.”

      A page comes through Dr. Michel’s radio, and he quickly silences it. But it beeps again. Pressing the red button, he says in a hurry, “I’m with a patient.”

      “It’s an emergency, Dr. Michel. We only need a moment,” a woman’s voice through the walkie-talkie says.

      “Sorry. My nurse,” he explains. “Why don’t I give you two a moment to discuss and I’ll be right back.”

      As soon as the door is closed, Adam clasps his hands around his head. “They were going to put twenty babies in there, hoping one would stick? That’s madness. What if you got lucky and carried like half of them to term?”

      “Eggs, Adam. Not embryos.”

      “The difference?”

      I hang my head, rubbing my bare feet together, focusing on my big toe with the chipped purple polish. “I have the same chances as a forty-year-old woman for conception. The doctor thinks it’s POI. He wants to collect that many eggs because he knows most of them won’t work. You’re spending a lot of money on a very slim chance. I’m sorry. I should’ve told you before.”

      “Hey,” Adam says. “Come on now, I don’t care about that. I’ll pay for fifty rounds of IVF if I need to.”

      I peer at him, twisting my lips. “Okay, seriously, how rich are you?”

      He shrugs, not answering my question. “What about the donor egg thing being a better chance for you? What does that mean?”

      With my head still ducked, I look up, meeting his eyes. “It means the baby would most definitely not get my freckles.”

      “Ah.” He nods in understanding. We’re quiet for some time, listening to the low hum of the air conditioning and the low, muffled voices of the patient in the room next door. Adam finally breaks the silence and says, “The best stories are the long shots. The ones where there’s barely a slight chance and yet by some miracle it always works out.”

      “You think I’m in one of those stories?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. I feel like I am,” he says. “Never in my life did I think I’d be with a woman again in an exam room like this, but here we are. You apparently have a magic touch.”

      “Well, let’s hope my uterus is magic, too.”

      He chuckles, then his face grows serious. “Baby or not, promise me you’ll take those classes.”

      “Huh?”

      Adam grabs both of my hands, wedging himself between my knees, causing my robe to shift. “The design classes. Promise me that the whole thing about you trying to get unstuck doesn’t live and die with having a baby. Amani, you deserve to have a life that makes you happy.”

      “Summer guy, you have all the right words, you know that?”

      “Part of my job description. I am epic at pep talks. My material is mostly for auditions, but I can tweak a few lines to make them fit anything.” Adam winks at me.

      “Cute,” I reply, my voice laced with affection as I scrunch my nose at him.

      Dr. Michel knocks on the door again before reentering and taking a seat back on his stool. “I’m sorry about that. So, Ms. Rhodes, please make sure you’re continuing with prenatal vitamins, and I put in that prescription for your new medication. Two pills a day, one morning, one evening, until they are gone, and then I’ll see you back here in about two weeks.”

      “Perfect. I’m heading home next week for my best friend’s son’s fifth birthday party. I’ll be back in plenty of time.”

      Dr. Michel glances at Adam with an awkward smile. “And we’re feeling more comfortable with the extraction goals?”

      Adam nods. “Amani explained it to me. But actually, I have a question. If we only have one shot at this, how much would it cost to double down? Why stop at twenty eggs? Let’s shoot for forty. That’d give us a better chance, right?”

      “Adam, stop,” I hiss.

      “What? It’s math.”

      “I am not a chicken coop.”

      Dr. Michel chuckles, and I’m not sure if he realizes Adam is being dead serious. “We are going to be aggressive about the follicle stimulation, so we will get as many eggs as we can. But I warn you, the treatment can have side effects—namely severe nausea, mood swings, fatigue.” Dr. Michel removes the pen tucked behind his ear and points at me, then at Adam. “I’m very glad you’re not doing this alone, Ms. Rhodes. Sometimes a solid support system is the magic ingredient for success.”

      Dr. Michel’s radio buzzes again, and he grumbles as he rises. “I’ll see you in a few weeks. Oh, and I should mention, intercourse is completely fine until embryo transfer and then it’ll be strict pelvic rest.” He raises his thick eyebrows in warning before he exits the room, leaving me alone with Adam and the stupid, cheesy grin on his face.

      “Are you smiling like that because he said we can still have sex? Or because he called you the magic ingredient.”

      Adam kisses my forehead. “Yes.”
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      Tapping my fingers against the granite countertop, I look around at Reese, Addie, and Quinn, who are trying to busy themselves on their phones as we sit around Noa’s kitchen island. Noa’s avoiding the awkward lull by meticulously reloading the dishwasher because the dishes in the cabinets she just put away had water spots. As soon as she starts the dishwasher, the aroma of lemon and mint fills the spacious kitchen and she’s left with nothing to busy her hands.

      This is bizarre. It’s never this quiet when we’re all together.

      Despite my current discomfort, it feels good to be home. I missed the elevation. The view of the mountains. The sweltering dry heat. Colorado doesn’t have the beaches, but between the tacos, microbreweries, and the majestic mountain ranges, my state is superior in every way.

      The start of my visit home was pure happiness. I spent a whole day with Mom, who is still blissfully unaware of the drastic price increase in her treatment. But she looks great, her mobility is fantastic, and most interestingly, based on the way she blushed when bringing up her new physical therapist, I believe she has a new crush. Questionable ethics aside, I’m happy for her.

      Unfortunately, the second part of my trip is less pleasant. The love story we were all rooting for has come to a close with a twist we didn’t see coming.

      Groaning, I pull my hand down over my face. “Come on,” I say, cutting into the silence. “Let’s just talk about it.”

      “Guys, I said I’m fine,” Noa insists, holding her hands in the air. “I mean it. It sucks, it does. I’m not delusional. Of course it’s not how I hoped things would go, but Chase is doing the right thing, and so am I.”

      Quinn whips her head around and shoots me a glance. She juts her chin toward Noa, giving me silent instruction to try again. We’re all close, but Noa and I have a sisterhood that started long before we knew Addie, Quinn, and Reese existed.

      “Look, Nono, I’m just going to ask, and don’t hate me for it,” I beg her. “Chase didn’t cheat on you. He obviously loves you and Jonah. Are you walking away because you think in the end, he’ll choose Kayla? Because I don’t think that’s true.”

      “Blended families are a very normal thing. You guys could work it out and there’s simply another baby in the world to love, right?” Addie asks. Her expression is contorted, full of apprehension. None of us know if we’re allowed to say how we really feel.

      The truth came to light at Jonah’s birthday party two days ago. Chase went back home early. The ring he bought for Noa was still in his pocket. I called Adam in private, asking him to fill in the details because my best friend could barely speak. She’s in pain like I’ve never seen before and it wasn’t the right time to interrogate her.

      From what I understand, Chase and his ex, Kayla, were together one last time before he finally realized too much had changed and he needed to cut ties. The next day, he met Noa, and his entire world shifted into clear focus about who he was and what he wanted. He needed the kind girl, the sweet girl. The girl who didn’t care what was in his wallet and just wanted to help mend his heart. And it should’ve been happily ever after. But almost three months later, even Kayla was shocked that she was pregnant. She only found out when she overdosed.

      Now Adam’s scrambling once again to prevent a scandal and take care of his best friend. I wish I could tell Noa that according to Adam’s updates, Chase is distraught, torn, feeling like he’s paying the price for a crime he didn’t commit. It’s lunacy. They should be together, talking this through, working it out. To be honest, I wish Noa had chosen differently.

      Noa folds her hands together and extends her forefingers, tapping them against her forehead. “I know I was first to motherhood, but one day when you guys have your own babies, it’ll make perfect sense why I did what I did.”

      “Please try to explain, so we can help,” Quinn says.

      Reese adds, “We are on Team Noa, no matter what you do.”

      Noa draws in a deep breath and releases it. “I’m not scared that Chase would end up picking Kayla. I’ll admit, the news was shocking, but I don’t doubt how much Chase loves me. No way I could love him like I do if he didn’t feel the same in return.”

      “So then why walk away?” Addie asks softly.

      “Kayla is an addict, and Chase isn’t sure she’ll get better. That means this baby is on his shoulders. He can’t afford to be distracted, especially when he already has an impossible career to balance, and now…” She exhales and steadies herself by pressing her hip against the countertop. “He has to focus on giving this innocent little baby everything he can. Chase can only have one number one priority, and that’s his daughter. I won’t take that from her. I don’t want him to be with his daughter, wishing he were with me. That baby shouldn’t be raised by nannies and assistants so Chase can be under the covers with me or playing dinosaurs with my son. You see, I’m not in competition with Kayla, but Chase’s daughter? That’s a competition I shouldn’t win. So I’m letting him go not out of spite, but because I love him. And I know how much he wants to be a good dad.”

      Noa’s speech alone was enough to send me to tears. But with the added estrogen pills, I’m losing control of my emotions.

      “Dear God, Mani, are you okay?” Quinn asks, and then her smooth arms are around me.

      “Don’t hug me,” I sniffle, then point to Noa. “Hug her. I’m fine. It’s the damn estrogen pills.”

      “Why are you taking estrogen pills?” Reese asks.

      Ah, fuck. Slipped. I decided I would tell my friends if and when I become pregnant. I don’t want to share things that aren’t set in stone. It’d only make it harder to let them go if my friends knew. For now, IVF, and Adam, remain my little secret.

      “They think it’ll help with my migraines,” I lie.

      Reese’s brown eyes stay fixed on me. She quirks one eyebrow up as she slightly shakes her head. “That doesn’t sound right.” But she’s distracted when Noa steps around the countertop and rests her forehead against Reese’s bare shoulder. “Oh, hon, come here,” she says, wrapping her arms around Noa and stroking her thick, wavy, dark mane. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to find you a new movie star to fall in love with, okay? Maybe one who’s been celibate his whole life until you.”

      Noa chuckles. “That’d be nice.”

      Addie looks at me and Quinn, then Reese and Noa. “I’m feeling a little hug-less.”

      “Come here,” Quinn says, opening her other arm, inviting Addie over.

      “Actually, you know what? It’s not Friday, but I think we are in desperate need of sangria, samosas, and our favorite reruns, yeah? Maybe we can all sleep over tonight, just like old times?” When Noa nods, Addie hustles to her phone. “I’ll call in food. Noa, what does Jonah like from the Indian place?”

      “He’s five. Absolutely nothing,” Noa muffles into Reese’s shoulder, still buried in her hug.

      “Okay, I’ll have the samosas delivered, but who volunteers to pick up a pizza for Jonah and make a liquor run?” She gestures toward Noa with her head. “Lots of liquor.”

      “Me. I’ll go,” I say before anyone else can offer. I kiss Quinn’s cheek then break free of her arms. After mopping up my tears, I pat under my eyes, trying to calm the puffiness. “I’ll take Noa’s car and be back in a bit.”

      “Want company?” Quinn asks.

      I shake my head. “You guys get cozy. I could use the fresh air.”

      Grabbing Noa’s minivan keys out of the key bowl, I hustle out the door and slide into the driver’s seat. I impatiently wait for my phone to connect to Bluetooth, then dial as I pull out of Noa’s long driveway, courtesy of the Denver suburbs. I exhale in relief when Adam answers.

      “Hey, how’s Noa?” he asks right away.

      “Not great. How’s Chase?”

      Adam sighs loudly into the phone. “Really not great.”

      “Joy,” I mutter. “Just when everything is going according to plan.”

      “That’s how it always goes. Tragedy happens at the peak of promise.”

      Flicking on my blinker, I pull out of Noa’s community and make my way down the familiar main road toward our favorite Indian restaurant. “I was really rooting for them.”

      “Amani, come on. It’s not over.”

      “No, it’s over, Adam. You should’ve heard the speech Noa just gave. It breaks my heart, but she truly believes they’re better apart.”

      I slow as I approach the red light. Taking the opportunity, I adjust the driver’s seat so I’m a little closer. These days, I am not wearing heels and I need to scoot about an inch forward in order to comfortably reach the pedal.

      “Nah, I don’t buy it,” Adam says. “You want to know the advice my dad gave me when my mom left? True love is like a boomerang. Let it go, and if it’s real, it’ll come right back and smack you in the face.”

      I laugh. “Why would it smack you in the face? Why not catch it?”

      “Yeah… It was one of my dad’s analogies. He wasn’t athletically inclined growing up. But the point being, you have your crystals, and I have my gut feeling. And my gut is telling me Chase and Noa are a boomerang.”

      The traffic light turns green and I slam down on the pedal. The minivan groans, unable to lunge forward with the gusto I intended. I forgot most cars can’t accelerate like Adam’s Porsche.

      “What are we, Adam? Are we a boomerang too?”

      He chuckles, his laugh surrounding me through the van’s speakers like he’s right here next to me. “We’ll never know.”

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because I have no plans of letting you go.”
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      “Babe, I’m here,” I call out as I burst through the door of the condo.

      The TV’s paused on a still frame of Renee Zellweger’s face, and I roll my eyes. Bridget Jones’s Baby is now Amani’s favorite pregnancy movie. I’ve endured a lot of movies I would’ve never agreed to watch, but she says she’s manifesting. I’ve dutifully sat through about a dozen cheesy pregnancy rom-coms. And I’m becoming quite skilled at sleeping with my eyes open.

      I push open the bedroom door, but the bed is empty. The comforter is bunched up and crumpled, with half of it lying on the floor. “Amani, are you in the shower?” I ask as I knock on the bathroom door, but I don’t hear the water running.

      “Do not come in here,” she groans.

      Now, I’m worried. When I enter the bathroom, she flushes in a hurry. Amani crawls out of the nook that hides the toilet and scowls at me. “What did I just say?”

      “Oh, poor thing.” I drop to the floor with her, securing my back against the nearest wall and pulling a weak Amani into my arms, her back to my stomach. She’s pale and cold, yet sweating. “Why didn’t you tell me it was a bad day?”

      The hormone injections have been grueling. Liv had morning sickness during the first trimester. It wasn’t pleasant by any means, but Amani’s nausea has rendered her near immobile, and she isn’t even pregnant yet. It’s a side effect from all the drugs and synthetic hormones they are pumping her up with.

      “It isn’t,” she groans. “Believe it or not, this is mild.”

      I wipe a bead of cold sweat from her forehead. “Why haven’t you told me it’s been this bad?”

      “Chase needs you, and I wasn’t trying to take up all your time. All I do is sit on the couch and watch movies with brief intermissions to puke my brains out. I’m no fun to be around right now.”

      “You should’ve told me,” I mumble. I rack my brain, trying to remember our phone conversations. Was there any sign she was this sick? I’ve spent most of this summer with Amani, but for the past few days, I had work to do. While Cici is handling the PR nightmare that is Kayla’s pregnancy, I’ve been working on the redlines of Chase’s filming schedule and promotional tours. It’s been days of back-to-back meetings. Too exhausted to think after endless meetings, I’ve been crashing at my home in Hollywood, unable to make the drive every night to Elm Community.

      “Maybe you should stay at my place when I can’t make it out here.”

      She shakes her head. “Traffic is awful up there. I like it here. All my stuff is here. The ocean view helps when I feel crappy.”

      “Okay. Do you want to get up?”

      Her frayed, messy bun rubs against my neck as she shakes her head. “I think it’s best I stay within crawling distance of the toilet. And when did you start wearing so much cologne, by the way?”

      “I’m not wearing cologne.”

      “New soap?” she asks, sniffing aggressively. “It’s a little…musky.”

      “No, same soap. That’s just you and your new bloodhound nose. Do you want me to shower?”

      Turning her head, she smirks at me. “And how are you going to wash the scent of you off?”

      “Good point.”

      “I’m sorry,” she says and exhales. “I’m already so fucking uncomfortable, and it’s only the beginning. Do you think it’s going to get worse? My mom said she threw up every day for about six months. Apparently, that stuff is hereditary.”

      “I don’t know. Liv’s morning sickness was short-lived, so I’m out of my wheelhouse here. But while we’re on the subject, if you got that sick, who would take care of you in Denver?”

      It’s the question that’s been on my mind for a couple of weeks now. I know I told Amani I only wanted to meet the baby once it was born, but it doesn’t seem like that’s enough anymore. We’re well past feelings. I’m trying to plan a future that I’m not quite ready for. But what’s the alternative?

      “My friends would.”

      “Your friends all have full-time jobs, families, responsibilities. I know they’d be there for you, but who would go through it all with you, you know?”

      “What’re you saying, Adam?”

      Squeezing her shoulders, I look around the bathroom, expecting to see the ghosts of my past filling this condo, but they’re all gone. Images of Amani have replaced all the painful memories of my failed marriage. I picture Amani putting on her makeup, shower sex before I leave for work, the time she styled my hair with her fruity-smelling hair products. How quickly this shell of a condo has turned into a home.

      “Would you consider doing the pregnancy here? With me? So I can take care of you and the baby?”

      “Hmm,” she exhales. “Maybe. But don’t you think you’re becoming too emotionally involved? You said you weren’t ready for a baby, but you’re acting like a dad. What do I do with that?”

      I laugh and rub her arms, which feel warmer now that she’s been sitting in my embrace. “You roll with the punches, maybe? You be patient with me and know I’m doing everything I can to get there as quickly as possible.”

      “I’m not rushing you, Adam.”

      “I know,” I say. “Thank you for that.”

      “Hey, what was so important, by the way? You texted me and told me you had a big ask.”

      Oh shit. My brain went blank when I saw Amani sick and pale, crawling away from the toilet. “My dad is having a good day. Alex is stuck in surgery all day, and I’m headed up to Piermont.”

      She spins fully in my arms this time, her eyes perking up. “That’s been three good days in three weeks. Adam, that’s fucking incredible. Why are you here? Go. Don’t worry about me. Spend the day with your dad.”

      I love that she knows what this means to me. The look of enthusiasm on her face is pure and genuine because she’s the only one who understands. Maybe because, for the longest time, she’s the only one I’ve let in.

      “Come with me,” I say. “If you’re feeling up to it. Do you want to meet my dad?”

      Amani’s mouth falls open. “But I thought he thinks you’re still—”

      “I’ll have to explain it all to him. And fair warning, he’ll probably be upset for a little while, but he always bounces back. I really want him to meet you.”

      She covers her mouth and exhales, forcing her breath through her fingers. “I…wow. This is big, right? This is more serious than going Facebook official with our relationship. Actually, no. If we did that, then I’d have to tell my friends.”

      I narrow my eyes. “You still haven’t told your friends?”

      “Adam, we’re in the most bizarre situation. We’re dating but just while I’m here. You’re helping me have a baby, but not your baby. What the hell do I tell them?”

      Smirking, I inform her, “You just tell them you’re dating a new guy who has a great sense of humor, is super smart, knows all the best restaurants, and has an enormous cock.”

      She flashes me a small, wicked smile. “Three out of four of those things are very true.”

      “I—what? Which thing is untrue?”

      Bracing herself against my shoulder, she rises. “I’d love to meet your dad. Let me shower and brush my teeth really quick and then we can go. I’ll bring a puke bag for the car.”

      Moving much quicker than I thought she could in her condition, she strips off her tank top before starting the shower and heading to the bedroom, likely for a towel. I’m still sitting on the ground, pondering her prior statement.

      “Amani,” I call after her. “Which thing is untrue?”
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      Hand in hand, Amani and I enter Piermont and stop at the receptionist’s desk. A brunette woman with a pixie cut is examining a clipboard with a confused look on her face. I wait for a few moments and politely clear my throat. “Good afternoon,” I say.

      Clutching her chest, she nearly falls out of her chair. “Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there. How can I help you?”

      “Two visitor passes. We’re here to see Dr. Clay Montgomery.”

      “Your names, please?” The receptionist begins clicking away at her computer furiously.

      “I’m Adam, his son. This is Amani, my guest. And by the way, my brother Alex should be here late this afternoon. He’s finishing up in surgery.”

      She nods and pulls out a permanent marker from her desk drawer and scribbles our names on two visitor passes. She spells Amani’s name wrong, but neither of us corrects her. I normally shove these passes in my pocket before I find a trashcan anyway.

      “Okay, Dr. Montgomery is in his room, I believe. It says he’s with a guest for lunch today.”

      “I’m his guest for lunch today,” I say, my jaw ticking. “Who’s already here?”

      She shrugs with a look of innocence on her face. “For privacy purposes, the system doesn’t tell me who, just that someone has already checked in.”

      Huh. Strange. I pull out my phone, half expecting a text from Alex saying he finished up in surgery early and will meet me here, but I have nothing of the sort on my phone.

      “Okay then.” I give Amani a clipped smile. “I guess it’s about to be a party.”

      She squeezes my hand as we walk down the corridor, banking left to their private dormitories. “Adam,” Amani says softly. “Fix your face. You look pissed.”

      I stretch out my jaw, easing the tension. “Sorry, I’m a little protective over my dad. As far as I know, he only asks for me and Alex. I don’t love the idea of someone sneaking in behind our—”

      I stop mid-sentence when I smell it.

      Simultaneously, my mouth waters and my heart stops. I’d know that smell anywhere. Roast. Mississippi Mud Roast. My dad’s favorite dinner. The smell of so many of my childhood family dinners.

      I come to an abrupt halt outside of my dad’s door and Amani is jerked backward, her hand still weaved in mine. I hear the muffled voices. My dad’s excited chatter and a woman’s laughter. A laugh I haven’t heard in twenty years. But I still recognize it clear as day.

      “My mom is here,” I say simply.

      “Oh.” Stepping in front of me, Amani searches my eyes. “Is that good or bad?”

      “Bad. Very bad. I don’t want to see her. I can’t believe she had the audacity to come here.”

      “Oh, Adam,” Amani says, grabbing my other hand now, nudging me backward into the wall. “You look so upset.”

      I try to steady my breaths, one by one. Outside of Liv, my mother is the last person on earth I’d want to see. How everyone else could move on so easily, I don’t understand. Alex is letting her spend time with Carson. She’s apparently cooking for my dad. Has everyone forgotten how she turned her back on her family? Or just me?

      “Do you want to stay or go?” Amani asks.

      “I don’t know. On one hand, I don’t want to miss a day with my dad. On the other, my mom is… I don’t know. She’s been trying to reconnect for years, but I haven’t responded. She doesn’t deserve to…” I exhale, fumbling over my words, unable to convey the medley of emotions I’m feeling. “I don’t normally talk about this stuff.”

      She releases my hands and sits down on the cold tile next to my feet. Crossing her legs, she pats the space next to me.

      “The floor is filthy, Amani. Get up, babe.”

      “You will not catch herpes from the floor. Plus, the cold is good for my nausea. Sit down.”

      Somewhat reluctantly, I slide down the wall and join her on the floor. I hike one knee up and Amani rests her elbow on it, then her chin on her arm. She stares at me with her big green eyes, decorated by those sweet freckles. I feel a bit better if I keep my gaze on hers.

      “You never wear makeup these days,” I say.

      “Is that a complaint?” she asks with a smirk.

      “Hardly. It’s a compliment.” My smile feels weak, but I’m trying. I’m distracted again when I hear my dad’s thunderous laughter at something my mom must’ve said. Fuck. He sounds genuinely happy.

      “Adam, remember the day you caught me screaming in my car and you made me open up and talk about it?” Turning my gaze forward, I nod. “Well, payback is a bitch. What’s going on?”

      “I’m not screaming, though,” I protest.

      She traces my jawline with the inline of her thumbnail. “They’re silent. But you’re screaming. I can tell.”

      I inhale deeply, the aroma of the salty, tangy roast filling my lungs. God, it smells good. Even I have to admit, my mother was, and apparently still is, a phenomenal cook.

      “Everyone seems to have moved on, except me. How come my brother and my dad aren’t as angry as I am? She left all of us.”

      “I’m kind of working on this theory about myself, which maybe will help you too. May I share it?”

      Dropping my knee, I wrap my arm around Amani and pull her into my lap. She curls in her legs, making herself a little ball in my embrace. I kiss the top of her head, breathing her minty-smelling shampoo. “Please. Help me.”

      “I think I told you how bad the haters and trolls were getting to me on social media. Everyone goes through it on the internet. But other influencers seem to laugh it off and let it roll off their backs. I, however, let every asshole comment pierce my heart, and the culmination of years of harassment and sideline bullying sent me to the edge of anxiety and depression. Pretending like I didn’t care? That part pushed me right over.”

      “Are you telling me you’re still sad?” I ask, wondering if this is turning into Amani’s plea for help.

      “No, I’m trying to tell you why it affected me so much.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because I was living in this delusion, that if I said the right things and did the right things, I could control the outcome. Some people are nasty and cruel because they are. Some people leave us because they do. It’s as simple as that. No matter how hard you dig your heels in and try to stop it, the world is going to keep spinning.”

      “Hmm,” I murmur. “Wise, definitely. But what does that mean?”

      “It means that you have a twisted way of blaming yourself for things, Adam. Liv didn’t cheat on you because you were a bad husband. Your mom didn’t leave because you weren’t a wonderful son. Sometimes life is about making mistakes, and learning from the consequences.”

      How can Amani know what I’m thinking, if I don’t even know? Have I been blaming myself for the actions of others all this time?

      “A mother is the biggest part of a little boy’s life. She should’ve been helping me with homework, packing lunches, teaching me how to treat a woman. Where was she when I graduated with honors—both times? She was supposed to hold me and tell me what to do when I found out my wife’s baby wasn’t mine. There were so many times she failed me.”

      “Her punishment was missing out on you growing up, Adam. That’s such a shame, and I promise you it wrecked her. The guilt probably ate her up alive. But you’re not a little boy anymore, and she will continue to fail you if you don’t admit what you really want.”

      “What do I really want?” I ask.

      “It makes sense to be angry and to punish her until the end of time. No one would blame you. But how does all that anger feel?”

      “Heavy,” I admit. “I think…I miss her. But I’m not ready to let it all go and forgive her.”

      Amani straightens her leg, then rises. She stretches her arms over head before smiling down at me. “You don’t have to do anything you’re not ready to. Baby steps.” She points to the door with the “Montgomery” name placard. “But maybe we can start with lunch because whatever they’re eating smells fucking divine.”

      “It’s my mom’s Mississippi Mud Roast. She usually serves it with homemade mashed potatoes and a big dollop of this special white cheddar sauce she makes.”

      “Adam, this may be the hormones talking, but I will abandon your ass in this hallway, walk in there, and make myself a hefty plate. But once I’m finished stuffing my face, we can leave, and I will resume being your loyal girlfriend.”

      “You were just throwing up not two hours ago, and now you’re about to ditch me to go wolf down a roast?”

      She shrugs. “Pretty much.”

      “This is good foresight into what your pregnancy is probably going to look like.”

      She laughs as she holds out her hand as if she could pull me to my feet. I take her hand but do most of the work, hoisting myself up.

      “What do you want to do, Adam?”

      What do I want to do? Maybe Amani’s right. It’s time to let it go and move forward. “I think I want to continue your food education by introducing you to the world’s best pot roast.”

      She claps her hands together in glee and I highly suspect it has more to do with lunch than anything else. Rasping my knuckles softly against the door, I call out, “Dad, it’s Adam. I brought a friend.”

      “Come in!” he bellows. “We have plenty of lunch to share.”

      I smile at Amani one more time. “Well, I brought you to meet my dad. You ready to meet my mom, too?”

      I open the door, Amani trailing right behind me.
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      “Amani, would you like another slice of pie?” Adam’s mom, Holly, asks me.

      “Oh, no, thank you.”

      “Are you sure? Maybe just a sliver?”

      I smile at her from across the tiny kitchen table in Mr. Montgomery’s room. “Only if you want to see it again on your shoes.”

      She chuckles sweetly. “Excuse me. I’ll admit it’s not my best whipped peanut butter pie but also not my worst.”

      I hold up my palms as my eyes widen. “Oh my gosh, no! I didn’t mean it like that. It’s delicious. I meant I’m far too stuffed and a little queasy these days.” I pat my belly.

      In unison, Adam’s mom and dad both perk up in their seats. Adam notices and quickly clarifies, “Amani is undergoing IVF. She’s queasy from the hormone treatments.”

      “You two are struggling to get pregnant?” Mr. Montgomery asks.

      The award for most resilient and go-with-the-flow human on the planet definitely goes to Mr. Montgomery. About an hour ago, I watched silently as Adam calmly explained to his father that most of his memories are jumbled and he’s stuck about eight years in the past. I believe Adam’s mom already alluded to the seriousness of his condition, but nothing prepared Mr. Montgomery for the news that his son is no longer married, his wife was carrying another man’s baby, and that he’s been single since.

      Until me, that is.

      Adam gleefully introduced me as his girlfriend, effectively taking our summer fling and making it undeniably official. Now I really am going to have to tell my friends. Not right now, by any means. Not when my best friend just smashed Adam’s best friend’s heart to smithereens. We need to let that settle before we parade our happiness anywhere.

      “Amani, do you want to explain, or should I?” Adam asks, then glances at his mom. “Or we don’t have to talk about—”

      “Oh, it’s fine,” I cut in, calming his worried expression. He looks nervous, like he just crossed a line he wasn’t supposed to. “I was told about six months ago my fertility window was closing, likely because of POI.”

      “POI?” Holly asks.

      “Premature ovarian insufficiency. Follicles produce the eggs, and if they are not working or their numbers are diminishing, it makes conception very difficult,” Mr. Montgomery chimes in before scouring everyone’s surprised faces. “What?” he asks. “Did everyone forget I went to medical school and practiced medicine for nearly thirty years? I have a working knowledge of a woman’s reproductive system.”

      “Dad. Please don’t say reproductive system—or follicles, for that matter—in front of my girlfriend.”

      Holly and I both laugh. “The point is, I figured if I was going to have a baby, it was now or never. I had already made plans before I met Adam, which is why, in this matter, he’s supporting me as a friend.”

      “It’s not your baby?” Mr. Montgomery asks.

      “There is no baby,” Adam explains. He quickly puts his fingers on my bare knee and traces soothing circles. “Yet,” he adds. “But I’m right here for whatever she needs.”

      “That’s wonderful of you, Adam,” Holly says, making Adam flinch.

      He nods but doesn’t respond.

      Adam’s been angry with his mother for over twenty years. It’s not like all that dissipates because he agreed to have a meal with her. Admittedly, it was awkward when we first walked in and he hugged his dad but only shook his mother’s hand. But he’s trying. That’s the important part. He took a big first step today, and we got a delicious lunch out of it.

      I know I’m supposed to be skeptical of this woman and maybe even a little bitter on Adam’s behalf, but Holly is lovely. She’s sweet, warm, soft-spoken, and beautiful. Her shoulder-length hair is exactly Adam’s shade of brunette. They have the same big, chocolate-colored eyes, and matching dimples.

      “Holly, would you like to hunt down a cup of coffee with me?” I ask, scooting my chair out.

      “Babe, I thought Dr. Michel didn’t want you having caffeine right now?”

      I inhale and roll my eyes at the IVF police. “Adam, I’m not actually getting coffee. I’m subtly excusing myself so you and your dad can have a moment alone to talk candidly about me and our whole weird situation.”

      “Yeah, that’s real subtle,” Adam grumbles as he rubs the back of his neck. Mr. Montgomery lets out a deep belly laugh.

      Leaning down, I kiss his cheek. “I know. I’m smooth like that.”

      Holly rises as well, then clears our paper plates with scant remnants of peanut butter pie. “I learned a few visits ago that the espresso machine on the fourth floor has better coffee than the cafeteria. I believe that machine has a decaf option.”

      “So you’ve been here a few times?” Adam asks, finally addressing his mom directly. The tension in the room grows thick and I clutch my thumbs inside my fists. It was such a pleasant lunch. I silently plead with Adam not to hurt his mom’s feelings.

      “Yes. More lately,” she answers.

      He looks her in the eye, and my heart pounds so hard, it’s nearly painful.

      Please, please be civil.

      “I can tell,” Adam says. “Dad looks like he’s finally put on a little weight. Thank you for cooking for him, Mom.”

      Holly inhales sharply, a squeak slipping through. She covers her mouth as her eyes fill with tears. “It’s my pleasure,” she huffs out, then hurries out of the room. Adam shrugs at me and I shrug back before following Holly. I find her in the hallway near hysterics and I don’t know what to do except wrap my arms around her and pull her into a hug.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      She hugs me back, rubbing the sides of my arms, then steps away. She’s mopping up her tears with the back of her hands. “I’m sorry, silly me with the theatrics.”

      “I don’t think Adam meant anything bad by it. He told me Mr. Montgomery wasn’t eating much of the cafeteria food. I think he’s genuinely grateful.”

      She shakes her head. “No, no, Amani. I know he meant well… It’s just the first time in twenty years my son has called me ‘Mom.’”
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      I carefully sip my scalding decaf latte, but the sucker still burns the tip of my tongue. Giving up, I pop off the lid and scoot it to the side of the coffee table.

      Holly follows suit, setting her coffee aside. “Is yours too hot as well?”

      I nod. “Coffee doesn’t sound as appealing these days, anyway.” Her smile is small and tentative, so I invite her to ask what I’m sure is on her mind. “I know it must seem weird, what Adam and I are doing.”

      Holly leans back on the plush sofa and shifts so she’s facing me. Piermont is filled with sitting areas where patients and family can sit and chat. We’ve secured a quaint cloth sofa in front of a coffee table with a small stack of National History magazines.

      “Not at all. I’m only worried that Adam is approaching this the way he is because of me. I wonder, after all this time, if his anger toward me is still holding him back.”

      A little uncomfortable, I clear my throat. “I don’t think his hesitance about fatherhood is from anything you did.”

      She looks out the large window behind us, pressing her lips together like she’s trying to hold back her emotion. “You mean Liv,” she finally says. “There’s that too. But I think Adam learned unforgiveness because of me.”

      Chuckling nervously, I say, “Yeah, he likes his grudges.”

      “Thank you,” Holly says suddenly, patting my knee so lightly, I can barely feel her touch. “Today was more than I deserve, and I know you had a big part of that. I bet if Adam came to Piermont alone, he would’ve turned around and left when he saw me.”

      My eyes fall to my lap. “Oh… That’s probably not true.” It’s most definitely true. There would’ve been an Adam-shaped hole in the wall.

      “You must have a magic touch. Not Adam’s dad, his brother, or even wife at the time could get him to respond to a text message. Somehow, you got him to share a meal with me. Even if I never get to see him again, today meant the world to me.”

      There’s a guilty twinge in my gut, telling me I shouldn’t be prying, but Holly is helping me fill in the gaps of the big puzzle that is Adam. How can a man be so naturally paternal but not want to be a father? Is he resisting what he wants? Or is he pretending to be okay with this, to keep me?

      “I’m sorry if I’m out of line. I know we just met, but why did you…” I trail off, watching her eyes, hoping she can give me permission to proceed with just a look.

      “Why did I leave?”

      “Is that okay for me to ask?”

      She answers with a small nod, but she’s wearing the saddest smile I’ve ever seen. It’s the same smile I put on when I have to pretend like I’m okay. My cheeks bunch, lips spread, teeth show…but there’s no joy.

      “It’s complicated. Did Adam mention we were in a terrible car accident when he was young?”

      “Actually, no,” I respond.

      The faint scars at the top of Adam’s upper thighs come to mind. I noticed them when I was on my knees, my head between his legs, so I thought it was an inappropriate time to ask. Thinking about it now, they’re located where a lap belt would go.

      “It was a drunk driver, going the wrong way down the bypass at fifty miles an hour. When our cars collided…” Holly shakes her head, like she’s trying to get rid of a visual. “Adam was eight. Legally, he shouldn’t have been in the front seat. But he begged and begged to ride up front. I caved and told his big brother to swap with him, just once. Alex was seventeen—the airbag would’ve bruised his chest had he been up front. Instead, it broke Adam’s nose.”

      “Oh dear God,” I mutter.

      “Adam also broke one arm in four places and dislocated his shoulder. There were lacerations across his chest and thighs from the seat belt. They told me I was lucky he wasn’t thrown through the windshield. It surely would’ve killed him.”

      Tears form in both of our eyes. I’m not emotional simply from the hormones. I’m picturing a small, scared Adam, bloodied and clinging to life. It makes my stomach sick with worry over something that is long past. I resist the demanding urge I have to abandon Holly and run back to Mr. Montgomery’s room, just to make sure Adam’s still there, alive and okay.

      “I struggled with depression for most of my adult life, Amani. It was especially bad after each of my pregnancies, but I ignored it, staying focused on motherhood. It’d come in waves. There’d be long periods of feeling fine, followed by the most harrowing weeks of helplessness. I never knew what was going to trigger it.”

      Her story sounds all too familiar. I also have long periods of fine, followed by days of not wanting to get out of bed. “You didn’t tell anybody?” I ask.

      “No.” Cocking her head to the side, she clicks her tongue. “I came from a generation where depression is just a feeling that you have to conquer. I never understood that I wasn’t in control. But immediately after the car accident, everything fell apart.”

      “How so?” I reach for my latte to busy my hands.

      “Sparing you the painful details, let’s just say I had some dark thoughts that I couldn’t overcome. I didn’t feel like I deserved my family. My twisted thoughts told me walking away was best for everyone. So I did. And it was a long time before I sought professional help. With counseling and medication, I slowly came through the fog. But by then, I’d already lost my boys.”

      The temperature of my latte is now tolerable, so I take a small sip, only to confirm that the flavor of coffee has completely lost its charm on me. I’m not even pregnant yet and everything is changing.

      “Did you tell them all this?”

      Holly nods. “Clay and I started talking again while Adam was in high school. Alex and I reconnected during his residency.”

      “Adam didn’t know?”

      Holly shakes her head. Her ruby earrings look neon when they catch a glint of sunlight from the window. “No, he wasn’t ready. I’m not sure if he’ll ever be ready, but I’ll never stop hoping. Maybe you can share my story with him.”

      “Definitely not. You need to tell him.” Looking up from my latte, I give her what I intend as an encouraging smile. “He needs to see the look in your eyes when you explain what you went through.”

      “What look is that?” she asks.

      “Genuine. Remorseful. Hopeful. I know you left, but if after all this time you still haven’t given up hope on Adam, that’s showing up in a way, right?”

      “I suppose.” Holly grabs her drink, taking more of a glug than a sip.

      “Holly, may I ask—your depression? Is it gone now?”

      A low hum escapes her lips and her expression becomes concerned. “It never really leaves you completely. For me, it’s always lurking in the background. If I could’ve done anything differently, I would’ve gotten help before I needed it, if that makes sense.”

      “Sort of,” I say, squinting one eye. “Since you shared…um…” I thought it’d be easier to admit this out loud, but I have to force the rest of my words out. “I feel much the same sometimes. And I’m not sure if having a baby will make it better or worse.”

      “Probably both.” Setting her drink back down, Holly crosses her legs and holds out both hands. I take them without hesitation, a testament to how comfortable I feel around her. “Motherhood will both make you and break you. But the important thing is that you are still independent of your baby. The problems you have before a child, you’ll carry into motherhood. The biggest mistake I made was not realizing that by taking care of myself, I would take better care of my family. Don’t learn that lesson the way I did.”

      I nod at her. “Okay. Thank you.”

      “All right,” Holly chirps, releasing my hands and patting against her knees. “Should we grab the boys some coffee? What kind of latte does Adam like?”

      I rack my brain. “You know what? Come to think of it, I don’t know. There’s actually a lot I still don’t know about Adam.” Outside of the fact that I’m falling in love with him, of course.

      “You two have been dating all summer and you still don’t know his coffee order? What do you two do together?”

      I widen my eyes and stare at the ground. My cheeks are instantly warm. Don’t say sex, do not say sex. “Like movies and puzzles and stuff.”

      I swear I hear her cackle under her breath.
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      “Are you tired?” Amani asks me from the passenger seat, her head resting against the window. The sun is just about to dip below the waterline. We have the prettiest view of the ocean at sunset during our drive home from Piermont, and I’m suddenly inspired.

      “No, why? Are you?”

      She shakes her head lazily, and it’s clear she’s lying. It’s been a long day. Amani wasn’t feeling well this morning, and we’ve spent all day at Piermont. I’m sure she wants to get into bed, but I can’t waste this view.

      “It’s just you missed the exit,” she says, jutting her thumb over her shoulder.

      “I realize. We’re taking a detour. I want to show you something. It’s right up here.”

      Pulling off on the next exit, I take the first right, which is a dirt path blocked off by an iron gate. I don’t love driving the Lamborghini on dirt roads, but this is worth it. Pausing in front of the large white gate, I shift to park and pump my brows at Amani. “Want to break some rules?”

      Her eyes light up. “Seriously? I didn’t think you had it in you, Mr. Straight-Laced.”

      “Mr. Straight-Laced? Worst nickname ever.”

      She smirks at me, her sleepy eyes almost at half-mast. “You said you didn’t like ‘Stalker,’ so I upgraded you.”

      “Hardly an upgrade.”

      “Okay then, summer guy,” she says playfully, “what’s the game plan because the gate has a padlock.”

      I give her a dead, serious stare. “Make sure you’re buckled tight.” I rev the engine and watch her eyes grow wide with panic.

      “Adam—”

      “Oh, come on, Amani.” I unbuckle and lean over, kissing her soft cheek. Pulling my keys from the storage nook in the dash, I hold up a small silver key. With my other hand, I point above her shoulder. “See above the tree line? That community up there?”

      Amani follows my finger with her gaze and squints. “Sort of. It’s well hidden.”

      “That’s the point. I own two houses up there. Both rentals. Us property owners can’t technically restrict public beach use, but we put up this gate because we own the access point.”

      I open the car door and hustle to the gate, unlocking it with my key before pushing it wide open and securing each side with the iron pins. When I slide back into the driver’s seat, I don’t bother re-buckling. We’re almost there. I drive about another sixty seconds down the dirt path before the tree line clears and we have a front-row view of the sun slowly hiding behind the ocean. The hues of orange and pink are streaking the water, making the waves glow.

      “Pretty romantic, right?”

      Amani turns, looking through the back windshield at the thick brush of trees. “A little serial killer-ish, but definitely romantic.”

      “Such a mood ruiner,” I huff out.

      She’s chuckling now. “Adam, I will always ruin big, romantic gestures with ridiculous humor. I will never hesitate to take off my clothes, but will forever blush when you call me beautiful. Also, you should know, even after all the incredible cuisine you’ve introduced me to over the past few months, I still love In-N-Out Burger.” She flashes me something between a smirk and a smile. “Still want to keep me?”

      I answer by scooting my seat back as far as it goes and cutting off the engine. I pat my lap. “Feeling acrobatic?”

      “Here? Really? You’re not afraid of getting caught?” Her mouth falls open slightly, but she looks more impressed than put off.

      “I usually come here to be alone. I don’t tell anyone about this place. I even gave the other property owners in the neighborhood the wrong keys to that padlock. We have full privacy.”

      Amani throws her head back and laughs before climbing over the console and carefully positioning her knees on either side of my thighs. She’s braced against the car door and my center console. I wrap my hands around her hips and pull her closer, encouraging her to rest her full weight on me.

      “I just wanted to share this view with you.”

      “It’s beautiful. Thank you,” she says. “And I’m proud of you, by the way.”

      “For sharing my secret?” I raise my brows.

      “For how great you were with your mom today,” she answers.

      I rub my hand across the small of her back. “Why are you thanking me for that?”

      Today surprised me, to say the least. I figured I’d be fighting the bile in my throat being that close to my mom, but it was easier than I thought. I set the anger aside for one afternoon and I felt weightless. I could see how different my mom looked from the image I had in my mind. She wasn’t a cowardly monster. Just…my mom. Two decades later.

      Amani shrugs. “Now we’re both doing things we didn’t think we could do. It makes me feel less alone, I guess.”

      I tuck the loose strand of hair, caked against her cheek, behind her ear. “Do you mean having a baby?”

      “No, I mean saying I want to be a different person and have a different life, and actually going for it. It’s easier said than done. Since I met you, I’ve lost like over a hundred thousand followers. I’ve fucked up all my algorithms. I’m supposed to post daily, and yet in all of September, I posted once out of obligation for a sponsor. It’s both scary and wonderful how quickly I’ve let go of all the painful things that used to rule my life. With you, I don’t feel like I’m changing alone.”

      Running my hand up her back, I find the hair tie holding her thick, ruby hair in a messy bun. Once I tug it free, her hair cascades over my forearm, down her shoulders, the minty smell of her shampoo filling the car.

      “You’re not changing alone, baby.” I nuzzle into her neck. “I’m slow, but I’m getting there. I promise.” I’m growing hard beneath her thighs as I trail soft kisses down her neck. Eagerly, I tug at the zipper of her top, but it only lowers about three inches. It must just be for show. The romper she’s wearing is one-piece and far too complicated for car sex. “Dammit,” I grumble. “How the hell do you get this off if you have to pee?”

      Reaching between her legs, she pulls at the fabric, the hidden snaps popping apart, turning what was shorts into a dress. She grabs my hand and presses it against the thin fabric of her underwear. “See? Easy.”

      “Fucking magic trick,” I say and she laughs in response. She grinds against my hands as I play with her piercing through the cloth of her panties. I wait until they’re damp before I pull them aside and slip my finger into her crease.

      She moans as I swivel my finger inside her. “I love how you do that.”

      “Take a breath,” I instruct. Once she does, I tell her to release it, slipping in a second finger as she exhales.

      “Oh, fuck,” she groans. “You’re so good at that.”

      “Good at what? Fingering you?” Her eyes are closed, riding my hand. My eyes are open, watching the ecstasy on her face.

      “Being patient with me. Waiting for my body to respond.” She opens her eyes, making me catch my breath. Sometimes I forget how startlingly pretty she is. I’m used to Amani by now—her sass and snark, the way she sucks in her lips and widens her eyes like a lemur when she’s trying not to laugh at her own joke. But now and then I get a glimpse of her that catches me off guard and reminds me that I have a goddess lying next to me at night.

      “Amani, I…” I really want to tell you I love you. But I bite my bottom lip, holding back the words and remembering not to make promises I can’t keep. I think I do, though. I love her. I’m just not sure if I’m ready to trust love again. It took eight years for me to move forward after the first time love failed me. And judging by the way I feel about her, Amani has the power to ruin the rest of my life.

      “What?” she asks, tilting her head to the side.

      “Can we do this without a condom? I don’t want to mess with your treatment plan.”

      She nods. “We’re fine for now. Pelvic rest doesn’t start until after embryo transfer.”

      “Oooh, talk dirty to me,” I tease as I pump my fingers faster.

      “Yeah, IVF talk isn’t really sexy, is it?” she says with a small laugh as she unbuttons my pants. I bridge my hips so she can pull my jeans and briefs down just enough for my cock to spring free.

      “Always so ready for me,” she says.

      “Come here,” I murmur, pulling my fingers out of her and pushing my bottoms the rest of the way off. I grip her ass and guide her over my dick. We both groan when she’s seated on top of me, our hips interlocked.

      Unable to free her from her complicated top, I grip her tits through the thin blue fabric. I quickly find her piercings through her bra, rubbing my thumbs over the little gems. I hardly think she notices, fully entranced in grinding on me the best she can in the cramped space.

      “I’m so, so close,” she murmurs in my ear, riding faster, trying to shift her hips so I’m hitting her favorite spot. “Right there, Adam. Deeper. Like that,” she coos. I love when she talks to me like this. All her secrets, all her fantasies, everything she wants…she’s an open book when we’re together like this.

      Goddamn, she’s too fucking good. I can’t last much longer. “Lean back. Hold my legs, I’ve got you.” I spit on my thumb and rub her clit rapidly, trying to make her come before I do. She’s gasping for air like she always does right before she’s about to orgasm. “There you go, baby, you’re so beautiful.”

      A little praise is all it takes for her to come undone. She slumps against my chest, biting down on my shoulder as she twitches on top of me. I grab her chin urgently, putting her lips on mine so I can kiss her while I’m spilling inside her.

      For a while, we sit silently, our chests pressed against each other so tightly it’s like we’re one body. I roll down the window so the sound of our ragged breathing mixes with the sound of the ocean rolling over the shore. Her hands are in my hair as she places tender kisses on jawline. My hands are on her back, tracing her spine. I chuckle every time I unintentionally tickle her and she flinches.

      “Stop it,” she scolds. “You keep tickling me like that and you’re going to make me pop right off of you. Then you’re going to be left with a huge mess in your car.”

      “I don’t care.”

      She scoffs. “You’re unreasonable about your car’s cleanliness. It’s why I can never eat in here or the Porsche.”

      She’s not wrong. It’s a steadfast rule I’ve upheld since I bought my first car—no food or drinks in my vehicles, ever.

      “Speaking of which, are you hungry? There’s a little mom-and-pop drive-through nearby that has the best old-fashioned hamburgers and milkshakes.”

      “We just ate our body weight in roast and peanut butter pie a few hours ago,” she says.

      “Doesn’t answer my question,” I say, raising my brows. “Are you hungry?”

      She puckers her bottom lip, looking adorable. “A little,” she admits.

      Scooping under her thighs, I guide her off me and help her back into the passenger seat. After pulling up my pants, I fish in the center console for my neatly folded, backup gym towel. “This is clean. Will this work?”

      “Perfect,” she says, grabbing the blue towel and wiping between her thighs. “Thank you.”

      “So, hamburger? And maybe we can share a milkshake? Unless you don’t want the strawberry cheesecake milkshake, then you’ll have to get your own.”

      “You said it’s a drive-through. Where are we going to eat?” she asks.

      I gesture to our seats, then point to the cupholders.

      Amani drops her jaw. “No way,” she says. “You’re going to break your no food in the car rule for me?”

      I turn my head to look her in the eyes. “Summer girl, I’ve been breaking all my rules for you since the day we met. I’m not about to stop now.”
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      I rub the colorful Band-Aid on the inside of my elbow. All they had today was My Little Pony Band-Aids, which I find very odd for a fertility clinic. So Pinky Pie in a technicolor apple orchard is taping down the soiled gauze. The nurse had a hard time getting my vein to behave and had to poke me several times.

      I came to my appointment alone today. I know I should’ve told Adam about my appointment. He would’ve dropped whatever he’s doing today to be here, but it was already too much pressure. If it’s not good news, I don’t want to see the disappointment on his face.

      The statistics are saying it’s a long shot, but Adam is full of naïve optimism. I don’t care how much he believes in my uterus. Numbers are numbers. Facts are facts.

      Dr. Michel’s goal was to retrieve thirty eggs. He only retrieved twelve. Of those twelve eggs, only eight were mature enough to proceed to the next step. Of those eight mature eggs, only four were successfully fertilized. And of those four embryos, we lost two to chromosomal abnormalities.

      Two. That’s it. Two chances to be a mom.

      I would normally scroll social media to pass the time, but I’m disinterested these days. The only voice I want in my head right now is my own… Well, maybe one other. Pulling out my phone, I call Adam.

      “Hey, baby,” he answers on the first ring. “I’m with Chase at LMC. Our meeting is about to start if I have to let you go suddenly.”

      “Don’t call me ‘baby’ in front of Chase,” I hiss into the phone.

      He clears his throat. “He doesn’t know who I’m calling ‘baby.’ Anyway, where are you? Your voice is echoing.”

      “I’m out for an errand,” I admit.

      “You’re supposed to be home, stress-free, resting and relaxing. What do you need? I’ll bring it to you after my meeting.”

      “I’m at the fertility clinic. They just did the pregnancy blood test. I’m waiting for the results.”

      “Amani,” he scolds. “You told me it wouldn’t be until next week.”

      “I’m sorry. I needed some space and to face this alone. It’s so much pressure.” I press the phone tightly against my face. Please don’t be mad, Adam. I just want support right now.

      “Okay, I understand. But if you want space, why are you calling me?”

      I bite the inside of my cheek as I debate. It’s a fair question. “I guess because I changed my mind. Can you teleport on over here?”

      He lets out a breathy chuckle but doesn’t sound amused. “I would’ve moved this meeting had I known. But now… The director and producers are on the way. I’ll be pissing off a lot of people if I leave.”

      “I know, I know. I’m kidding. You wouldn’t make it in time anyway. I just didn’t want to sit here waiting alone.”

      “Okay, well, I have a few minutes to keep you company. What do you want to talk about?”

      “What if it’s negative?”

      Adam must cover the phone with his hand because his voice suddenly sounds muffled. I can’t quite make out what he’s saying, but it sounds like he’s telling Chase he’ll be right back. Then there’s the distinct sound of a door slamming shut.

      “If it’s negative, Amani, we try again. We have another embryo, right?”

      I love the way he says “we.” It’s not his baby, but every time we talk about it, it’s “us” and “we” and “ours.” Does he even understand what he’s offering when he says these things?

      “What if this time, and the next time, is negative? What if this simply doesn’t happen?”

      “Good question. What if it doesn’t?”

      “That’s what I’m afraid of. I…” I exhale. “I don’t want to go back to how I was feeling when I first moved here, when I was chasing things I hated and felt so unstable.”

      “You don’t have to. I think—” Adam stops and addresses someone who must be passing by him. He says something like “nice to see you” and “I’ll be right in” to whoever just arrived.

      “I’m sorry, go have your meeting. I’ll be okay.”

      “Amani, wait,” he says urgently. “I love you, and I want to be part of every version of your life. So, baby or not, I’ll still be right here, okay? I’m sorry I’m saying all this over the phone but—”

      “Thank you,” I interrupt, my smile taking over my entire face. I think it’s the first time I smiled since I arrived at my appointment. I knew Adam was falling in love with me. Just like I am with him. But hearing those words for the first time… It’s everything.

      “Thank you?” he questions.

      “Adam, I really needed that today. And I feel the same, but I’m going to wait until I see you tonight to say it back because saying I love you over the phone for the first time is eh—a little cheap.”

      He grumbles on the other line. “Nice. Way to make me feel good about that.”

      We both chuckle.

      “Have a good meeting, summer guy.” There’s a firm knock on the door and I suck in a breath. “Gotta go,” I quickly say, then hang up.

      Dr. Michel enters the room, a solemn look on his face full of pity. He doesn’t even need to say it. It’s clear…

      Once chance down.
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      Chase and I linger silently in the empty meeting room at LMC Talent Agency. Everybody stood, shook hands, and smiled before they left. The studio is expecting a hefty return in their new superhero franchise and seeing Chase here sober and enthusiastic satisfied them all. He’s all set and ready to make them billions. That’s all they care about.

      To my surprise, Chase sat back down after everyone left. He slumped in his seat, arms crossed as he stared out the window at the view of Hollywood. We drove separately, but no way I was going to leave my best friend like this.

      I’ve been staring at the clock, knocking my thumb lightly against the extra-long glass meeting table, waiting for him to speak. But finally, when I can’t take it any longer, I break the silence. “The promo tour will be grueling, but the filming schedule is reasonable. Most of it is scheduled in the U.S., so you stay closer to home, which you wanted, right?” I ask Chase.

      He looks at me out of the corner of his eye. “That was for Noa’s benefit. I guess it’s no longer necessary.”

      “Are you thinking about her?” I ask.

      “I’m always thinking about her.” Chase gestures to the empty table. “This whole deal, all the money, all the positive publicity, it’s all because of her. I want to thank her. I want to celebrate with her. But she asked me not to call.”

      It’s been nearly two months since they broke up and my friend looks worse for wear. He’s not using drugs, women, or parties to numb the pain. He’s letting himself feel it all, and it’s showing.

      “You can’t call her as a friend?”

      “She thinks space will help her get over me faster.” Chase lets out a humorless laugh that sounds more like he’s choking. “How fucked up is that? She’s working so hard to forget me, and yet I’m going to think about her every day for the rest of my life.”

      “So go get her, man,” I say, patting Chase on the back. “It’s been two months. The shock is over. I’m sure she’s missing you, too. You didn’t cheat on her. There’s nothing between you and Kayla. You’re just being a good dad. And Noa’s not faulting you for that. She just wants you to be the best version of yourself. That right there is a woman who loves you.”

      He looks at me from the corner of his eyes. “And how do you know so much about what Noa thinks?”

      “Uh…”

      Chase scoffs. “Yeah, I know who you call ‘baby,’ just so you know.”

      “No, you don’t.”

      Chase pivots in his chair, facing me and widening his eyes. “Uh, yeah. I do. Red hair, buggy green eyes, large breasts… Ring a bell?”

      I clear my throat. “Nope.”

      Chase rolls his eyes. “Amani Rhodes is your freaking screensaver. You’re not slick.”

      Dammit. I forgot my screensaver is on a changing camera roll. I vaguely remember Amani and me taking a few selfies together. “Why are you looking at my phone?” I ask, trying to deflect.

      “Why are you lying to your best friend?”

      Flipping over my phone, I check my notifications. Not a word. I’m sure if Amani had good news, I’d have a text message with the confetti effect by now. This time, I wish my gut feeling wasn’t so accurate, but something tells me Amani is alone, sad, and needs me. I need to wrap this conversation up.

      “I don’t think she wants to make a big deal out of us in case things don’t work out. Plus, I didn’t want to make you feel worse by dating one of your ex’s best friends.”

      Chase runs his hand down his face. “You don’t need to worry about me, Adam. I’ll be okay. Plus, I have this theory.”

      “Being?”

      “For a long time, especially back while I was dating Kayla, I was a bad guy—”

      “You were never a bad guy, Chase. You were caught up in the industry, a little too fond of cocaine, and hopelessly in love with a wrecking ball of a woman who made cheating on you a sport. Sure, you coped with all the pressure and pain in reckless ways, but I’ve never seen you be cruel to another human being.”

      “I was cruel to myself,” Chase says softly. “I didn’t do the things that fed my soul. I did the things that financed my career. There has to be a balance, you know?”

      I nod along. “Sure.”

      “Family is everything to Noa. So all I can do is try to earn her by being worthy of her. My daughter deserves a dad who is excited that she exists, not regretful. Regardless of who her mother is, that’s my baby, and I’ll spend the rest of my life protecting her and putting her needs first. Right now, that means making sure her mother makes it through this pregnancy safely. I’m trying to live like Noa would want me to. Maybe that will bring her back. And if not, at least I’ll know she made me a better person.”

      I know Chase isn’t trying to accuse me, but his heartfelt explanation makes me feel instantly guilty. Eight years ago, I didn’t do what was best for my little banana. I coped with my heartbreak by anger and resentment. It never occurred to me to put what was best for Liv and the baby first. She betrayed me in the worst way, and all I felt was fury, not empathy.

      “Kayla’s almost seven months along now, right?”

      Chase shrugs. “Something like that. They count pregnancy months weird. Month one is before you even have sex—I don’t know. All I know is Kayla’s hips are hurting because she’s so little and the baby is getting really big. She’s having trouble sleeping. Jay brought her a walker thing to get around, and Cici bought some heating pads and rubs her back. For hating Kayla, you guys sure are supportive.”

      “We support you, Chase.” I smirk at him. “Which is why I stopped calling Kayla the spawn of Satan.”

      He laughs. “I’m sure she appreciates that.”

      “There’s a pregnancy pillow that worked wonders for Liv. If her hips are hurting now, it’s likely she’s going to develop pelvic girdle pain. The pillow will help her get some rest.”

      “Thanks, man,” Chase says, eyeing me cautiously, no doubt because I’ve probably mentioned Liv no more than five times in the past eight years. “I forgot how much you know about this stuff.”

      “Can I ask you a question—man to man?”

      “What’s up?”

      “Was I wrong to leave Liv the way I did?”

      Chase draws in a deep breath, then exhales. He reaches for the hat he’s not wearing. It’s his tell. He always pulls down the bill of his hat to cover his eyes when he has to say something uncomfortable.

      There’s a small knock on the door before it creaks open. Ally, LMC’s receptionist, is red-faced and looks out of breath. “Adam, Chase, I’m sorry, but there’s another big meeting in here in five. I think the Sunset Bay room is open, though, if you need more time?”

      “We were just leaving,” I respond. “We’ll be out in five.”

      “Thank you,” she whispers and shuts the door behind her.

      “Just say it, man. I can take it,” I instruct Chase.

      “Well, it’s almost been a decade. When you think about it now, how do you feel?”

      My eyes fall to the table, scanning the glass for fingerprint smudges. “Guilty,” I finally say. “Like I abandoned my kid.”

      Chase nods. “I don’t think you did anything wrong with Liv. She cheated, then you left. But I think you loved that baby, even if she wasn’t yours.”

      I hang my head as my stomach twists. A tight ball forms in my gut. “Her name is Summer, by the way. Liv’s cousin told me.”

      Chase screws up his face. “Wait, wasn’t that your—”

      “Yeah,” I say, matching his incredulousness. “Thank you for that reaction. Fucked up, right? She used my pick.”

      Chase rises, scooting his chair out. “Want to call Jay, Mark, and Cici? Let’s go grab a beer or something. It’s been a while since we had a guys’ night.”

      I stand as well, my chair screeching as it drags against the marble floor. “You want to invite Cici to a guys’ night?”

      “She’s an honorary dude.”

      I laugh as we head to the door. “Don’t tell her that unless you want to get punched in the throat. And anyway, I can’t. I have to get to Amani’s. Please don’t tell anyone about that, by the way.” I pause as I reach for the door handle. “Especially not Noa. Amani will kill me.”

      Chase clasps his hand around my shoulder. “Believe me, if Noa were to take my call, you’d be the last thing we’d speak about.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Chase lets out a long exhale as he trails behind me down the long hallway, past all the executive offices. “It’s Friday, though. I know exactly what she’s doing.”

      “What’s that?” I ask over my shoulder as we head to the elevators. Chase beats me to the button, pressing the down arrow. Funny, this is the exact spot I met Noa almost five months ago.

      “Noa, Amani, and the rest of their friends have this long-standing tradition. Every Friday night, they get together and order these tasty curry pastry things. Samosas, I think? They make that wine with the fruit in it—”

      “Sangria?” I ask.

      “Yep. Then they watch reruns of Sex and the City. Except they don’t really watch it. They put it on in the background and talk over the show. Every single Friday night.” Chase laughs. “When I was living with Noa, I’d hide upstairs. There’s only so much Mr. Big drama a man can take, you know?”

      I laugh to myself, picturing Chase at a girls’ night as the elevator doors open and we step in. Noa must’ve really had him whipped.

      “I wonder why Amani never mentioned it.”

      “Well, she’s the odd man out living in L.A. now. They’re cult-like about their Friday nights, though. I’m sure she misses it,” Chase says.

      And just like that, in case it’s bad news…

      I know how to cheer my girl up on a Friday night.
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      The clear shower doors fog over with steam as I turn the water temperature to scalding. I tried to nap, wanting to escape the disappointment from my appointment this morning for a few hours, but sleep eluded me.

      I snagged a eucalyptus-mint shower steamer from one of the PR boxes I received months ago. It was from a new wellness company that I never ended up partnering with. They still insisted on sending it as a gift, even after I told them I was slowing down on social media. Nothing is ever free, though. The guilt has been eating away at me. The company spent good money on the pretty box and they will not see any sort of return on their investment in me. This box, filled with full-sized product samples, has to be worth over two hundred dollars. But there’s nothing I can do for them. I can’t help their business succeed. I can’t get anything to work properly in my life right now.

      Still, I’m enjoying my minty spa shower, promising myself that when I have the money to, I’ll purchase more bath and body products from the company. I couldn’t force their products into social media relevance, but at least they have a new dedicated customer for their kindness.

      Lathering my loofah with body soap, I gently run the sponge over my shoulders, my arms, over my breasts, down my stomach. I try to be gentle and kind to my body in case spiritual energy is a real thing. All I’ve done over the past year is berate my body for failing me. It’s not kind. I haven’t given my body any credit for what it’s endured.

      Perhaps a baby isn’t a possibility, but over the past year, I’ve endured some challenging things. IUI wasn’t nearly as uncomfortable as IVF. However, the back-to-back disappointment, feeling like a failure because I couldn’t get the damn pee stick to read “positive,” was psychological warfare.

      IVF has been psychological and physical warfare. I’m trying not to complain because at least this is an option. Even if it’s a slight chance, there’s still a chance. How many women don’t get to say that? So I’ve been trying to ignore the nausea, fatigue, the drastic lifestyle changes, and the mental stress of desperately trying to control something that is mostly out of my control.

      But today was heartbreaking. Even Dr. Michel couldn’t hold his poker face together at my appointment. He was disappointed, too, and I found solace in that. I know he’s getting paid the big bucks to care, but it’s nice to know he understands my frustration. I’ve been a model patient for a year now. Shouldn’t I have my reward?

      Once my skin is well past pruney and I’m lightheaded from the steam, I turn off the shower. I see my phone lit up with notifications as I pat my body dry with my fluffy oversized bath towel.

      There are two texts from Adam spaced a half hour apart.

      
        
          
            
              
        Adam

      

      
        Don’t be alarmed. I’m in the kitchen. Used my key.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Babe, your skin is going to fall off if you stay in the shower any longer. Come out here. I brought a special dinner.

      

      

      

      

      

      I sigh. Adam and food. I used to think Adam was food-obsessed, but now I realize it’s his love language. All his fondest young childhood memories involve his mother’s cooking. He keeps himself open to the world and new experiences through his adventurous tastebuds. Whenever he’s worried about me, happy with me, sated from sex, or trying to express any sort of affection, he feeds me. If in a year from now I’m twenty pounds heavier, it’s because Adam Montgomery really loves me.

      I pat my hair dry and comb it through, then pull on a plain T-shirt and a pair of boy-short underwear. I don’t know what Adam’s plans are tonight, but it better not be leaving the apartment. It’s Friday anyway. I know typically Friday is going out night for most people, but not for me and my girls. Fridays are about staying in, swapping battle stories of our dreadfully long work weeks, or in Noa’s case toddler mom-drama, and basking in our sheer dumb luck that we had each other to face all the shitty life stuff.

      Lately, I want to go home. I miss my friend-family and my mom. Enough time has passed, and I came to L.A. for something that’s clearly not meant to be mine. I’m ready to be Amani again.

      “Hey you,” Adam says with a big grin on his face when I emerge from the bedroom. He’s dressed casually, which is a rare occurrence for Adam. I’ve only seen him in sweatpants and an athletic shirt like this when he helped me move into his condo all those months ago.

      He points to the kitchen island where he’s put out a spread of Styrofoam takeout containers and there’s a pitcher of red liquid with floating fruit. He then points to the TV where he’s paused on Season One, Episode One of Sex and the City. “Welcome to girls’ night. I figured you’d be missing your friends tonight.”

      My mouth falls open, and I’m momentarily speechless. All I can do is soak in the visual. I’ve never had a man work this hard for me in my life.

      Crossing the living room, I barrel into his chest and wrap my arms around his waist. My damp hair makes wet, see-through spots on his white T-shirt, but he only holds me tighter. “Full transparency, the sangria is Ocean Spray Cran-Grape juice because I’m not sure if you’re supposed to be drinking right now.”

      Goodness. Leave it to the IVF police to be a buzzkill.

      “Adam,” I say, leaning back slightly and tilting my chin up so I’m looking into his eyes. “I’m not pregnant.”

      He plants a kiss on my forehead. “I figured. I’m sorry, baby.”

      “But I love you, too.”

      He kisses my lips this time. “That’s good to know. Thank you,” he says with a little smirk.

      I cackle. “Ah, you’re going to punish me now because I called your big declaration over the phone cheap?”

      He hooks his finger under my chin. “Any other day, I’d give you crap, but not today. How are you feeling? Are you okay?”

      “A little defeated. That was a lot to go through for yet another negative test,” I admit. He rubs his hands up and down my back.

      “I know. You did great, though. You surprised me.”

      “How so?”

      “Here, let’s get you comfortable first.” Releasing me, Adam grabs my hand and guides me to the couch. He pulls the throw blanket from the back of the couch over me and tucks in the sides. I’m alone for barely a minute when he returns with a paper plate of samosas, two different dipping sauces, and one large cup of the wannabe Sangria. Setting the loot on the coffee table, he settles into the couch next to me.

      “Only one cup?” I ask.

      He raises one brow, a wicked little smile on his face. “I come in you all the time, but you’re scared to swap a little spit?”

      I laugh as he holds out his arms, inviting me into his snuggle. I tuck my head into the little nook between his chest and shoulder. There’s a perfect little natural divot that cradles my head. Or maybe I made that divot, seeing as I’ve been cuddling like this with him for months.

      Adam grabs a samosa, takes the sacrificial bite of extra crust, and then holds it out to me so the warm, curry-flavor potatoes and onions are right at my lips. I take a huge bite, grazing his fingers.

      “Whoa, chompers,” he says. “I’d like to keep my fingers.”

      I’m trying to keep my mouth closed to chew while chuckling. Once I swallow, I say, “Holy shit. These are better than our go-to place in Denver. Much better.”

      Adam pops the rest of the Samosa in his mouth. “Like I said, food is better in L.A.”

      “Pshh. Visit me in Denver, and I’ll introduce you to real microbreweries and pork green chile-smothered burritos. There will be no going back.”

      I smile, but Adam’s face flattens. “Visit you?”

      “Well…yeah… The plan was always for me to move back home. L.A. was always meant to be temporary. I just came out here to find myself.”

      He trails his fingers up and down my legs, still buried under the throw blanket. “Did you find yourself?”

      I nestle deeper into his embrace. “I think I came here to find out what I wanted. Instead, I figured out what I didn’t want. That’s still part of the process, right?”

      “Definitely,” Adam replies. “But you can’t think of even one thing in L.A. you want?” He pumps his eyebrows at me playfully, but I know he’s asking a serious question.

      I’m taking my time crafting my response in a way that won’t ruin this evening. But I must be quiet for too long because Adam jostles me in his arms. “Did I upset you?” he asks. “It wasn’t my intention.”

      “No, not at all. It’s just… You have your life established here, but I see nothing in L.A. for me. It’s a daily reminder of everything I’m trying to leave behind. I’m sick of accumulating stuff, begging for attention, and living in fear of verbal lashings delivered by cowardly keyboard warriors. It’s not that I’m afraid, I’ve just outgrown it. I want to see things with my eyes, not through a lens. When something is beautiful, I don’t want my first reaction to be how I can create content from it. The world has enough content. Coming here, being in the midst of it all, showed me it was time for a drastic change. I probably should’ve left early in the summer, but you were the detour I never saw coming. I expected to like you, Adam, but I didn’t know I’d love you. Now, I don’t know what to do.”

      “I understand,” he says, but his somber tone isn’t convincing.

      “What about you? Would you consider coming to Denver with me?”

      “Amani, I’m all my dad has. I can’t.”

      I debate telling Adam that’s not necessarily true. Mr. Montgomery has Holly, Alex, and Carson. He has a wonderful support system at Piermont. Not to mention, Adam easily has the financial means to fly back and forth as he pleases. But if he’s using his dad as an excuse right now, it means he’s not ready. That, I understand, and I won’t push.

      “True. We’ll figure it out when we get there.”

      “Okay,” Adam says. His face is still frozen with worry. “So what’s next with IVF?”

      Leaning forward, I grab the juice off the table and take a tiny sip of the tart beverage. It’s sweet and refreshing. Better than real Sangria, actually. “Dr. Michel thinks we should take a full cycle off before trying again. Statistically, a brief break increases your chances and I only have one more embryo. So one more round in December, and then that’s that.”

      “And if you get pregnant, you’ll stay here? So I can help you?” he asks.

      I blow out a deep breath. “I hate how that sounds, but yes.”

      If I get pregnant, judging by how difficult IVF has been on my body, I will probably need Adam. As supportive and loving as my friends are, they have their own stories that need attention. Adam’s really the only one who can be in this with me.

      “And if you don’t get pregnant?” he asks. I say nothing. I just hang my head. Adam rubs my shoulders, then squeezes. “Hey, babe, forget it. I’m here to cheer you up tonight, okay? Let’s table this conversation until we have to have it. You’re mine at least until December, summer girl.”

      Summer girl. I know it’s just a nickname, but it feels like an accusation. We’re approaching winter, but in California, the whole damn year feels like summer. Was this always our destiny? We fall in love and then rip each other’s hearts out when we go our separate ways?

      Is this how all summer love ends?
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      Parked in the driveway of Chase’s beach house, I roll down the window and breathe in the salty breeze. The exhaustion of stress and worry over the past couple of weeks is still weighing on me.

      Chase’s daughter was supposed to arrive in January, but she was born a month early in the most scary, dramatic circumstances. Kayla’s preeclampsia escalated to eclampsia, and the only solution was an emergency C-section with baby girl Ford arriving four weeks too soon.

      I haven’t spent that much time in a hospital since the car accident from my childhood. I barely left the waiting room, feeling useless, but knowing all I could do to support Chase was just be there. Never have I ever seen my best friend so distraught.

      The only person in the world who could comfort him rode in like the calvary, determined to save us all. Noa dropped everything she was doing to fly in from Denver and take care of us all. She comforted Chase, talked Kayla into the emergency C-section to save her life and the baby’s, and she even pulled the graveyard shift, holding the baby so Kayla and Chase could rest.

      Cici, Mark, Jay, and I were all there, but we didn’t know what to do until Noa instructed us. She was moving us like chess pieces—sending us off to purchase Kayla comfortable robes and loose-fitting tops so the doctors had easy access to check her incision. Guarding the hospital doors and scouring for any brave paparazzi who dared to sneak onto the delivery floor. Personally, I was on water cup duty. I filled Kayla’s giant hospital jug with ice water at least eight times every day I was there. Apparently, breastfeeding women need to drink the equivalent of a swimming pool a day. I didn’t mind, though, not knowing how else to show my support.

      Until today, that is.

      I wish Amani were here. She’s a professional at making awkward situations far more tolerable, but she’s watching “Operation Chase Gets His Girl Back” from Denver live, at their annual girls’ trip to the lodge. After Chase saw Noa at the hospital, his fate was sealed. The minute Kayla and the baby were discharged from the hospital and comfortable at home, Chase packed a bag, booked a flight, and told me he was about to lay it all on the line. He had to at least try to get Noa back.

      All he asked of his friends was that we check on Kayla and the baby while he was away. Cici popped by yesterday. Tonight, it’s my turn.

      A little uncomfortable. I don’t think I’ve been alone with Kayla for at least two years, and I’m pretty sure that was the instance I told her to let the door slam on her lying, cheating ass on her way out of our lives. Sue me. She broke my best friend’s heart. I was allowed to be angry.

      After rolling up my car window, I grab the box of Chinese food takeout from the passenger seat. I make my way to the front door and push the doorbell with my elbow. Kayla answers through the intercom, able to see me through the security camera.

      “Adam? I thought Jay was coming over tonight.”

      “Nope. Jay went out of town. I brought dinner.” I’m sure Kayla prefers Jay’s company. He’s a teddy bear—a muscular one—but he’s easygoing and gets along with everyone unless they physically threaten Chase. He doesn’t hold a grudge against Kayla the way I do.

      “Oh,” she says.

      I hold up the box of Chinese food. “I brought dinner and more diapers and wipes. I’m only here to help, I promise.”

      The electronic door latch clicks and I’m able to push the front door open. After setting the food down on the kitchen island, I make my way back to the master bedroom. Chase moved back into his condo in Hollywood and let Kayla have free rein over his beach house. There’s pink shit everywhere, and I’m not sure if it’s mostly because of the baby or Kayla.

      I knock on the door lightly. “Are you decent?”

      “What?” Kayla calls out.

      Chase warned me that Kayla breastfeeds around the clock, shamelessly. Good for her, but us alone is uncomfortable enough. I don’t need to live through a nip slip today. “Are you feeding the baby?”

      “Oh,” she says. “My boobs are not out, Adam. You can come in.”

      I laugh lightly as I open the door. Kayla’s sitting up in the bed, the baby bundled and sleeping in her arms. She looks a little worse for wear. Her long, dark hair looks a little greasy. There are giant dark circles around her eyes, and there’s a yellowish stain on her tan tank top I don’t want to ask about.

      “I wouldn’t have been talking so loud if I knew she was sleeping,” I say, softening my tone.

      Kayla scoffs. “She takes forever to fall asleep, but once she’s out, she sleeps like a rock. Look.” Kayla tickles the tip of the baby’s nose, and she doesn’t even flinch. “Presley,” she coos. “Uncle Adam’s here.”

      Two surprising revelations in a row. Kayla’s calling me “Uncle Adam” and apparently the baby has a name. “Presley? You guys decided on a name?”

      “Yep. Presley Leanne.” Kayla gives me a small smile. “Leanne was my grandma’s name. If she were alive, she would’ve loved to see me like this. Attempting to be maternal.” Kayla laughs.

      “It’s a pretty name. I like it.” I take a seat at the foot of the bed and look around the cluttered room. There are diapers piled into a corner, dirty clothes everywhere, empty plastic water bottles, and open boxes of crackers, cereal, and other snacks sitting on all the furniture. All evidence of a mother trying to survive life with a newborn. “Kayla, have your parents been by?”

      “No,” she says, shaking her head. “They don’t even know I had the baby. I doubt they’d care.” She clears her throat. “I don’t have anybody, so… I know you hate me, but I’m grateful for everything Chase and you guys have done. I know it’s just for Presley, but now we have a common goal, so that’s cool.”

      I sigh, watching Kayla look everywhere but at me. It seems niceties between us are uncomfortable for her as well. “We’re not just doing this for Presley. I don’t hate you, Kayla. I hate the way you treated Chase and how reckless you were with his heart. But we’ve all grown up a lot. So maybe it’s time to let bygones be bygones.”

      “Seriously?” she asks, her eyes fixed on me now.

      I nod and gesture to the bundle in her arms. “That’s my best friend’s baby. I’m going to be around.”

      “I thought you hated babies.”

      “Why does everyone think that?”

      “Because you’re in your thirties, have never had a serious relationship, and don’t want a family.”

      I give her a deadpan stare and consider a snarky response. But out of respect for our newfound friendship, I politely correct her by saying, “I am in my thirties. But the rest is incorrect. I was married once, got screwed over, and I’m still working through it.”

      Kayla drops her jaw and gawks at me. “Chase never told me you were married.”

      “I got divorced the first year we started working together. I asked him not to bring it up.”

      She nods. “Well, okay then. I, um… Sorry. I guess I made a lot of assumptions about you.”

      “Well, how about we start fresh as friends?”

      All I’ve been doing this year is forgiving people and mending bridges with women who hurt me and my loved ones. Liv, my mom, now Kayla. Every time I do this, somehow, I feel closer to Amani. Like I’m getting unstuck.

      “I’d like that,” Kayla says and smiles. She cuddles Presley a little closer to her chest, then asks, “Have you heard from Chase? Did he hunt down Noa?”

      “Not yet.” I grimace. “How are you doing with all that?”

      Kayla reaches for her phone, lying on the bed just out of her reach. I grab it and hand it to her so she doesn’t have to strain with Presley still in her arms. “What do you mean?” she asks after checking the time.

      “You just had Chase’s baby, and now he’s in another state trying to win back the woman he loves. I wasn’t your biggest fan, but I’m not a monster. That has to sting a bit.”

      Kayla raises her brows. “Are you asking if I’m jealous?”

      I shrug. “I guess.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Who do you think convinced him to go get her?”

      “You?” I ask in disbelief.

      “I kept running back to Chase all these years because in an industry filled with dickheads, Chase is actually a good guy. He’s always had a genuine heart. But deep down, I knew he wasn’t my destiny. But she is.” Kayla smiles at Presley, looking at her like she’s the last light left in the world. “No other man would’ve helped me through all this like Chase did. I’m grateful, and I wanted to help him get his happily ever after, too.”

      “Wow, Kayla. You’re making it pretty easy not to hate you at the moment.”

      “Thank you?” she asks.

      I laugh. “You’re welcome. Okay, well, do you want me to go make you a plate of food? I got a variety of everything and extra dumplings.” I look around the room. “Then I can help you clean this place up a little. Maybe we can crack a window? It smells like a monkey cage in here.”

      Kayla laughs. “Actually, can you hold her so I can take a shower? My back is killing me, but she’ll only sleep in someone’s arms.”

      I hesitate. I didn’t touch Presley at the hospital because she was so damn tiny. The fear of breaking her or dropping her outweighed any desire to hold her. She’s barely any bigger now. I’m not sure what to do. I learned a lot about the pregnancy part during my marriage, but I didn’t make it to the baby part with Liv.

      “Maybe we can put her in the bassinet? I’ll watch her while you do whatever.”

      Kayla scowls. “See? You’re giving ‘I hate babies’ vibes right now.”

      “It’s not that. She’s so small. I’m nervous.”

      “Oh, don’t be. Here, I’ll help you.” She gestures with her head to the space next to her on the bed. “Get comfy.”

      I crawl up the still made side of the bed. Sitting upright, I rest my back against the cloth headboard. “Okay. I’m good.”

      Kayla stands, Presley still secured in her arms. She winces a little as she walks around the bed to my side.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yeah, they literally cut me open and removed a human from my body. I’m going to be sore for a while.” She grimaces as she takes another step. “Which arm for her head?”

      I pat my left shoulder, trying to make a comfortable nook with the inside of my elbow.

      “Adam, just relax. She’s not a particularly wiggly baby yet, so you should be fine. If you get too nervous, just lay her flat on her back on the bed and sit with her.”

      I nod. “Okay.” I’m not sure why I’m so intimidated. I’ve held Carson about a million times. Then again, I can’t remember picking him up until he had decent trunk control. But I don’t think Carson was ever this tiny.

      Kayla places a swaddled Presley in my arms, and she lets out a sweet little sigh.

      “Look at that,” Kayla says. “She already likes you, and thank God I’m free for a moment.” Kayla stretches her arms overhead. “Strap in, buddy, I’m going to take the world’s longest shower.”

      The moment Kayla closes the bathroom door, Presley’s little green eyes pop open. I freeze, bracing for the loud wail that I’m sure is about to follow. I feel bad for Kayla. She needs to shower, eat, and probably sleep a bit. That’s why I’m here, but now her baby is about to scream for her to come right back.

      To my surprise, Presley doesn’t make a sound. Instead, she smiles at me as she pokes her little tongue out. She turns her head, trying to bury her face in my chest. It takes me a moment to realize she’s searching for my nipple.

      I chuckle. “There’s no milk in there, sweetie. I’m sorry. Can we let your mommy at least take a shower first? Then we’ll get you some dinner.”

      She’s still trying to latch onto me, but I gently rock her the best I can in this position to distract her. Loosening her swaddle a little, I free her arm and she entertains herself by swinging her tiny fist around. This is much easier than I thought it’d be. Some sort of primal confidence replaces my timidness. My whole life’s purpose at the moment is protecting this little human.

      This strange feeling Chase and Kayla must have right now. The one I know Tara and Alex developed with Carson. It’s the total and complete satisfaction of knowing every hard thing in life is worth overcoming for this little person you created. This is what Liv robbed me of. After all this time, the desire is still there. Maybe I want Amani to become pregnant so I can be more than an uncle. I desperately want her to need me the way I need her, too.

      I hear the shower running and Kayla calls through the door. “Are you okay out there?”

      “I’m good, Kayla,” I call back, watching Presley’s tiny pink lips curl into a smile. “Take your time.”
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      Quinn’s been in the bathroom forever, and I know she’s even not halfway done. She puts on about four different face masks before going to bed. She’s not vain, just a creature of meticulous, ritualistic habit.

      I’m already tucked under the covers, flipping through Netflix shows. There’s an empty bottle of water on the nightstand next to me. I told Quinn I was already getting a hangover, so she brought me water and two small liquid gels. I drank the water, but I haven’t touched the pain relievers.

      I’m not hungover. I didn’t drink. My embryo transfer is next week. My very last chance at pregnancy. I’m not risking anything. I’m even doubling up on my prenatals. Anything to force my body to work.

      When nothing on Netflix grabs my attention, I reach for my phone. Promising myself to be present, I haven’t touched it much today.

      I hardly remember our girls’ trip last year. My iPhone was glued to my hand, unwilling to miss out on hours’ worth of b-roll content amidst the pretty mountain views in Estes Park. I’m sure a lot of followers envied me and my luxurious mountain vacation.

      Little do they know, Quinn’s family owns this massive log mansion, so our trip is free, and the fancy-looking cocktails we usually drink are grapefruit juice, cranberry juice, and Burnett’s vodka. Our cheapness is mostly nostalgia. There was a point in our lives where we were happy, broke college kids. All we could afford were ramen noodles and hand-me-down furniture, but it was more than enough. We were rich because we had each other.

      Checking my notifications, Adam texted me about an hour ago.

      
        
          
            
              
        Adam

      

      
        How’d it go?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Chase actually pulled it off. He showed up while we were in the hot tub and whisked Noa away. I got booted from the room I share with Noa.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        Boomerang. Told you. What are you up to?

      

      

      

      

      

      Funny enough, I was dreading coming to our annual girls’ trip this year. But it is a non-negotiable tradition and Quinn would’ve skinned me alive if I tried to sit it out.

      It’s not that I didn’t want to see my friends. But all of us being together reminds me how much I miss them. It was an easier choice at the beginning of summer when my life was falling apart. I should’ve moved home months ago, but enter Adam—the giant life detour I didn’t see happening.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Waiting on Quinn, who is doing her five-hour bedtime routine.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        Shouldn’t you guys be shitfaced and having fun? I thought your girls’ trip was a giant college reunion party every year.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        I took one fake swig of tequila.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        What’s a fake swig?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        I spit it out over my shoulder when no one was looking.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        You’re a class act, baby.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Just tell your friends what you’re doing. And tell them about me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        You and your huge *rooster emoji*?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        Knew it. So wait, does that mean I’m not funny, or I have bad taste in restaurants?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Anyway, what’re you doing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        Can you sneak away and call me? I need to tell you something that can’t wait.

      

      

      

      

      

      His text gives me nervous butterflies. He’s been my boyfriend for a while now, but I’m still going through all the flirty nerves as I continue to get to know him. How can we be so new, but so committed at the same time? Never in my life did I expect a man to help me have a baby that isn’t his.

      Maybe that’s why I don’t want to tell my friends. It makes no sense, dangerous even. One of us is bound to get hurt. But when it’s just Adam and me, it makes perfect sense. There’s healing, laughter, pleasure, and so much hope. That’s the whole dilemma, the reason I’m putting off the inevitable in L.A.

      Adam is my hope.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        One second.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Quinn,” I call through the bathroom door. “I’m going to grab a snack. Want anything?”

      “No, thanks,” she calls back. I’m almost at the front door when she shouts, “Oh wait!”

      “Yes?”

      “I think Addie and Reese have Twizzlers in their room.”

      I smirk. “Want me to steal a few, or the entire bag?”

      She’s laughing. “Entire bag.”

      After shutting the door behind me, I bank right. There’s a large bay window up the hallway with a cushioned bench. It’s the perfect spot for a private conversation.

      “Hey you,” Adam answers on the first ring. It’s apparent he’s driving, the low rumble of his sports car in the background.

      “Hey you back,” I reply with a smile. “Is something wrong or are you just missing me?”

      “I’m always missing you.”

      Pulling my knees to my chest, I curl into a ball, feeling the frigid December air seeping through the window. It’s not snowing tonight, but everything is iced over, the pine trees decorated with pretty white and silver crystals. Yeah, it’s settled. Snow-capped mountains over sandy beaches any day.

      “It’s midnight your time. Are you headed somewhere?” I ask.

      “Ooh,” he singsongs. “Is that a little jealousy I detect?”

      “Perhaps.”

      “I was with Kayla all night.”

      My jaw tenses and I try to breathe through the pounding in my chest. “Adam, I trust you. But elaborate. Quickly.”

      He roars in laughter. “I tried to call you earlier to explain, but you didn’t answer. Chase asked us to help while he was away. It was my turn to stop by. I brought dinner and held the baby while Kayla showered, ate, and then took a nap.”

      “You babysat all night?” My unnecessary jealousy quickly dissipates, replaced by adoration.

      “I did. I held Presley for like four hours, I shit you not. Burped her, changed her diaper, and Kayla even showed me how to swaddle. I’m a quick study. I think I’m ready for all this.”

      “Oh boy,” I murmur into the phone. “You sniffed her, didn’t you?”

      “Huh?” he asks as he flicks on his turn signal.

      “I swear that’s what got me. I didn’t want kids. Then, Noa had Jonah, and I sniffed him too many times. Babies give off these sneaky pheromones. You think they just smell so good because of the lavender baby products, but no, it’s their magic juju. They’re planting the seed so their kind can multiply.”

      He chuckles. “That’s not a thing.”

      “It is. How else do you explain me going from being anti-baby to spending a literal fortune in a fertility clinic?” I clear my throat. “Or, sorry, I guess I mean you spending a literal fortune.”

      “Don’t do that,” he says. “Don’t be weird about the money.”

      “I’m not being—”

      “Amani, I can afford to have the fertility clinic put the entire Brady Bunch in your womb. Wouldn’t even notice the dip in my bank account. I own over fifty investment properties, all of them grossly lucrative. I buy cars the way most people buy shoes, and guess what? None of it means a goddamn thing. It’s all empty stuff and extra money for no reason. I had nothing to look forward to each day until you… I really love you.”

      Holding my cheek, I can feel the warmth. Apparently, big declarations of affection make me blush the same way as when Adam calls me pretty.

      “You still there?” he asks.

      “Why do you always say this stuff over the phone? I can’t kiss you over the phone.”

      He laughs. “I think all my best words come out when I’m worried about you or missing you.”

      “Well, maybe I should keep you worried and missing me, then.” I press my fingers against the glass window, my fingerprint visible against the frosted window.

      “No,” he finally says. “Missing you is why I wanted to talk. I fucked up.”

      “What?”

      “Our contract? It’s not good enough. I don’t want to wait to meet the baby until you let me. I want to hold her as soon as she’s born. One holiday a year isn’t enough. Not even close. I want to do this with you, every step of the way. Maybe it’s too late for you to have my baby, but it’s not too late for us to be a family.”

      Scrunching my bare toes against the bench, I absorb his words. We’ve been dating behind everyone’s back for what…six months? Is this a change of heart or Adam panicking? How long is long enough before I know if we’re ready to be a family?

      “What’re you saying specifically, Adam?”

      “Stay in California. Move in with me, and let’s raise this baby together. If you don’t like my place, I’ll buy us whatever house you want. On the beach, in the city. As long as it’s within driving distance of my dad, the rest I don’t care about. If you’re happy, I’m happy. And when we’re ready to take that step, I promise I’ll buy you whatever ring you want. Amani, I’m all in if you are.”

      Why is he asking me this now? When my choice seems more impossible than ever. Being here with my friends feels like breathing again. It’s a reminder of the old parts of me I actually want to keep. There was a happy Amani before social media became too much and before all I knew was the ache of disappointment from negative pregnancy tests. The past couple of years have been hard, but my friends have known me for far longer than that.

      I miss my mom. Unlike Adam’s dad, I know she has her memories, but she’s in pain, too. I’m still needed here. It was stupid to run off to L.A. to reinvent myself. I could’ve done that at home, supported by the people who have loved every version of me. And now I have to choose…

      One type of love or a different type of love. Which is superior?

      I let out a long sigh before I finally answer. “There’s no baby yet.”

      “I have a gut feeling. You’re going to be a mom, I know it.”

      “And you want to be a dad to my baby?” I ask.

      “Something like that.”

      The background noise of the highway and his engine have gone. I realize he’s parked now. Likely sitting in his driveway, waiting for my answer.

      And I don’t know how to answer.

      It sounds an awful lot like Adam wants me to have a baby on his terms. He wants to give me everything so I don’t need anyone but him. I know it’s not from a selfish or controlling place. I think it’s fear. It’s okay for me to rely on him, but if Adam were to move to Denver and leave his family and friends behind to raise my baby, his heart would be completely reliant on me. I get the impression that’s not a risk he wants to take.

      “Adam, I love you. I mean that. But let’s talk about the rest if and when there’s a baby to plan for. Okay? But if you need some reassurance, I want to be all in, too.”

      “Fair enough. Thank you.”

      “All right,” I say, kicking my legs out and swinging them around. “I’m off to complete a Twizzler heist, but I’ll sneak away and call you tomorrow.”

      “Twizzler heist?” He laughs. “Okay, summer girl, good night. Sweet dreams.”

      “Good night, summer guy.”
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      An entire twenty-five-minute drive and Amani hasn’t said a word. I steal a glance at her as we pull into Elm Community. Amani is still staring at passing traffic, her forehead pressed against the passenger side window.

      My gut is never wrong. I don’t know what happened today. I had total confidence Dr. Michel was going to give us the good news. Instead, he delivered another negative pregnancy test.

      And now Amani is out of embryos.

      Once I’ve parked, I place my hand on her knee. “Amani?” I ask.

      She looks over, giving me a half-hearted smile. “Stop worrying. I told you I’m fine.”

      Throwing my head against the headrest, I grumble. “I’m not.”

      That gets her attention. She whips her head around. “You’re upset?” Her eyes are wide and her lips pursed. “Because I did my best. But maybe that trip to Colorado was too much stress on my body. I wish I—”

      “Oh, baby. No. Good grief. That’s what you’ve been silently thinking the whole drive? That I’m upset with you?”

      She hangs her head and folds her hands. “I should pay you back. IVF was too expensive to have nothing to show for it.”

      “Amani Rhodes, I don’t want to hear that come out of your mouth ever again. Okay? Look at me.”

      When she doesn’t, I unbuckle and exit the driver’s seat, then open the passenger side door. I squat down, bracing myself with both of my hands on her thigh. She wore a short, pretty floral dress today even though it’s January in California. Her hair is curled, and her makeup is light but meticulously applied. She was fixing up for a big day that was supposed to come with good news.

      “You did great. This process wasn’t easy on you, and you handled it like a champ. Can we at least be proud of that? I’m sorry it turned out like this. But IVF was the best investment I’ve ever made because it brought us closer together. It just kills me I can’t fix this for you.”

      “You must be worried,” she says with a more genuine smile than before. “Because you’re saying all the right things.”

      Squeezing her thigh, I stay squatting, ignoring the uncomfortable strain on my knees. “I wish you’d cry or something. The silence is worrying me more.”

      She sighs, then puts her hands over mine. “You want the truth?”

      I’m tempted to tell her to lie to me, but that seems like banter for a different day…a different story. “Of course I do.”

      “I’m relieved,” she admits.

      “You didn’t really want a baby?”

      Her forehead crinkles and she tilts her head to the side, like she pities my misunderstanding. “No, I did. Really bad. But at least it’s over now. I’ve felt so stuck for a long time. Just waiting around, hoping. My life for the past year was simply killing time until I could take another pregnancy test. Now that it’s truly off the table, I can move on. No more false hope.”

      Amani unbuckles and swings her legs around so her feet are on the ground. I stand, then help pull her to her feet, shutting the car door behind her. She weaves her fingers in mine and squeezes as we make our way to the stairs.

      “Dr. Michel said it could be a little early, though.”

      “Adam. They did a blood test. They can detect even the faintest trace of HCG. You know it. I know it. Dr. Michel knows it. I’m not pregnant.”

      We pause outside the condo door as Amani searches for her keys. “You made another appointment next week. He said he’ll run another test,” I say.

      “It’s just a discharge appointment, Adam.” She abandons the search for her keys. “If I’m leaving his care, he wants to make sure everything is in order. It’s a pelvic exam and a physical. That’s it. It’s time to move on from the baby thing, okay?” Rising to her tiptoes, she kisses my cheek and then pulls her keys out of her purse.

      “Okay,” I mutter.

      But it’s not okay. I’m not selfish enough to ask at the moment, but now that a baby is off the table, what happens to me and Amani? Will she stay? Will she go? The idea of a baby glued us together… Now what?

      Once we’re through the door, Amani steps out of her shoes and throws her purse on the counter. That’s not strange in the slightest. It’s when she pulls her dress off, leaving it on the kitchen floor, and makes her way to the bedroom in her bra and thong that I’m left frozen in place and puzzled. She pauses at the bedroom door and looks over her shoulder. After pulling my eyes away from her bare ass, I study her playful expression.

      “What’re you doing?” I ask.

      “You coming?” she asks in return.

      I follow her but stop in the doorway. Leaning against the frame, I watch as she hoists herself onto the bed. She’s sitting in the middle of the king-sized mattress, one knee hiked up, one leg lying flat. Her red hair is spilling down her back and shoulders, and my girl is looking sexy as sin. But this can’t be right. Surely she doesn’t want to have sex right now.

      “You’re so damn beautiful,” I tell her. Ah, there it is. Her cheeks flush slightly. I love that. My sexy girl, who is bold and brave, but sweet and endearing at the same time.

      “Thank you. So are you.” She winks.

      “Hm, interesting,” I say with a small chuckle. “I can’t remember the last time someone called me beautiful.”

      Her teasing smile is already lightening my mood. “Do you like it? I’m happy to say it more often.”

      “Amani, seriously. What’re you doing?”

      “Oh, just sitting here wondering how much longer you’re going to play hard to get.” Reaching around her back, she unhooks her bra and lets it fall into her lap. She moves her hair so her plump, round tits are on display, causing my mouth to water. She pinches her nipples, tugging gently on her piercings. “Does this help speed things along?”

      I join her on the bed, but I don’t reach for her breasts. I tuck her hair behind her ear and watch her eyes. “Do you want to have sex right now because you’re sad and want a distraction?”

      She presses her palm against my cheek. “No. Sure, I’m disappointed. But I want to feel close to you right now. Don’t overthink it. This is just me asking for what I want. I want to be touched, held, and feel loved right now. It’s as simple as that.”

      Reaching around her, I throw the pillows onto the floor and guide her to a lying position on the mattress. “You’re very loved,” I say before I kiss her sweetly. She wraps her hand around my neck to keep me close, making it hard for me to balance all my weight on my one hand and knees. I’m forced to collapse to my side so I don’t crush her, and in a show of her limberness, she rolls with me.

      Now I’m on my back and Amani is straddling me, her tits in my direct sightline. She moans when I grab them firmly, rolling her tender nipples between my thumb and forefinger. I wrap my hand around her back to brace her as I sit up. Yanking off my shirt takes a millisecond and then my mouth is on her nipple, my tongue flicking at her piercing.

      She hisses, pulling backward out of my mouth. “Ow.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry. You normally love that.” Concerned, I examine her wet nipple, making sure I didn’t accidentally rip her piercing.

      “It normally feels great. It’s a little tender today.”

      “Okay, I’m sorry. Here, lie down. Let me do that other thing you love.”

      I climb off the bed for a moment to pull down my jeans and briefs, then I’m lying with my head between her legs. I tug her thong to the side and see her clit piercing is gone. “You took your piercing out?”

      “Yeah, I figured I was going to have to take it out for…” She blows out a breath. “Never mind. I guess I can put it back in now.”

      I drag my tongue from the bottom to the top of her crease, latching onto her clit and sucking hard. Her gasp sounds like a wail, and I can already taste her excitement on my tongue. In fact, before I can slip my finger into her, she’s clenching her thighs around my face, gripping my hair with one fist, and grinding her hips. After a small sigh of relief, she’s completely still outside of the hand that’s now stroking the top of my head.

      “Did you come already?” I lift my head, smirking. “That took you less than twenty seconds.”

      She winks at me. “Adam Montgomery, you’re that good.”

      “Thank you for that,” I say with a light chuckle. “But normally you like me down there for at least ten minutes. You’re so sensitive today.”

      Amani bridges her hips so I can pull off her thong. I use it like a slingshot and send it flying across the room, just so I can see her giggle again.

      “Your turn,” she says, trying to flip over to put my cock in her mouth, but I hold her hips down, keeping her in place.

      “This is all I want right now. Let me look at you.” I push her knees apart and position myself so I can rub my tip up and down against her swollen pussy.

      She closes her eyes, mewling sweetly. She tolerates my teasing for another moment before she grabs my cock and guides me in. Fuck. She’s dripping for me—hot and so damn tight.

      “Goddamn, baby. You feel so good,” I say as I slowly pump into her. “How’s that?”

      But she can’t reply because she’s biting her lip and making that familiar face. This time, she shrieks as she comes, the sheets bunched tightly in her fists. I can feel her pulsing around me, her body twitching as she heaves in quick breaths.

      “Seriously, baby? Again?”

      Amani and I have a fantastic sex life, but usually neither of us is in a tremendous rush. Her smile is hazy as she sinks her head back into the mattress. “I’m so spent. I can’t come again, Adam. Please, just finish.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I tease. I bury into her for another minute before I empty inside of her, joining her in the high of relief. I fall to the side of her and pull her into my embrace. She feels like a little furnace, warming the side of my naked body.

      “I might have to keep you forever,” she says. “That was so good. Better than ever before.”

      I kiss the top of her head. “Glad to hear I’m keepable. Now what?”

      She snuggles into me tighter. “Didn’t you say earlier you had to swing by LMC briefly this afternoon?”

      “I did, but now I don’t.”

      “Meeting got canceled?” she asks.

      “Yeah. Just now, in my mind. I’m not leaving you today. End of story. Why don’t you get cleaned up and I’ll order an early dinner? We can watch a movie.”

      She looks up at me, a mischievous smile on her face. “Can I pick?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t think pregnancy rom-coms are a good idea tonight, Amani.”

      “I agree. But Bridget Jones, one and two, are not baby related.”

      “Ugh,” I groan. “Dammit.”

      She jostles us both as she laughs. “Okay, I’ll compromise. How about you pick the movie, but I pick dinner?”

      “What do you want for dinner?”

      “In-N-Out cheeseburger, no onions, extra pickles, extra secret sauce. With a Cherry Coke and I want my own fries.”

      I can’t help but laugh. She’s ordering like she’s the one who just did all the work in the sheets. “Okay, baby. In-N-Out for dinner, and we can watch Bridget Jones for the millionth time.”

      She taps her fingers against my chest, then runs them up and down my abs. “I said I’d compromise. You can pick the movie.”

      “I did,” I tell her. “I pick what makes my girl happy. It’s that simple.”

      “Adam, you’re amazing. You treat me like a literal princess.”

      “Because I love you,” I tell her. But the truth is, I’m terrified now that I can’t give Amani what she really wants…

      She’s going to leave me behind.
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      I end up being seated next to Goofy at Carson’s birthday dinner. Alex and Tara paid extra for the entire Mickey Mouse cast to make an appearance. Carson was great with Mickey, Minnie, and the girl duck whose name escapes me. But Goofy freaks Carson out and was banished to the opposite side of the table…next to me.

      “Please stop,” I say in exasperation to Goofy. He just poked me in the arm for the third time.

      I’m extra agitated because I haven’t heard from Amani. She says she’s fine, but I know today was a tough day for her. Her appointment with Dr. Michel was this morning. She didn’t want me to go, thinking I’d make a fuss over nothing. Honestly, I think she wanted to be emotional in private, which I have no choice but to respect. We should’ve had ample time to meet up afterward and drive to Carson’s birthday celebration together, but she texted me saying she got held up and would meet me here as soon as she could.

      I had no choice but to leave her ticket at will-call and go celebrate my nephew’s birthday with my family.

      “Dude!” I glare at Goofy, who just tickled my ear. “Are you that bored?” He nods and shrugs. Then he fans himself with his giant dog paw. “And you’re burning up in that damn suit, huh?”

      He nods again.

      I fish out my wallet and pull out a few one-hundred-dollar bills. “How about you go get the birthday boy a churro or Dippin’ Dots or something? I’ll tell them I sent you, so you’re not abandoning your post.”

      Goofy awkwardly takes the bills, barely able to grasp them in his comically large paw. He hands two bills back.

      “Oh no, man. Take it. The rest is your tip. Please go get some water and then take your time before coming back.”

      He puts his paw over his stomach and acts out a belly laugh before getting up and waving bye to the table. No one’s paying attention except Tara’s goofball dad. He bellows, “Bye, Goofy! Come back and see us soon!”

      I pull out my phone and check my texts.

      
        
          
            
              
        Amani

      

      
        Almost there. Traffic is a nightmare. Only able to text you because I’m at a standstill.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Please drive safe. Do the valet parking when you get here. I’ll take care of it when you leave.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Amani

      

      
        Because you don’t want me to have to walk? Or because you don’t want me to park your Porsche amongst the common people’s cars?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        …

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Amani

      

      
        *laughing emoji*

      

      

      

      

      

      “Did you just send Goofy away?” Alex asks as he plops down in the empty seat next to me.

      “It was that, or I was going to deck him.”

      Alex laughs. “Sorry, little brother. I know this is boring.”

      “No, not at all. I’m happy to be here, but I don’t want to crowd you guys. It looks like you’re doing great with Tara’s family. This is day three or four of the trip?”

      “Three,” Alex answers, running his hand through his hair. “Or in other words, tantrum number fifty-eight, meltdown number twelve, and about ten ice cream bribes later.” He laughs. “Carson’s too young for all this shit, but look at her.” Alex nods at Tara across the banquet room. Her strawberry-blond hair is in a fancy updo, her face painted with heavy princess makeup. She’s posing for pictures with Carson, who’s dressed as a prince with a crown. My mom is behind the photographer, snapping away with her phone.

      It’s the first time I’ve seen her since that day at Piermont, but I gave her my number. We’ve texted back and forth a few times, just mindless small talk. Sometimes I wake up and it’s nice to know she’s sort of back in my life. Other days I wake up and I’m still angry, remembering what it felt like to look for her in the hospital. Or the horrified look on Dad’s face when he read that damn letter. I need small steps forward with her.

      “Tara looks like she’s having fun,” I say, listening to her howls of laughter.

      Alex scoffs. “Oh, this trip was one hundred percent for her. I think she was repressed as a child. She spent all her time studying. No adult should have this much fun at Disneyland.”

      We both laugh.

      “Guess what,” Alex says.

      “What?”

      “Tomorrow night, Tara’s parents are watching Carson, and I’m taking her on our first official date.”

      I scrunch up my face. “At Disneyland?”

      Alex shrugs. “It was her idea. I’m rolling with it. Apparently, the restaurant we’re going to is going to serve us spaghetti on one plate, and we’ll be sharing a giant meatball.”

      “Wow. Lady and the Tramp?” I ask. “That’s your big play?” I laugh at him, then nudge his shoulder with mine. “I’m happy for you. You guys make a beautiful family. I like Tara. I hope she’s my sister-in-law one day.”

      Alex winks. “Working on it. Speaking of which, where’s Amani? I thought you were bringing her.”

      “She got stuck at the doctor’s.”

      “How’d everything with IVF work out for her?”

      I shake my head, tapping my fist against my lips. “It didn’t take, and she’s out of time.” I blow out a breath.

      “Oh shit, man. How’s she doing?”

      “She just found out a week ago. I think she’s still absorbing it.”

      “Damn, I’m sorry.” Alex pats my shoulder firmly. “She doesn’t have to come to all this if she’s not feeling up to it.”

      Reaching under my chair, I pull out a medium-sized box. “Are you kidding? She’s been so excited to give Carson his present. She wouldn’t miss it.” I shake the box, then hand it to Alex.

      “Do you know what it is?” Alex asks, viewing the box covered in kaleidoscope-colored wrapping paper.

      “Tennis shoes that quack like Donald Duck every single time he takes a step.” I try to hold back my smile. “They light up in the dark, too.”

      Alex levels a stare at me. “Burn those.”

      I burst out laughing. “Not a chance. Carson is going to love them.”

      He shakes his head, giving me a reluctant smile. “Tara probably will too. Geez. All right, I have to check on the caterers. They’re supposed to be bringing the cake out.” Alex rises, smoothing out the wrinkles in his pants.

      “Hey,” I call after him and he turns around. I hold up Amani’s gift with a shit-eating grin. “Don’t forget Carson’s present.”

      Alex rolls his eyes and snatches the box from me.
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      I’m stuffed from dinner, but the smell of fresh funnel cakes is a siren’s call for me. I have an affinity for refined food, but there’s something about fried dough with sugar. Donuts, churros, funnel cakes—they are my weakness. I’m about to peel myself off the green plastic bench and follow my nose to dessert, but a soft voice stops me.

      “May I sit with you?”

      My mother stands before me, looking sheepish. I debate telling her I was just on my way to grab a snack, but I know it takes courage for her to approach me. I don’t want to reject her today at Carson’s birthday party.

      “Of course.” I gesture to the space beside me. “Where’s Carson?”

      “They went back to the room to change him for the pajama party parade.”

      “Gotta love Disneyland.”

      “Are you going?” Mom asks.

      “Nah,” I say. “I’m just waiting for Amani. Carson’s enjoying his time with Tara’s family. They’re only in town for a couple more days. Let them soak up their quality time while they can.”

      She sighs, stretching out her legs. “I feel the same. Plus, I’m exhausted. Disneyland is quite the workout.” She holds up her wrist, showing off a pink fitness watch. “I quadrupled my normal steps today.”

      I chuckle. “Good for you, Mom.”

      There’s an awkward, silent lull, until she finally says, “Well, I should head to the parking lot. Then the three-mile trek back to my car…if I can even find it.”

      “I’ll walk you out. It’s getting dark. I don’t want you going by yourself.”

      I wait for her to stand up, ready to follow suit, but she doesn’t move. Instead, Mom stares at me, a pained smile on her face.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask her.

      “You turned out to be such a gentleman,” she says. “No thanks to me.”

      Rubbing the back of my neck, I return a half smile. “I don’t know about that. I have my asshole moments. Believe me.”

      Right now, I’m happy and in love. Amani rounds out my sharp edges. She softens me and makes me more forgiving. It’s the only reason my mom and I can be in the same theme park right now, let alone sharing a bench.

      “No, sweetheart. I’ve met assholes. You’re not one of them. Your dad did a wonderful job raising you. I’m, uh…” She’s smiling even though tears fall down her cheeks. Quickly brushing them away with the back of her palm, she continues. “I’m very sorry. I’ve waited a long time to say that to you in person, and I thought I’d have better words. But that’s it, Adam. I am truly very sorry. And I am very proud of the man you’ve become despite everything I did.”

      I clench my fists together to resist the urge to hug her. I’m still not ready.

      “Thank you. But we don’t have to do all this today. It’s Carson’s birthday, and it was such a nice day. Let’s just keep it pleasant, okay?”

      “Sure. But just so you know, when you’re ready, whatever you need to get off your chest, I can take it. I deserve it. If it helps us move forward, you can call me every name in the book.”

      I scoff. “You sure?”

      She laughs nervously and tucks her short hair behind her ears. “Yes.”

      “Fine then.” I turn toward her, waiting until she meets my gaze before I ask her the question that’s been on my mind for over twenty years. “What did I do wrong?”

      Her eyes widen in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      The tension strewn across my chest is making me uncomfortable. There’s all this pressure, and I’m craving relief. So I break open the dam to the thoughts I’ve kept locked up for most of my life. “You raised Alex just fine. He was near graduation when you left. But you couldn’t make it through raising me. Was I an awful son in comparison? Or just the straw that broke the camel’s back?”

      Her eyes are bloodshot, the tears are pouring now, but she doesn’t wipe them away. She cries like Amani. The evidence is there—tears, blotchy cheeks, sniffling, but otherwise she’s completely composed. They treat their heartbreak like a minor inconvenience.

      “You were a wonderful son. I didn’t leave because of you, Adam. I held on as long as I possibly could because of you. And I’m so sorry you’ve been blaming yourself.”

      “When I was eight, Dad told me you were sick and went away to get better. When I got a little older, he explained what chronic depression was. But none of us saw the signs. I only remember you smiling when I was little.”

      She sniffles as she nods fervently. “I meant it that way. I smiled so much to hide how deeply lost I was in my sadness.”

      “About what?” I ask. “We had a nice life. I remember being happy.”

      “That’s what anxiety and depression can do. It can steal your perception and turn happiness into despair. You could look at a perfect picture, but depression will create a giant flaw. You could have the perfect family, but depression will say you don’t belong.”

      I’m not sure I completely understand, but I see the anguish in her eyes. The pain she’s reflecting was real and scary, and she coped by running away. Now she’s back, asking for my forgiveness.

      Does she deserve it? I don’t know. Does she have it anyway?

      “Mom, do you want to go to lunch next week? Just me and you. There’s an amazing tapas place called Luna’s. I only take people I care about there. We can get caught up and start fresh. What do you think?”

      She covers her mouth and nods so hard her hair is whipping her in the face. “Yes, I’d love that. Any day, any time. I’m free. Even if I have something, I’ll cancel it.”

      I smile. “I’m sure we can find a time that works for both of us.” When I look over my mom’s shoulder, about two feet away, Amani’s red hair fans out and whips around her shoulders as she spins in place. She stays turned as if I didn’t see her. “Baby, what are you doing?” I ask, laughing as I stand.

      “Sorry,” she grumbles as she spins back to face me. “I was trying not to interrupt. I’ve been standing here for a solid five minutes.”

      “How’d you find me?” I ask.

      She points over my head to the giant Ferris wheel and holds up a brochure map. “You said you were sitting on a bench in front of the Ferris wheel.” She scrunches her nose at me. “Pretty clear instructions.”

      “No, I told you to call me when you were at the front and I’d come get you.”

      “Yeah. And right after I texted you and told you I didn’t need a babysitter. Then I did what I wanted to.”

      “Sassy little thing.”

      My mom lets out a laugh.

      “Hi, Holly,” Amani says. “Nice to see you.”

      “Nice to see you, sweetheart.” She stands, opens her arms, and Amani dives into her hug. I envy how easy that is for her. Amani’s relationship with my mom is untainted. It’s sweet to see, actually. I’m glad she got to meet this version of my mom. Hell, I’m glad she got to meet this version of me, too. My girl deserves everybody’s best version.

      “I was just about to walk my mom out,” I say to Amani. “The park is closing for general admission in about forty-five minutes.”

      Amani buries her face in her hands. “I missed everything,” she whines. “I’m so sorry. Did Carson love his shoes?”

      “Sure,” I offer, seriously doubting that Alex opened the box.

      “Was Alex annoyed?”

      “Thoroughly.”

      “Good,” Amani says with glee. “Two birds, one stone.”

      I chuckle as I hold out my hand and pull her into my chest. Goddamn, she smells good. I don’t even know how to describe it. It’s a mixture of the perfume I used to hate but have grown to love again. Her minty shampoo. The face cream that has a hint of lemon essential oils. The combination is intoxicating. I inhale, and I relax. When she’s near me, I’m calm.

      I kiss her in front of my mom. I don’t care. “How are you feeling? Are you okay?”

      “Definitely,” she says with an odd smile. I’ll ask her when we’re back home about her appointment. I just feel bad she drove all the way out here for nothing. Maybe I should book a room at the resort tonight. I’m willing to bet the presidential suites are available.

      “All right.” I wrap my hand around Amani’s and then smile at my mom. “You ready? Let’s go.”

      Amani looks around the theme park. The foot traffic is light. Everyone has taken their exhausted children home by seven-thirty. “I can’t believe I made it to Disneyland, and I didn’t get to ride anything. Lame.”

      I glance at the Ferris wheel. “Line looks short.”

      She beams at me. “Yeah?”

      My mom plops back down on the bench. “Go. Go have some fun. I’ll be right here.”

      “Okay, Mom…uh, be safe. Don’t talk to strangers,” I say. Amani squints her eyes and looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. I ask her as we walk toward the line entrance, “Was that weird to say?”

      “Oh, yeah.” She snorts in laughter. “Really awkward.”

      I laugh with her and squeeze her hand. She squeezes right back. After weaving through several rows lined by metal railings, we’re nearly at the front of the line with about twenty people in front of us. I’m positive we won’t make it this round until the attendant bellows over the small crowd.

      “Anyone interested in a stationary gondola? Parties of six or less.”

      “Come on,” Amani says, tugging on my hand.

      “Yeah? You don’t want one of the swinging ones? I thought you were more of a thrill-seeker.”

      “I am,” she says. “But I also hate waiting in lines.”

      I raise my hand in the air to catch the attendant’s attention. “We’ll take it,” I call out. The rest of the line scoots out of the way as we squeeze past. Amani murmurs “thank you” and “excuse us” as we body bump strangers on our way to the front of the line.

      They load us into a pink cart with the girl duck whose name I still can’t remember. I slide into the bench next to Amani and ask, “What’s Donald Duck’s girlfriend’s name? It’s been driving me crazy all day.”

      “All day? You could have googled it,” Amani says.

      I give her a deadpan stare. “You know what? That didn’t even occur to me.”

      She laughs as she drapes her legs over mine. “Daisy. Her name is Daisy Duck. She’s the only one without a painfully annoying voice.”

      “Minnie Mouse is okay,” I say.

      “What? Minnie is the worst. She sounds like she’s constantly huffing on a helium balloon.” Her smile is contagious. I was so happy to see her after an entire day of anticipating her arrival that I didn’t stop to notice how sexy she looks today.

      Her hair is loose and wavy. She’s wearing a bright purple tank top that hugs her body, paired with black shorts. With such little clothes on, she looks cold. “Baby, I wish I had a jacket to give you.” I run my hands up and down her legs, trying to warm them. It’s late January in California. When the sun disappears at dusk, the temperatures drop dramatically.

      “I’m okay. My fault. I dressed for the afternoon. I’m so sorry again I’m late. Did Alex or Tara notice? I feel bad they paid for my ticket. Were they upset?”

      “Nah, they just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      “How was the birthday cake?” she asks, pumping her eyebrows.

      “I want to say it was gross so you don’t feel bad missing out but…”

      “Dammit. It was magical, wasn’t it?”

      I grimace. “Yeah. Really fucking good. A chocolate layer, then a strawberry layer, and they used this whipped frosting that I swear had crack cocaine in it.”

      “Very inappropriate ingredient for a toddler’s birthday cake.” She shakes her head.

      “I agree, but what sells, sells.”

      She cackles at my joke as the Ferris wheel lunges forward and a recording plays overhead, instructing us to keep our arms, legs, and children in the vehicle at all times.

      “Amani, what’s going on?” I finally ask as my smile fades, but her cheeks are still bunched and flushed from smiling so hard.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought today was going to be a tough day, but you’re so smiley. I know I’m not that funny. I’m medium-funny.”

      She laughs again, proving my point.

      “See? Are you a little high right now?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Adam, I just drove two hours through very congested L.A. traffic. Obviously, I’m not high.”

      “Then what is it, summer girl?”

      Now she’s wearing a wicked little smile. But she waits until we’re at the peak of the Ferris wheel, surrounded by the perfect sunset view of California Adventure Park. We’re so high up, the pink and orange strips of sky seem within reach.

      “Are you still all in?” she asks.

      I know what she means before she clarifies, and it nearly knocks the wind out of me. I’m not a crier, but my eyes start to water. “No fucking way, Amani. What’re you saying right now?”

      “Adam, I’m saying I’m pregnant.”
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      I want to stay in this moment for eternity. The look on Adam’s face isn’t just joy and surprise. It’s relief. Like he’s finally reaping the rewards of everything he’s ever worked for. We’re the prize. This baby was his ultimate happily ever after.

      The Ferris wheel stops right as we descend, and there’s intercom chatter about technical difficulties. There’s a grumble from passengers in the surrounding gondolas, but I’m thrilled. I want to be frozen in time.

      “You have really pretty molars. Size, shape, and perfect alignment.”

      “What?” Adam asks, raising a brow.

      “Your jaw has been dropped for so long, I had time to study your teeth.”

      He rolls his eyes as I laugh.

      “Such a moment ruiner,” Adam mumbles.

      “As advertised.”

      “Amani, be serious for one moment. I was there last week. Everyone was so sure it was negative. How?”

      “Dr. Michel said it’s rare but possible the test was faulty. Or perhaps the timing was just a little off… Or it’s possible you and I made a baby.”

      “What?” he asks, his eyes widening.

      “I told Dr. Michel we were together early last week, unprotected. My HCG levels are very low. It’s quite possible it’s yours. There’s no way to know until a DNA test, but we can’t do that for a little while, so I don’t want you to make any commitments until we know—”

      “No DNA test necessary,” Adam says. He looks me right in the eyes as he speaks. “The baby is mine.”

      “I know you have a lot of faith in your gut feelings, but Dr. Michel said based on the timing, it could honestly go either way. We need a paternity test.”

      “A paternity test is unnecessary.” Adam brushes my hair away from my shoulder, then tucks the remaining loose strands behind my ear. “Whether or not she’s mine…she’s mine,” he says, placing his hand gently on my stomach. “I told you I’m all in. I meant it.”

      “I love you,” I reply.

      It’s all I can think of to say. How do I thank him any other way than by giving him my whole heart? Adam just offered me the world. He wants to be a father to my baby, regardless of its DNA. Right now it’s clear to see I never really wanted to do this alone. I just needed someone who had a little faith in this version of me. Not the influencer, not the girl chasing glitz, glam, and fame. Just plain Amani, the girl who’s fiercely determined, sometimes a little sad, used to hate her freckles, and thinks drive-throughs can be gourmet.

      “Still convinced it’s a girl?” I ask Adam.

      He laughs. “I’m sorry. The word ‘she’ is my default. I never felt comfortable calling a baby, ‘it.’ I’m just happy there’s a baby at all, Amani. I’ll be just as thrilled to meet my son.”

      My son.

      I cried in Dr. Michel’s office at my appointment. Then again, in L.A. traffic. I released a few more tears on the walk over to the Ferris wheel. I have no more tears left. Otherwise, the floodgates would’ve broken loose when Adam said, “my son.”

      “You got everything you wanted. Are you happy, summer girl?” he asks as the Ferris wheel turns again. We’re surrounded by the cheers from the passengers nearby, but everything sounds muffled with Adam’s lips on mine.

      He kisses me sweetly, his hand still on my stomach, like he’s trying to cradle a treasure. It’s so early, the baby is barely a blip, but it’s now the biggest thing in both of our worlds.

      “Adam,” I whisper against his lips, reluctant to break our kiss. “I think I finally understand happy.”

      We kiss and cuddle for the rest of the ride. I miss everything. The scenery, the breathtaking sunset, and the incredible view spanning the entire theme park. I keep my gaze fixed on Adam’s chocolate-brown eyes, trying to picture how they’d look on my child. I’m not ready when the ride ends and we have to shuffle out of our seats.

      Adam weaves his hand in mine and helps me out of the gondola, then he’s tugging me. Quickening his pace, he’s practically dragging me through the exit. I have to power walk to keep up with him, but I don’t think he notices. He’s headed straight for the bench where we left Holly.

      About two strides away from his mom, he drops my hand, kisses my cheek, and leaves me in place. Holly stands, concern in her eyes as she examines Adam’s expression.

      “What’s wrong?” she asks, looking between Adam and me. “What happened?”

      “Mom, we’re having a baby,” he says with a quick sniffle as he tries to maintain his composure. “I’m finally going to be a dad.” He turns to look at me and grimaces. “Shit, sorry. Am I allowed to tell people?”

      “Little late, babe.” I smile at him and shoo him. “It’s fine.”

      He nods at me, turns back around, and then shocks Holly and me when he opens his arms. She doesn’t hesitate, maybe worried he’ll change his mind. Holly barrels into his chest, wrapping her arms tightly around him. Adam’s back is turned, so I can’t see his expression, but I see Holly’s. Her eyes are clamped shut and she’s near hysteric, breathing in small heaves as tears pour down her cheeks and her face turns red.

      Twenty years of anger, silence, and unforgiveness vanish in front of me.

      I put my hands on my stomach and talk to my little peanut.

      “See that, baby?” I whisper as I look down at my flat stomach. I try to picture how my belly will look swollen and round. “You’re barely a week old and already working miracles. I’ve been waiting and wishing for you for a very long time. I already love you so much.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            twenty-nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “Pssst, Amani,” Adam whispers in the dark.

      I ignore him and nuzzle deeper into my pillow.

      “Hey,” he whispers again, “I know you’re awake.”

      “Only because of you,” I say back. “Shush. Go to sleep.”

      He slinks his arm over my waist and scoots in closer. His chest is warm against my back. My personal space heater. “I thought of the perfect name,” he says against my ear, sending sweet shivers down my spine.

      Adam has come up with about ten different baby names over the past three days since I told him I’m pregnant. He’ll say it, then take it right back, not liking how it sounds out loud. We’ve gone through Halley, Autumn, Stella, and Madeline. Honestly, I’m fine with any of them.

      I haven’t really fixated on what I’ll call the baby, more so what I’ll do with the baby. I’ve been fantasizing about our first dip in the pool. If it’s a baby girl, we’ll definitely have matching swim suits with obnoxious sparkles. I dream about taking my son to the zoo for the first time and watching his eyes light up in wonder when he gets to see the lions, tigers, and bears up close. “Mommy and Me” music classes are a must. I am not remotely musically inclined, so maybe that’ll be mutually beneficial. Basically, I want to experience motherhood without worrying so much about sharing my experience with the world. Pictures will be for me, my friends, my family, and Adam.

      “All right, I’m ready to be impressed. Let’s hear it,” I mumble.

      “I keep thinking of the name on my mind when you told me you were pregnant… Daisy.”

      “As in duck?”

      Adam pulls the strap of my tank top to the side and trails kisses over my bare shoulder. “Yeah, my little Daisy duck. What do you think?”

      Turning over, I bury my head into his firm chest, his scant chest hair tickling my cheek. I kiss his smooth skin just beneath his collarbone. “I love it. Have you thought of any boy names?”

      “Something masculine. Maybe Gunnar or Ford. I’d even consider Thor.”

      I know he can’t see my scowl, so I hope a little sarcasm can convey my thoughts. “Are you naming our child, or our Rottweilers?”

      He laughs and kisses the top of my head. “Our child. I can’t believe we did it, summer girl.”

      “I can’t believe you’re still calling me ‘summer girl.’”

      He wraps his arms around me and runs his hands up and down my back. My favorite form of affection. Adam hooked me with his sassy charm. He’ll keep me forever because of his back rubs.

      “How about forever girl? Is that better?”

      “Much better.”

      “See Daisy?” I whisper. “We’re forever girls now.”

      Adam chatters for a little longer, telling me stories about his childhood. My man is a little talkative when he’s happy. I love it. My sweet guy who is burning up under my fluffy comforter, but he never once asked me to replace it. Instead, he sleeps with one leg freed from the blanket so he doesn’t wake up sweating. In fact, Adam has made every concession possible since the day we met.

      His phone is always on silent when we’re together. Sometimes I catch him sneaking to the bathroom ten times a day to return quick calls and answer messages. But when I’m speaking, I have all his attention. I pick the movies, where we stay, and even when we have sex. I know Adam doesn’t get half of what he hopes for, but he’s never whiny about it. My body has been through hell over the past year with all the treatments. I’m toggling from sick to stressed and anxious. When I’m in the mood, I’m a little demanding. When I’m not, sex is the furthest thing from my mind. Adam never pushes.

      In fact, he’s so good to me, I’m feeling like I’m not pulling my weight in this relationship.

      “Adam,” I whisper.

      “Hm?” he mumbles sleepily.

      “Seriously? You woke me up and now you’re falling asleep?”

      He laughs. “Sorry.” He clears his throat. “What’s up, baby?”

      “Are you happy?”

      “Of course I am. Why would you ask that?”

      “Because you do more for me than I do for you. I’m not adding much to this relationship. You have the money, the means, and if I’m being honest, I think you’re a little hotter than I am.”

      He cackles. “So far from the truth. Chase, Cici, and Alex all tell me you’re way out of my league and I better be on my best behavior.”

      “Seriously, though. Is there anything you want from me?”

      He wedges his hand between our bodies and presses so gently against my stomach. “Something more than this?”

      “Yes, Adam. Something more. We can’t rely on a baby to carry our relationship. That’s a recipe for disaster. What do you need from me?”

      “You’re going to think I’m selfish,” he says simply.

      I want to reach over and flip on the lamp. His tone changed. We didn’t close the drapes tonight, so I can make out the worry lines on his forehead by a little moonlight sneaking through the blinds.

      “No, I’m not. I promise. Tell me.”

      “Fine,” he breathes out. “I need you to tell your friends we’re together, we’re having a baby, and you’re staying in L.A. for good.”

      I lightly trace the crinkle on his forehead, down the bridge of his nose, and over his lips. “Why do you need my friends to know?”

      “Because I know you by now. When you tell your friends, that means it’s real to you. And I’ve been patient, not wanting to rush you. But I need to know this is real. That you’re not going to leave me or lie to me. Or lie about me. I don’t think I can survive one more broken family, Amani.”

      I press my palm against his cheek, feeling his slight stubble. I’m so cozy in his arms like this. All I’ve felt since I met Adam was safety and security. He’s taken care of me from the moment we met. He saved me from my bad day, gave me a car, a home, and funded my last chance at motherhood. And I think I finally understand why Adam is trying so hard to save everyone around him. His dad, Chase, and me. He’s trying to lead by example. He needs someone to save him right back.

      I put my lips on his, still tasting the remnants of his minty toothpaste.

      “Adam, I won’t leave you. I won’t lie to you or about you. I love you, and I’ll call my friends tomorrow morning. Promise.”

      “Thank you,” he breathes out. “I love you too.”

      Adam falls asleep with my palm still on his cheek. He drifts off quietly, the only tip off is his rhythmic breathing. I slowly turn around and back my butt into his hips, letting him line my body from behind. His chest expands and relaxes against my back as a deep sleep claims him, like he can finally rest now that I’ve told him what he’s been aching to hear.

      I’m not sure how my friends are going to react. During our girls’ trip, when I thought my chances at motherhood were over, I told them I was moving home. They were more than relieved. It’s like our dynamic shifted when I left. Like we were almost whole, but not quite. What Quinn, Reese, Addie, Noa, and I have is rare. It’s more than a friendship, even more than family. Our lives are threaded together. We’re one tapestry.

      Had I told my friends how much I was hurting, I would’ve never moved to California. They would’ve been so supportive and loving, I would’ve been forced to heal. Quinn probably would’ve helped me get another job. Noa would’ve confiscated my phone had she known how addicted to social media I’d become. Reese probably would’ve fought a few trolls on my behalf. Why didn’t I tell them? Maybe I wanted to be rebellious. A part of me wonders if I was floating through life for so long that I simply wanted to feel, even if it was the bad stuff.

      I didn’t want solutions. I wasn’t ready.

      It’s true. I stopped having faith in people, but somehow along the line I forgot my girls are the exception. They aren’t just people. They are my heart. And now Adam has big shoes to fill. I know they’ll be happy for me, especially when I tell them what kind of man Adam is… But even so, L.A. still doesn’t feel like home. I want to raise this baby in a place that feels like home. Then again, this baby only exists because of Adam.

      Dammit. I breathe out deeply, and Adam flinches, instinctually tightening his grip on my hip. Even his subconscious knows I’m trying to escape. I’m caught in an impossible position.

      This is my happily ever after, and yet it still feels a little off. Like a fish that grew lungs and feet. How much longer can I really survive out of water?

      I’m interrupted by a gush between my legs, halting all my thoughts about home. A big gush.

      Oh fuck.

      My breath picks up as panic takes over my body before my brain can catch up. No, no, no. Discharge is normal. Dr. Michel said so. My body is surging with hormones. It’s completely normal. Everything is fine.

      Then why am I crying? Because I know. Something is off.

      Another gush causes me to reach between my thighs and press against the outside of my soaked underwear.

      Please, please, please. I’m pleading as I bring my damp fingers to my face. I could turn on the light to check the color, but there’s no need. Inhaling, I smell the metallic scent.

      It’s blood.

      So much blood.

      “Adam,” I say firmly as I scoot away from him. “Get out of bed.”

      “What?” he mumbles, pulling himself out of his deep slumber. I feel him reaching for me. “What’s wrong? Are you hot?”

      “I’m bleeding.”

      Inhumanly fast, he flicks on the lamp on his nightstand. As he pulls back the covers, he asks, “What do you mean you’re—”

      He stops mid-sentence when he examines the sheets. His face falls, and he stares at the wall, trying to compose himself.

      I’m too scared to look down. It’s not real until I see it. “It’s a lot, isn’t it?” I ask.

      “Yeah, Amani. It’s a lot,” he says softly. “Are you cold?”

      I must be shivering, but it’s not from the cold. “No.”

      He’s breathing slowly, his eyes still on anything but me and the blood. After a few more silent moments, he scrambles out of the bed and heads into the closet. Adam returns with a pair of underwear, a dark pair of shorts, and a sweatshirt for me.

      “Do you have any pads?”

      “What?” I ask, sniffling.

      “Baby, we have to go to the hospital.”

      I curl into a ball and try to grab the comforter to cover my body. “There’s nothing they can do. It’s too early.”

      Adam grabs my hand and finally looks at me. “We have to try, Amani. Please? For me?”

      The last thing I want to do is go to the emergency room and sit in a waiting room for hours just for the doctor to tell me what I already know. But judging by the look on Adam’s face—twisted up like he’s trying not to cry—I know I just broke his heart.

      It’s the least I can do.

      “Pads are under the sink.” I reluctantly sit up as he disappears back into the bathroom and I finally look down.

      My pink sheets are a goner. The mattress is probably ruined too. It’s been the longest fucking year for it to end like this. A complete roller coaster of up and down emotions has come to a close. False hope kept half-dangled over a cliff for what seems like an eternity.

      Now, it’s over.

      I remember something Holly told me back at Piermont about getting help before you need it. I think I understand. There’s a weight pressing on my chest. It’s making it hard to breathe and wearing me thin by the second. The room is suddenly tinted with a shadow, and I’m having the hardest time finding the motivation to move my feet.

      I wish I knew what to do. Someone I could call. Tools I could use to combat the feeling of shutting down. It’s like a monster doubled back for his helpless prey. All I want to do is crawl back into bed and sleep. It takes every ounce of energy left in me to stand and stay focused on Adam’s voice as he dresses me.

      “It’s okay, Amani. It’s going to be okay. I’m right here. We’re going to be okay.”

      He says the words…

      But I don’t believe them.
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      If I see one more nurse hem and haw, like we’re a major inconvenience, I’m going to punch through a wall. With my fists bunched at my sides, I try to maintain composure as I walk to the nurse’s station in the emergency room.

      There are only three patients admitted. I’ve seen at least a dozen nurses sitting around, waiting. And I haven’t seen a damn doctor in the past four hours that we’ve been here.

      The ER isn’t jam-packed. There’s no one with bullet wounds or in danger of losing a limb. So there’s no reason they should have us trapped in a patient room for this long. The rooms are glass boxes with no privacy except for the heinous green curtains. It’s drafty and the television cable is out. There’s no cell service. All Amani and I have for entertainment is the gossiping nurses and nurse assistants who don’t seem to realize their voices carry.

      I tried to make jokes as a distraction, but the amount of effort it took for Amani to fake laugh wasn’t worth it. Here she is, going through her personal version of hell, and she’s trying to make me feel better.

      It’s ridiculous. I just want to take her home.

      “Excuse me, ma’am.”

      “Yes, sir? Do you need help?” A new, chipper-looking nurse looks up from her computer. There must’ve been a shift change because she’s not acting disgruntled at all and has fresh energy. The other nurses seemed like they worked a triple and rolled their eyes every time I approached.

      “They took my girlfriend’s vitals and drew her blood three hours ago. They said they’d be back within an hour. We think she’s miscarrying. No one has been by for a very long time. She’s scared and freezing in there. Where is the doctor?”

      She twists her lips. “Sometimes the lab takes longer than we’d like. Dr. Tubbman is likely waiting on the results. Is she in pain? Is there anything we can do to make her more comfortable?”

      I exhale and shake my head. “She mentioned mild cramping. But she can’t take anything until we get news about the baby.”

      The blond nurse rolls her chair backward, then stands. She rubs her bare arms before grabbing her jacket slung around the back of her chair and puts it on. “It is freezing in here. Come on.” She gestures for me to follow. After leading me down the hallway, past the ice machine and the men’s room, she enters what looks like a small closet.

      “Help yourself,” the nurse says as she opens the door and reveals a giant blanket warmer with neat stacks of towels, blankets, and pillows. “I’ll leave this unlocked for you so you can grab her whatever she needs without having to wait in case we’re with other patients.”

      “Thank you,” I force myself to say. She smiles and turns around before I call her back. “Excuse me.”

      “Yes?” she says, sincerity painted all over her face. And now I feel like an ass for what I’m about to say, but I’m at the end of my rope.

      “We’ve been here all night. We’ve mentioned several times that the room is frigid. My girlfriend is in that paper-thin hospital gown that you guys said she had to wear. Why are you the first nurse to offer a heated blanket?”

      She tilts her head to the side. “I’m so sorry to hear that. I just got here about forty-five minutes ago. We have a comment box if you’d like to make a complaint.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t want to complain. But we’ve had a terrible night, and I’d really like to take my girlfriend home. Can you please tell the doctor, or the lab, or whoever is keeping us here, to hurry the hell up?”

      She nods. “Yes. Let me get some information for you.”

      She scuttles down the hallway, and I turn my attention back to the blanket warmer. I fetch two and a fluffy-looking pillow. I hustle back to the room, not wanting the blankets to cool too much.

      “Here you go,” I say, dropping one blanket and the pillow on the stiff chair I’ve been sitting in for far too long. The other I shake out and cover Amani, who is shivering in the hospital bed. She runs cold to begin with. I’m sure she’s hungry, not that she’d say it. There’s not a damn thing that could make this hospital visit more uncomfortable.

      “Thank you, babe.”

      “Is that enough?” I ask. “Want one more?”

      She gives me a pitiful nod. I grab the other blanket and drape it over her. “So much better,” she says. “What about you?”

      I nod toward the chair. “I’m fine, baby, don’t worry.”

      “Don’t be silly.” Amani scoots over to one side of the bed, pressing herself against the plastic rail to make room for me. She pulls back the covers. “Come here.”

      I don’t hesitate because this is the first time Amani’s been receptive to any physical comfort. Her reaction to everything is scaring me. From the moment she saw the blood, something switched in her.

      Almost two weeks ago, when Dr. Michel told us we weren’t pregnant, Amani was disappointed but not like this. This is different. It’s like I watched someone get their light snuffed out in front of my eyes. That’s why I’m hoping, praying, that the doctor walks in and tells us this was just a scare. Go home, make an appointment with our regular provider, but our baby is going to be fine.

      Here’s the problem. My gut is telling me what I don’t want to accept. The baby is gone. I’m losing Amani. The way she’s staring blankly at the wall, I don’t know what to say to fix this… But I bet her friends would. I can almost guarantee she wishes they were here.

      A career change is not enough. L.A. is not enough. I, without the promise of a baby, am not enough to keep her here.

      The moment I’m settled in bed next to Amani and she places her icy hand over mine, there’s a firm knock on the door. The doctor doesn’t wait for us to answer, barreling in. From the very moment we make eye contact, I already know I want to deck this guy. There’s something about his scowl, like he’s incredibly put off that he has to be a doctor tonight.

      He’s about my size, definitely older than me. But from what I can make out through his navy blue scrubs, he’s reasonably fit. He could probably take a punch and get back up.

      “I’m Doctor Tubbman, and I assure you those beds are not made to hold two people. Patients only, sir.”

      Did he just scold me? What the fuck? I want to mouth off about how long he’s taken, but I shut my trap and crawl out of the bed. I want to make this as easy on Amani as possible.

      “Sorry,” I mutter as I plant my ass back in my uncomfortable chair.

      “Ms. Rhodes, is it?” he asks curtly, not even bothering to look up from his clipboard.

      “Yes,” she says.

      “Your vitals look good. If you’re not in pain, I’m fine with releasing you. I would follow up with your regular physician just as a precaution. Come back if you have any noteworthy symptoms. Things to watch for will be on your discharge paperwork.” He gives us a clipped smile. “Any questions?”

      Holy shit, this guy is rubbing me the wrong way.

      Amani’s eyes are down, looking at her lap. “So I miscarried?” Her tone is off. She speaks in a raspy whisper, a sound I’ve never heard from her before.

      “The pregnancy definitely won’t carry to term. I’d classify this as a chemical pregnancy versus a miscarriage. Honestly, most women don’t even notice. Had you not tested so early, you probably would’ve thought this was a late period.”

      Amani glares at him from the corner of her eyes. “There was a lot of blood. My periods are never that heavy. We were startled.”

      He exhales. “Many women go on to have healthy babies after chemical pregnancies. This is not something to be concerned about. Certainly not something worth coming to the ER for.”

      She hangs her head and lets out a small scoff. “I’m so glad we waited four hours to hear that.”

      Amani tries to brush it off, but I’ve hit my tipping point. I’ve been in go mode since the moment I pulled back the covers and saw the woman I love lying on blood-soaked sheets. I couldn’t fix it, so all I could think of was to get her to people who could fix it. Of course I understand we can’t fight nature, but this reaction from the doctor?

      No. She’s been through too much. She’s had enough. I’ve had enough.

      “What the fuck did you just say to her?”

      Doctor Tubbman’s eyes pop into wide circles. “Excuse me?”

      “You heard me,” I seethe. “Did you miss the class where they taught bedside manner in medical school? Who the hell do you think you are? I don’t care if she came in here with a paper cut. She’s still a patient. And while this is a minor inconvenience to you, our entire world just came crashing down. So you can fix your attitude.”

      “You need to calm down,” Dr. Tubbman says, pulling the stethoscope from around his neck. “I need to check her vitals, then you can leave.”

      “Don’t touch her.” I stand, kicking my chair back. “You leave. Now. It takes a lot to get me to this point, but you will not disrespect my wife in front of me.” Fuck. I run my hand down my face. The word just slipped. “I mean my girlfriend,” I mumble.

      Amani’s eyes snap to mine, and her face turns red as her eyes water. She does her best to hold it in, but fails, and completely loses it in front of me. Breaking into hysterics, she holds her stomach, bawling. All I can make out through her cries are “it’s not fair,” and “we got so close.”

      It reminds me of the first time I knocked on her car window. Her outburst isn’t just sadness. It’s frustration, helplessness, and anger rolled into one. After yanking out my wallet, I pull out one of my black cards. I toss it on Dr. Tubbman’s clipboard. “Go ahead and bill me, you jackass.”

      He watches, stunned, as I grab her purse, stuff her neatly folded clothes and sneakers in the largest compartment, then sling it around my shoulder. I pull back the blankets on the hospital bed and scoop Amani up in my arms. I whisk her out of the patient room without a second thought. She’s too fucking light. This should be far more strenuous, but she feels so small in my arms.

      The pleasant blond nurse from before chases us down and races me to the emergency doors, stepping on the mat so the glass doors peel apart before we get there.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says as we pass. Letting us go first, she follows us out. “I heard everything. There’s a place on the website where you can file a complaint. Tubbman is spelled with two Bs. This isn’t right.”

      None of this is right. How did we get here? Eight hours ago, all my dreams had come true.

      I know Amani has given up. My sassy, firecracker summer girl would’ve been kicking her feet, insisting I put her down so she could walk herself. She probably would’ve popped off on the doctor herself. Instead, she simply lets me carry her across the parking lot, resting her face against my chest, soaking my shirt with her tears.

      I’m barely out of breath, fury and adrenaline fueling me.

      “Which car is yours?” the nurse asks.

      I nod toward my vehicle, parked only a few yards away from the emergency entry. “Over there, right up front.”

      The nurse hustles to the passenger side door. When I’m close enough that the car unlocks, she opens the passenger side door so I can place Amani right in the seat. I wipe the wet streaks from her cheek. “We’re almost done with this night. Hang tight, okay? I’ll get you home.”

      As soon as I step aside, the nurse squats down and gives Amani instructions about what to do if she feels any sharp pains or experiences clotting.

      “Thank you,” Amani says, trying to smile, but her lips barely twitch.

      “I’m so sorry, honey,” the nurse says. “I had two chemical pregnancies when my husband and I were trying. They were heartbreaking and you have every right to feel the way you do. No one should diminish that. But if it helps, I have two beautiful boys now. Six and three.” She pats Amani’s knee softly. “Give yourself time, but don’t give up, okay?”

      Little does this kind nurse know, this pregnancy was Amani’s last chance.

      After sliding into the driver’s seat, I turn on the car, cranking the heat. “Are you okay, baby? Look at me.”

      She turns in my direction and forces a smile. “I’m okay,” she says, pretending like she didn’t just have a total meltdown.

      I hold out my hand, and she takes it. She lifts her emerald green eyes that look a little dull against the light-gray sky. We’ve been here for so long, the sun is almost rising.

      “No, you’re not,” I tell her, running my thumb over the top of her hand.

      “No, I’m not,” she admits. “But it’s not just because of the pregnancy. It’s just… What was all this for, Adam? Why did I go through all of this? Why am I here? I’m having trouble seeing the purpose of this past year. I lost so much time, and for what?”

      “You found me,” I say. “I’m still here.”

      She gives me a small nod. “I know. I’m grateful for that,” she says ever so softly.

      I know it’s not the right time to ask, but I can’t hold back any longer. I want the truth. “But it’s not enough, is it? You don’t want to be here anymore.”

      She squeezes my hand gently. “Adam, I promised you I’d stay. So I’ll stay. Can we go home now? I don’t want to look at this hospital anymore.”

      Wordlessly, I pull out of the parking lot. This early in the morning, the traffic is light. There are a few clusters of cars here and there, probably surfers headed to the beaches, trying to catch the first waves of the day.

      When we get back to the condo, Amani asks for some privacy in the bedroom. She doesn’t want me to watch her strip the bloody sheets and try to clean the mattress. I know she’s a suffer in silence kind of girl, but didn’t we do this together? I’m not trying to be selfish, but I’m hurt and disappointed, too.

      Over the past few months, Amani reminded me of the man I had always intended to become. I lost a part of me when my marriage broke. I thought for sure it was gone forever. It was painful to get a glimpse of what I wanted, just to have it ripped away yet again. But I imagine it’s ten times worse for Amani.

      A baby was her hope. Her redemption. A family of her own was worth fighting for and made her believe in the good in this world. And now there’s no baby. I know in my heart she’ll never be happy here in L.A., which is a living reminder of everything she’s trying to walk away from. What she needs, I can’t give her. But I think I know who can. Selfishly, I don’t want to do the right thing because it means letting her go.

      But what choice do I have? Isn’t that real love? Caring more about what someone needs than what you want?

      When I hear the shower turn on from the bedroom, I settle into the living room couch and make a call that I know is going to change everything.

      It barely rings twice.

      “Adam?” Noa asks, concern filling her voice. “Is Chase okay?”

      “Huh?”

      “You never call me,” she hurries out. “I just assumed something was wrong.”

      “Chase is fine,” I say, as far as I know. His filming schedule has him overseas at the moment and keeps him very busy. Any spare moment he has, he wants to talk to his fiancée, daughter, and soon to be stepson. I’m happy for my best friend.

      “How’s Presley?”

      Noa lets out a sweet hum. “She’s doing so good. She’s getting so big. You would’ve never guessed she was a preemie. I’ll send you some videos. We’re actually heading up to visit Kayla today.”

      “Yeah? How’s she doing in rehab?”

      “Wonderfully. Still sober and thriving. She has about thirty days left, I believe.”

      “That’s good,” I murmur.

      “Adam? What’s wrong?” Noa asks. “I get this feeling you’re upset.”

      “Noa, almost a year ago now, I led you from an elevator, right into Chase’s arms, and told the entire world you were Chase’s new girlfriend. You could’ve freaked out, but you played along because you knew we needed help. You have an impressive knack for rolling with the punches.”

      She laughs. “Yeah, that was one hell of a meet-cute. Have I mentioned I still haven’t forgiven you for that?”

      I chuckle half-heartedly. “Well, it worked out, right?”

      “That it did… So is this your way of asking me to roll with the punches again? Because I’m publicly engaged to your best friend. It’s not a great time for me to fake date anyone else.”

      “Amani,” I say simply.

      “I knew it,” Noa singsongs. “She’s been so tight-lipped about it, but I knew you two were messing around. Does Chase know? Because I’ve asked him a million times, and he’s said nothing—”

      “Noa,” I interrupt. “I’m not just messing around with Amani. I’m in love with her.”

      “Oh,” Noa says softly.

      Pausing, I ensure the shower is still running and Amani can’t hear me. “But she’s staying in L.A. for me, and I don’t think it’s good for her. If she moves back to Denver, I need to know you’re going to take care of her.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Look, I’ve always known you and your friends are close, but she has secrets that aren’t mine to tell. She’ll tell you when she’s ready, but I think she’s broken more than I realize. She needs her home and to start fresh.”

      “What’s going on?” Noa asks, a little more sternly, her mom voice kicking in. “What am I missing? What happened to Amani?”

      “Just promise me you’ll take care of her. It’s the only way I can let her go.”

      There’s silence on the line for a while. I’m sure Noa’s debating whether she should press me harder for details, or just hang up the phone and call Amani herself. But she agrees to my cryptic request.

      “Adam, I’ve loved her for much longer than you have. Of course I’ll take care of her. We all will.”

      “Okay,” I breathe out. “Good. Thank you.”

      I hang up the phone, knowing I sealed our fate. It hurts, but I just want Amani to breathe again. I can’t let her lose that smile. And if after everything we’ve been through, I’m not packing my bags to follow behind, I wonder if maybe we just weren’t meant to be.

      Maybe she’s the right girl, at the wrong time. Perhaps we were just here to help each other get unstuck. All I know is summer is long gone.

      It’s time to move forward.
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      All my belongings are packed and shipped, but Adam’s condo is still full. I’m surrounded by all the furniture he bought for us. My mom’s medical expenses are still gobbling up every spare penny in my bank account. I didn’t pay for the couch, coffee table, the bed, or bedroom set, so why would I take it?

      Still, Adam insists.

      “I bet Noa and Chase’s guesthouse is empty, Amani. You should let me ship everything to you,” Adam says as he leans against the kitchen island. “You said money was tight, right?”

      “You already fixed my car and had it shipped,” I grumble. More accurately, Adam paid for my car to be rebuilt. I refused to take his Porsche. He offered, but I swear he looked relieved when I declined. Then he even went as far as arranging transport for my car so I didn’t have to make the long drive back to Denver. “I don’t want to take anything else from you.”

      “You took nothing from me, Amani.”

      I study the wrinkles on his forehead that seem permanently fixed on his face. For the past month, as we arranged my move back to Denver, Adam’s face has been set in a scowl. I know it was his idea, but he’s still hurt over it. At first, I tried to ignore it. I told Adam I was fine, and I wanted to stay here in L.A. and be with him, but I felt more lost than ever.

      I was sad for the rest of February, but of course, that was expected. I was grieving. There were no major physical ramifications to the early miscarriage, but the emotional wreckage was rough. I think I was mostly angry about being strung along. What was the point? If it wasn’t meant to be, why did it drag out for so long? I made my peace when I was told I wasn’t pregnant. Why was I handed my dreams for them to be ripped away only a few days later?

      Why did I have to break Adam’s heart in the process, too? To this day, I wish I didn’t tell him. Had I kept my mouth shut, only one of us would hurt right now. What you don’t know can’t break your heart.

      Adam stayed nearby for the first two weeks after the emergency room visit, but eventually, he had to go back to work. But he was distracted and admitted more than once he was screwing things up left and right. Mr. Montgomery had a good day, and because I wasn’t feeling up for a visit, Adam only left me for a few hours. Normally, he spends all day with his dad. I shortened him precious time with his father. I was draining both of us.

      Once, I volunteered to watch Carson so Tara and Alex could go to dinner. Adam studied me like a hawk, so I went extra hard, faking my enthusiasm. But honestly, I was miserable. The first time I watched Carson back in summer of last year, I was full of hope. The second, I was full of envy. Shortly after that, I stopped getting out of bed.

      I left Denver to run from this version of me. But the old Amani was back. Up and down energy. Dark skies. Ungenuine smiles. Just begging to be left alone. Except this time, I couldn’t distract myself with doom scrolling.

      By March, my influencer business was obsolete. My once manic, obsessive need to create content and police the trolls was over. I even deleted my accounts so I wasn’t tempted to backtrack. Sometimes easy money is tempting. But I have to remember the actual cost… My sanity.

      I was officially alone with my thoughts. I fantasized about a new city. Not L.A., not home, just somewhere no one knew me so I didn’t have to try to be myself. I could be anyone…

      I could be sad.

      The next time Adam brought up Denver, it wasn’t a gentle nudge. He asked me if I was happy. I told him the truth…no, not even close. He asked me what I wanted. I wasn’t sure. Then, he asked me what I needed. That answer was easiest… I needed home. Of course he knew all along and was waiting for me to come to the same conclusion. Once I said the word, he hopped into action and made all the arrangements for me. I didn’t have to lift a finger. He took care of me the way he had since day one.

      We talked, and we planned, but now that it’s time to go, I’m wondering what the hell I’m doing. Why am I walking away from what should’ve been my happily ever after?

      “Are you going to be okay?” I ask, pressing my hands against Adam’s chest. He’s wearing such a thin black T-shirt, I can feel his scarce chest hair. He wraps his arms around me and breathes me in.

      “I’m going to miss how you smell,” he says.

      I smile against his pec. “I actually left you my shampoo.”

      He chuckles. “Thank you. It won’t be quite the same, though.”

      I melt into his hug, trying to savor it. The smell of his light cologne, which he swears he doesn’t wear. I’m not convinced. Soap and deodorant don’t smell this good. Adam only tries to pretend he’s not fancy. “Can I ask you a question?” I murmur.

      “Of course,” he says before planting his lips on the top of my head. Yet another thing I’ll miss.

      “You still love me?” I ask.

      “So much.”

      “Then why are you letting me go? Why aren’t you fighting for me?”

      “Oh, summer girl,” he says in a somber tone. “I would, baby, but it’s not my fight.”

      “What?”

      “Come here,” he says, taking my hand and guiding me to the couch. He sits and pats the cushion next to me. I take a seat and he pivots, ensuring I’m looking into his eyes. “I’m not supporting all this because I want to. Amani, I want to lock you in a box and keep you forever. I want to fill all the gaps, keep you safe, keep you mine. But I’ve learned that’s the fastest way to break someone. It’s what my dad did to my mom.”

      “What do you mean?” I run my hand over his athletic pants, enjoying the cool, slick feeling under my palm.

      “My mom and I have been talking.”

      “I know.”

      “She never tried to justify why she left, but she explained. Her life was so wrapped up in taking care of my dad and his career, then Alex, and then me. Motherhood was so much of a distraction that she wasn’t taking care of herself. She didn’t have the time and space to think about what she needed. Her entire life was wrapped up in our identities. She described it as waking up every day and performing for the world. Put on a smile, only feel what’s convenient for others, only say what everyone wants to hear. I imagine that’s what your life has been like.”

      I nod along. It’s like he’s reading my narrative. Although, Holly’s story is a bit more admirable. She got lost trying to keep her family happy. I got lost in pleasing the internet—which is an impossible task. I was always doomed to fail.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way, okay?” Adam cringes as he looks at me, asking for permission to continue.

      “Okay.”

      “I wish the pregnancy had gone to term. I’ll forever wish we were going to be parents together. But at least now, you won’t get lost in a baby. And I don’t want you to get lost in me, either. I want you to find your happiness, Amani. Then maybe one day, you’ll come back to me. But right now, you need to go home and heal, and I need to give you the space to do that.”

      I will not ask Adam to come with me. I already know his answer, and while I understand, I don’t want to hear the rejection.

      “Well, thank you for loving me enough to let me go.”

      “Thank you for loving me enough to admit you need to go.”

      I push against his shoulder playfully. “I guess after today, you’re a free agent. Single and ready to mingle.” I’m trying to joke, but the words make me sick. Adam and I agreed it was best not to be together without actually being together. Long distance is a lot of painful longing that would probably lead to the same result, especially when I wasn’t sure what my next moves were. All I should focus on is getting help and feeling better. It made sense in my mind…just not in my heart.

      “Just because I’m not with you doesn’t mean I won’t be thinking about you. I fully plan on being lonely for a long time.”

      I smirk. “Would a few nudes here and there help?”

      He laughs. “Definitely. Maybe put your piercing back in first.”

      “You got it, summer guy.” I run my hand against his hard abs. “I mean, there might be a little time for one more sexy sendoff?” It’s a half-hearted offer. Sex changed for us. Between the miscarriage and my growing depression, physical intimacy wasn’t at the forefront of either of our minds.

      He flashes me a quick smile, but it’s gone as quickly as it came. “We don’t want you to miss your flight.” But I know what he’s really saying. If we’re going to let go…

      We need to let go.
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      “They changed the recipe,” I say, holding up a samosa.

      Girls’ nights used to be hosted at Addie’s piece of shit apartment, central to all of us. Noa had the big house, but that was in the suburbs, well out of our way. Quinn’s apartment was the nicest, but it was too far in the business district, so no parking. Reese’s apartment didn’t have creaky floorboards, but her apartment was tiny, and all her furniture seemed doll-sized. Before I moved, I had the second best apartment for girls’ night, but I always had too much junk. My couches, floor, countertops were always riddled with packages, products, and just unnecessary stuff. I think the clutter drove my friends crazy. So we flocked at Addie’s.

      Since I moved to L.A., Addie has fallen in love and finally lost her virginity. She now is engaged to and living with her disgustingly rich former boss. So by the end of April, our girls’ nights have been upgraded from what looked like a halfway-house to the most expensive penthouse in downtown Denver.

      I have to speak a little louder to complain about the samosa because the penthouse is so big. “Am I the only one who noticed it tastes different?” I ask my girls, looking out to the living room from the open concept kitchen.

      “They got a new chef. But I actually think it tastes better,” Reese says, joining me in the kitchen.

      “I agree,” I say.

      “So what’s the problem?” she asks, emptying her half-full glass into the sink. “What?” she asks when she sees my expression.

      “Did you just pour half your drink down the sink? Who are you?”

      Reese laughs. “A lot changes in a year, babe.”

      I’ve visited home quite a few times, but being back in Denver was like letting out a breath I’d been holding for over a year and a half. Noa graciously took me in as I take baby steps to get back on my feet. I’m not rushing into another job. My new counselor and I have identified that I’m a very goal-oriented person. Almost to a fault. It means I’m going to pour my whole heart into whatever I pursue, so I have to make careful choices about what I invest in because it becomes my world.

      These days, I’m investing in quality time with my friends and my mom. I’m pacing myself as I grow my skills in web design and development. Most importantly, I’m relearning what I like, not what gets people to like me. As per my counselor’s suggestion, I’m back on social media but not to influence or monetize. I’m taking baby steps, like training my feed with things I genuinely enjoy. My account is private, and my profile picture is of my hand with a bright purple manicure. I share a part of me, but not all of me.

      I rarely engage, but when I do, I’m a bit of a reverse troll, if you will. Every time I attempt a new recipe, or find a home decor idea I like, or even see a funny dog video, I comment with something kind and specific. Emojis aren’t enough. I leave a message that I would’ve liked to receive when I was creating content for the masses. I made my first batch of Blondies and went back and thanked the creator for a phenomenal recipe. It was easy to follow and foolproof. And make no mistake, I am a fool in the kitchen. But cooking has been therapeutic. It’s a simple way to create and share love. Only half of the recipes I attempt end up edible. But anytime I have a winner, my girls are my taste testers.

      I proudly brought my tray of Blondies to girls’ night, and they were a hit. So much so, Addie’s fiancé and Quinn’s new giant-sized football beau annihilated the tray before any of the girls could grab seconds.

      The funny thing is I feel like I know myself better now than when I was supposedly on top of the world. I’m broke and technically without a career. I’m a rookie at my new endeavors, and I’m still sad over my missed chance at motherhood. But I’m being patient with myself. I’m living life instead of just talking about it. Real life is far more mellow than the extravagance I used to post online. But in mellow…there’s peace.

      Peace is helping me heal.

      When Noa joins us in the kitchen, she squeezes my hip gently and places my phone face down on the counter in front of me. “Your phone is going off. Someone’s texting you,” she says with a wink, then helps herself to another samosa from the Styrofoam container in front of me.

      Noa’s knowing look tells me it’s Adam. She knows everything. The rest of my best friends know an abridged version of what happened in L.A. They know Adam and I had a fling and he helped pay for IVF. They don’t know how close we got or that I still wonder to this day whether it was Adam’s baby or the donor’s baby that slipped right through my fingertips.

      I wait until Reese joins Quinn and Addie back on the oversized leather sectional before I flip my phone over. Adam sent me a picture of egg rolls and his hand around a glass of wine.

      
        
          
            
              
        Adam

      

      
        Hey, it’s Friday.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Hey, it sure is.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        I’m starting a new Friday tradition to supersede yours. Egg rolls, cabernet, and Bridget Jones’s diary.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        What? That doesn’t work.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        Why not?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        It has to start with the same letter. For example: Egg rolls, Eggnog, and Ellen.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        As in the Ellen DeGeneres show?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        Yeah… The only thing I’m keeping from that is the egg rolls.

      

      

      

      

      

      I picture his crooked smile. The one I dream about often.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Fair enough.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        What are you doing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        I’m with my girls as per usual.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        That’s a good thing, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me

      

      
        Yes. Definitely. What are you up to tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Adam

      

      
        I’m actually at Elm tonight. Jess is stopping by shortly.

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh. Shit.

      Jess… As in Elm’s community manager, who was clearly crushing on Adam before we got together.

      Okay, that hurts.

      Adam and I talk about once a week, but technically we’re not together. He’s free to date whom he pleases. Maybe he’s trying to move on. Over the past month and a half, I’ve dropped a few hints about him visiting at least. Not even a nibble. Sometimes I wonder if our bond was more about a baby than anything else.

      
        
          
            
              
        Me

      

      
        Have fun! *big grin emoji*

      

      

      

      

      

      I flip my phone back over and blow out a breath. Noa’s watching me from across the room. She raises her eyebrows, her wordless question clear as day. “I’m fine,” I mouth back. As soon as I do, my phone rings and Adam’s name flashes across the screen. I step into the hallway, out of earshot of my friends, before I answer.

      “Hey,” I answer, feigning my enthusiasm.

      “I’m selling the condo.”

      “What?”

      I hear him opening and closing cabinets in the background. “I’ve known you for almost a year, Amani. You only use that emoji when you’re laying it on thick. Jess is interested in buying the condo, so she’s coming by for a walk-through. I know what you’re thinking, and I’m not dating anyone.”

      “I wasn’t thinking that.” I clear my throat, giving myself away. After slipping into the nearest room, I shut the door behind me.

      “Sure, you weren’t.”

      “Okay, I was. But you’re allowed to date, Adam. We said we wanted to focus on our own things for a while, right?”

      “Are you dating?”

      I chuckle. “No, I’m cooking.”

      He returns a laugh. “Really? For who?”

      I smile against the phone. “For me, I guess.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear that. Keep doing things for you.”

      “I’m attempting my first Mississippi Mud Roast in a few days. I’m sure it won’t hold a candle to your mom’s, but it’s worth a try.”

      I suck in my lips, debating if I should say what’s actually on my mind.

      “Well, why don’t you hop on a flight and you can come over for dinner?” I ask.

      “Amani, I want to see you…but not if I can’t…” He’s having trouble finishing his sentence. “I just have a lot of work right now. Maybe sometime soon, though.” It’s a weak excuse, but it’s enough for me to understand where his heart is.

      “Okay.”

      The door handle turns, and Addie’s fiancé, Joel, barrels in, looking as surprised to see me as I am to see him. He pulls off his glasses and rubs his eyes.

      “Adam, I have to go,” I say before hanging up and sliding my phone into my back jean pocket.

      “Sorry,” Joel says, “I didn’t mean to interrupt your call, but I didn’t expect anyone to be in here.” I raise one eyebrow and he clarifies by pointing to a desk behind me I didn’t notice before. “This is my home office.”

      “Oh, shit. I didn’t realize. I was just looking for a quiet place to take a call. Sorry,” I mumble, trying to shuffle by him.

      “Oh hey, wait.” He holds up both of his hands, trying to stop me. “While you’re here, may I run something by you?” He gestures to a couch in the corner of the room. I take a seat, wiggling my ass to make a comfortable indent in the stiff leather seat cushion. I hope he’s not trying to pick my brain about wedding plans. He came to the wrong best friend. If he’s concerned about the bridal shower or bachelorette party, Quinn or Noa are more inclined for event coordination.

      “What’s up, Joel?” I ask as he sits down next to me.

      “You used to be a pretty big influencer, right?”

      I lean backward onto the couch. “Used to, but not anymore.”

      “One of my businesses needs some support, and I think you might be a good fit. Adler mentioned you were between jobs.”

      “I’m dabbling in web design,” I say, cringing. And by dabbling, I mostly mean tinkering around in Adobe Photoshop for a couple of hours a day. I’m not even close to getting a business in motion. Honestly, I need to start job hunting, but I don’t like where this conversation is going. “Joel, I’m not interested in going back to the influencer space. I can’t help you with partnerships there. My big accounts are gone anyway, and I have no intentions of building new ones. It took a terrible toll on me, and I can’t go back to that kind of work.”

      He smiles. “Music to my ears. See, I have a company called Rychess Media. It’s mostly app development, but their focus is ethical design. Most social media apps are built to be addictive. They take a different approach. We finally got enough traction to fund a nonprofit division that the CEO, Roland, really wants to run with.”

      Now my interest is piqued. “What kind of nonprofit?”

      “A mentorship program for adolescents struggling with social media addiction and depression. The statistics for that age are scary right now. Attempted suicide rates and crime rates have skyrocketed. Roland has teenage daughters and feels personally compelled to help in any way he can. He has this vision for implementing mentorship and counseling programs in middle school, high schools, and even colleges.”

      I nod firmly. “Joel, that’s really cool. I think it’s a great idea.”

      “On paper,” he grumbles. “But Roland is in his late forties. And I’m not on social media. We do not know how to build a mentorship program that catches the attention of kids. We brought in a few consultants, but the last influencer we talked to pitched us a concept called, Fit in with Filters.”

      “Catchy name,” I scoff.

      “Wildly counterproductive to what we’re trying to do.”

      “I’d say.”

      “But your story…from what I hear anyway—”

      Interrupting him with a grumble, I roll my eyes. “No need for charades. Addie told you everything, didn’t she?”

      He rubs the back of his head and looks up, seeming to search his brain for an excuse. “I don’t want to get her in trouble.”

      I laugh. “The minute Addie said yes to marrying you, you were officially adopted into our little circle. Safe space.”

      He exhales in relief. “Okay, good. Well, she said you were wildly successful as an influencer but saw the ugly side of social media and it nearly broke you. I don’t know what motivated you to walk away, but I think you should talk about what you went through because there are a lot of young women and men struggling. I feel you’d know what to say.”

      Would I? I’m still recovering. I got myself through the past couple of years by fixating on a baby, but when that didn’t work, I had to strip everything bare and get to know myself again. I’m still a work in progress, but in a great way. I know I’m getting closer to the best version of myself. It’s just this time, I don’t have the numbers to prove it. I have no followers, I’m running out of money, I’m going to be twenty-nine soon, and I’m starting over. But in the ways that matter most, I know I’m getting better.

      It’s just impossible to measure that.

      Although, maybe that’s the point?…

      “Stop counting,” I say to Joel.

      “What?”

      “A slogan idea for your campaign. You know, we assign value to a human being based on nonsensical metrics. An influencer with millions of followers is valued more in society than a surgeon. How do you make sense of that? Someone who can make you money is more revered than someone who can save your life. We’re teaching kids right now to assign self-worth based on numbers of likes and followers. That leads to adults who continue to put their self-worth into numbers, like money.”

      Joel holds up his finger. “Do you mind if I record this for notes?” He fishes out his phone, opens a recording app, then sets the phone on the table. “Okay, keep going.”

      “I understand the appeal. Numbers are easy to analyze, and we want easy. People love to make quick, brash judgments because it’s more convenient to hate someone based on a twenty-second reel than actually taking the time to understand them. We take out our shit on other people, especially when hiding behind a keyboard, because there are no consequences. Anger, toxicity, cheating, and trolling are all so easy. But being a good person is hard work. Allowing yourself to be vulnerable is scary. Accepting help and offering it in return is the only way to make genuine connections that last. Money doesn’t buy happiness, just distractions. Love is the only currency that matters in this world. Everything else is noise. These are all the tough life lessons that none of us make time for because we’re still so focused on the numbers. If we can’t measure it, what’s the point? We’re so desperately trying to prove our superiority to each other, but for what? What do you actually win with more followers?”

      “More lucrative partnership opportunities, I suppose,” Joel answers.

      “Fair point. So tell me this, how much is Addie worth to you?”

      “Everything,” Joel answers firmly.

      “Give me a number.”

      He shakes his head at me, running his hand through his dark hair. “You know I can’t do that. Adler is my whole heart. She’s worth my life. Actually, more than my life.”

      “Then why are we trying to quantify our existence? We should just live and measure ourselves based on the quality of our relationships and how close to happiness we’re getting. You can’t measure that stuff in numbers. So stop counting.”

      “I really like that,” Joel says before hitting the stop record button on his phone. “Roland and I can get behind a concept like that. When can you start? And what do you think is a fair starting salary for a VP of a nonprofit division?”

      “VP?” I ask, squinting at him like he’s crazy. “My only business experience is operating my influencer business. And that was really just setting a price sheet and staying on top of taxes. Don’t you want to interview me first, to see if I’m a good fit?”

      Joel taps his phone. “That was your interview. I need Roland’s sign off, but especially after the ‘Fit in with Filters’ debacle, this idea is going to blow him away. He’ll want to meet you in person, though. Can you be in New York next week? We’ll cover travel costs, of course.”

      I hold up my hand, staring into Joel’s wide, enthusiastic eyes. “New York? So you’re offering me the job?”

      “That too, but I’m offering you an opportunity to do some good. This is a really important topic right now, Amani. We need more people talking about it. I think you could really make a difference. Just shake some hands, share your story. If it’s not a good fit, walk away. No harm, no foul. Normally, I’m a numbers guy. Returns and profit margin are my preferred language, but I think you’re right. For this, we need to stop counting.”

      My smile feels big. A flicker of hope returns at the idea of purpose. It was the same hope I had when Adam offered to have a baby with me. A way to matter and feed good things into this world.

      It’s not a baby…but a fresh start nonetheless.

      “I can be in New York next week.”

      There’s a squeal behind the door, then clapping. I laugh as Addie cracks the door and pokes her head through. “Told you,” she says to Joel. “I knew this would be perfect.”

      “Ah, so this was your brainchild,” I say as Addie joins us on the couch, wedging herself between me and the armrest. There’s hardly enough room on this side, so she’s half sitting on my lap.

      “It was this, or Quinn was going to give you a boring website job at her uppity company.”

      “Excuse me,” Quinn says, standing in the doorway. Her arms are crossed and she’s tapping her foot. “My company is not uppity.”

      I smirk at her. I’ve visited her at Sabin Tech many times. “It’s a little uppity, Quinny.”

      She rolls her eyes. “So you said yes?” Quinn asks.

      I look at Joel and shrug one shoulder. “I think I did.”

      “Fine,” Quinn huffs out. “But my job would’ve involved sushi lunches with me each week, and I bet my offer was double what he’s offering. I would’ve been a way better boss.”

      “Are you my boss now?” I ask Joel.

      He rises. “Technically, your boss’s boss. But you get to work from home, and I can certainly send you sushi on Fridays, no uppity office necessary.”

      “Sorry. Joel wins,” I say to Quinn.

      “It’s fine,” she replies. “As long as we get to keep you. The job is in Denver, right?”

      Joel faces me. “Amani, the job will certainly involve travel, but otherwise, you can work from wherever you call home.”

      “Then, yes,” I say, looking at Quinn beaming at me. “The job’s in Denver.”
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      “Are you sure you’re not too tired to drive?” I ask Noa who tries to hide her yawn. She flips on the turn signal, taking our familiar path back home. It’s a forty-minute drive from Addie’s penthouse back to her estate with Chase. 

      “I’m fine.” She pats my knee. “Maybe a conversation to keep me up though.”

      I’d offer to drive but I had two glasses of celebration champagne about fifteen minutes ago. I’m still feeling a little warm and fuzzy.

      “What do you want to talk about?” I ask, turning down the music.

      She glances at me quickly, like she’s trying to gauge my mood. “What did Adam call about?”

      “Oh, nothing. He’s just selling his condo. The place I was living for the past eight months or so.”

      “Is that a good thing or bad?”

      I stare out the window, watching the cars zip by on the other side of the highway. “Good, I think. It’s full of memories he probably doesn’t want to keep.”

      Memories of me and the baby.

      Noa lets out a heavy sigh. “I guarantee you that’s not true. I didn’t tell you but a couple months ago, he called me…about you.”

      I snap my gaze to the side of Noa’s face. “About what?”

      “It was right after you guys went to the ER. He was so worried. He said you needed us more than you needed him. Adam made me promise when you got home I’d take care of you.”

      And Noa did. When I first moved home, she hovered. We ate every meal together and she cooked all my favorite Hawaiian dishes. She made me Huli Huli chicken and rice at least three times a week. She mothered me the way my own mother didn’t have the strength to. We watched movies and painted each other’s nails. We had sleepovers in the guesthouse. I know she was scared to leave me. I hate that I did that to her. It’s why I never wanted people to see me sad. It consumes them.

      “Well, that was sweet of him,” I murmur, thinking about Adam alone with Jess in the condo. She really is a pretty girl, and sweet and bubbly…and probably not battling depression. Adam deserves someone who can lift him up, not someone he has to worry about all the time.

      “Amani, he loves you. What’s keeping you apart?”

      “Noa, you know I would rather not dwell on it.”

      She changes lanes, dutifully checking her blind spot first. “I understand, but you said you’d keep me awake and now I want the juicy details.”

      I scoff. “Since when are you a gossip?”

      She chuckles. “Fair point. But you’re doing better. I see it in your eyes and the way you genuinely laugh and smile at girls’ nights. You’re going to counseling and working on healing. You’re breathing again. I love to see it. I promised myself that’s all that matters—that you’re okay—but I can’t lie, I have questions. I was actually pretty hurt…”

      “About what?” I ask, my voice small. “What questions?”

      “Why you left us and didn’t tell anyone what you were going through. And now, why you left Adam and keep acting like it’s over. That kind of love is never over.”

      I inhale, taking in a huge waft of Noa’s pineapple air freshener which is fastened to the vent. “I was scared,” I exhale out. “It was like going to sleep, then waking up and losing your entire identity. I’d worked so hard as an influencer and one day I just kept asking what the point was. Like an existential crisis I couldn’t shake off. I guess I went to L.A. looking for the old me. The old Amani would’ve loved Los Angeles. She’s the fun girl, the strong girl, the adventurous girl. She’s the one that belongs with our group.”

      “Did you find her?” Noa asks. “The old you?”

      I shake my head. “No. But I think I found the real me. And she is still very lost.”

      “Me too,” Noa says.

      “What?”

      “I know you thought motherhood would help solidify your purpose, but I’m a mom. I’m still lost most days, too. I wake up some days and I’m sad. Even now that Chase and I are together, it doesn’t mean everything is perfect. Sometimes the day feels heavy and I fake smiles, too. You were never alone in that.”

      “I’m sorry. I had no idea.” I tilt my head to the side, studying her profile. “I thought you were living out your happily ever after.”

      “I am, but I don’t think happily ever afters are permanent. The curtain doesn’t close and life is bliss until you die. You have to work at it. Happiness grows with you. It changes as you change. And it can never be constant. How can you appreciate happiness if you don’t know sadness? The point is, we love you for you, Amani. All your broken pieces and all the sad days. You don’t have to hide any version of yourself. And you never needed a baby to have a family. We’re right here. No one is requiring the best version of you. We’ll love you through every single rough patch.”

      I could wipe away the tears before they fall, but I owe Noa this at least. My vulnerability. I cry in front of her so she knows I’m being real. It’s my silent promise that I won’t hide away again. I’ll trust my family to love me through the lows. And I’ll find a way to love myself through the lows, too. 

      “Thank you,” I whisper, lightly squeezing her elbow. “I love you.”

      “I love you too, Mani.”

      “Hey, Noa?”

      “Yeah?” She glances in my direction again and lingers as long as she can before her eyes snap back to the road.

      “That speech was really good. Eloquent, even.”

      She smiles. “Thank you.”

      “How long have you been rehearsing that?”

      She exhales with a small chuckle. “Two months and three days, lady. I was just waiting for the right moment.”
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      I may have made a mistake.

      Amani didn’t believe me a year ago when I said Jess and I were only friends. I thought she was being adorably jealous. But now… I see it. Jess is most definitely hitting on me.

      Her blouse is practically see-through, and she is most definitely not wearing a bra. I keep my eyes fixed forward as I take her through the condo.

      “You already know the value of this place, and we’re friends, so I’m going to be blatant about the maintenance that needs to be done.”

      Jess touches the side of my arm and I try not to flinch. “That’s really nice of you. Thank you, Adam. You’re a good guy.”

      “Of course. Anything for a friend.” I subtly remind her why we’re here. She’s not doing anything wrong. She’s fully aware Amani moved back to Denver, and I’m no longer in a relationship.

      “The patio door needs new weather stripping.” I point at the glass doors, then to the window next to it. “There are two slats broken on those blinds and the same thing in the bedroom. Sorry, my nephew is mischievous with blinds.”

      “It’s really not a problem.” She smiles shyly as she tucks a few strands of blond behind her ear. “Everything is fine out here, but I’d love to see the master bedroom.”

      Real subtle.

      “Okay, come on.” I make sure I stay two steps in front of her, just out of reach. Opening the bedroom door, I flick on the light and the memories hit me like a wave. Amani isn’t here, but I still see her on the bed in the fetal position, looking like she’d never smile again. I’m haunted by all the damn memories of this place. First of Liv, now of Amani. It’s why I’m finally selling it. No good comes out of this condo.

      “The closet is a good size. It’s through the bathroom.” I point to the bathroom door, suggesting that Jess go explore alone. She takes the cue and heads into the bathroom.

      The scent of citrus cleaning products is still prevalent. Lola texted me two days ago to tell me the place was spotless and staged, ready for walk-throughs. She even told me she was able to get the blood stain out of the mattress. I didn’t ask her to do that. Lola is just that thorough. Curiosity getting the best of me, I peel back the comforter and sheets on the side of the bed Amani used to sleep on.

      Nothing. The mattress is perfectly clean. No evidence. It’s like the miscarriage never happened.

      That’s almost worse. I know it didn’t last, but it was something. Amani and I had something.

      “The closet is huge. I’ll have enough room and more,” Jess says, joining me in the bedroom.

      “I thought you were using this as an investment property?”

      “That was the initial plan. Then I started thinking how nice it’d be to live so close to work.”

      “Yeah, that’s a good—” I stop when I see what she’s holding. “Where’d you find that?” I ask, staring at the stuffed pickle in her hand. She squeezes it, and the pickle lets out a low wail.

      “It was sitting on the windowsill in the closet.” Crossing the room, Jess joins me on the bed before handing me the pickle. “Must be your nephew’s…or your dog’s?”

      “I don’t have a dog,” I mumble, staring at the pickle. All the pain I’ve been shoving down rises to the service. “It’s a baby toy.” Did Amani forget this or purposely leave this? Our whole baby arrangement stemmed from this pickle. Was she wanting to leave the memories behind, or did she want me to have this as a reminder?

      All our moments flash through my mind, one by one. The first time I met her at Chase’s birthday party. The time I witnessed her meltdown in the Elm Community parking lot. Our first kiss. The first time I saw her piercings. The way she moans when she’s coming. How she touches my cheek when she has something important to say. The time she met my parents and they fell in love with her as quickly as I did. How we had sex at sunset on the beach in my car, and I kept thinking it felt like we were caught in a movie. The very moment Amani told me she was pregnant. The look in her bright green eyes, decorated with her light freckles.

      Those fucking freckles. I see them every time I close my eyes. And right now, I desperately need to see them. But when I shut my eyes, I feel a pair of lips on mine.

      I rip away so fast, I nearly fall off the bed.

      Jess covers her mouth with both hands, looking shocked. “I am so sorry. I thought that was an invitation.” She leaps up, trying to give me some space. “Shit, Adam. I misread it. I didn’t mean to attack you like that.”

      I shake my head. “You didn’t attack me. Jess, it’s fine.”

      “No, it’s not. I’m sorry. You’ve always been so nice to me, and you’re obviously very attractive.” She groans and mumbles something under her breath that sounds like, stupid girl.

      “Jess, it’s not you.”

      “I didn’t think you’d invite me over for a showing on a Friday night unless you were interested. I thought it was an excuse to see me.” She gestures to her sheer blouse and skin-tight skirt. “That’s why I dressed like this. And then you offered me a glass of wine. Actually, now that I’m spelling this out, I’m confused.” She laughs to herself. “Was this a date?”

      I press my hands against my thighs. “No. It didn’t even occur to me. I’m sorry. The timing didn’t cross my mind. I didn’t have plans tonight, so I was free to swing by the condo. And as for the wine…”

      She plants her hand on her hips. “Yeah, explain that one, buddy,” she says with sassy flair.

      I look at the pickle in my hand and force out a breath. “I lost two babies in this room. It’s kind of hard to be here. It’s why I want to get rid of this place. The wine was just to take the edge off. I already had the bottle open, and it seemed rude not to offer you a glass.”

      Jess presses her palm against her forehead. “Well, now I feel like such a jackass.”

      “Don’t,” I say. “No way you could’ve known. I haven’t exactly been forthcoming about it.”

      “Was it Amani? You said two babies. She miscarried twice, or it was twins? Is she okay?”

      I shake my head. “Amani had one very early miscarriage. That’s why she moved back to Denver. She needed time. The other was metaphorical. I used to live here with my ex-wife. We were going to start a family.” I point to the window on the far side of the bedroom. “She was standing right there, eight months pregnant, when she told me the baby wasn’t mine.”

      Jess sits back down on the bed, leaving ample space between us. “Which is bothering you more right now?”

      “Both,” I say honestly. “I let them both down…in different ways.” I pass the pickle back and forth between my hands.

      “How so? It sounds like your ex-wife let you down.”

      “Not her. The baby. Or now, kid. Her name is Summer. I should’ve been there for her, but I wanted to punish her mom. Can I tell you something a little messed up?”

      Jess pretends to zip her lips and throw away the key. “Your secret is safe.”

      “I feel like I fucked up and Amani paid the price. She tried so hard. I watched her get so sick during IVF, but she never complained. She didn’t drink, she watched her diet, she took her vitamins and did light exercise. Her body was perfectly equipped to carry a baby. The miscarriage shouldn’t have happened. It was me…my fault. Karmic retribution. When my wife told me she cheated on me and the baby wasn’t mine, a better man would’ve at least seen the pregnancy through. I basically divorced her on the spot and never spoke to her again. She delivered all alone. The guy who got her pregnant wanted nothing to do with them, either. Regardless of what Liv did, Summer deserved better from me.”

      Jess blows out a big breath. “That’s heavy.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you still in love with Amani?”

      I nod, my eyes still in my lap. “Deeply so. But she deserves a guy who isn’t stuck in his past mistakes. So I let her go.” Lifting my eyes, I show Jess a small smile. “But I’m still not ready to kiss anybody else right now.”

      “Adam, let me tell you a little story that might help. I dated a guy for two years and was head over heels in love. My best friend, who was a bit of a snoop, found out he was cheating. She showed me text message evidence and that still wasn’t enough to convince me. Eventually, I walked in on him with another woman. That got it through my thick skull. Everyone thought I’d moved on, but for almost a year, I low-key stalked his socials. I compared myself to every new girl he dated. I envied whatever he was doing. Sometimes I’d show up at places I knew he’d be at, just so I could ignore him. I was obsessed. It’s not that I wanted him back, but I couldn’t let go of the betrayal. He hurt me, but he moved on, and I was stuck.”

      I nod. “I get it. Why are you telling me this, though?”

      “Because two months ago, I invited him out for coffee.”

      “Oh, Jess.”

      She scoffs. “It’s not what you think. I looked him right in the eyes and told him he really hurt me, and I was disappointed about how things turned out between us. Then I forgave him. I told him I hoped in the future he’d respect the sanctity of relationships. And that was that. Immediately, I had my life back. I stopped checking his social media, and I focused more on my friends. I started living and taking risks.” She leans over to pat my knee. “Like trying to kiss one of the hot building residents.”

      I laugh lightly. “Fair enough. So what’s your suggestion?”

      “I think you should start by forgiving yourself. Because if you’re blaming yourself for acts of nature, then you’re stuck, Adam. Once you do that, apologize to the person you feel you let down, then let it go.”

      “That easy, huh?”

      Jess smiles and winks. “That easy.”

      “Thank you. That was very nice of you. And for the record, if my heart wasn’t taken, I would’ve absolutely asked you to stay for a second glass of wine tonight.”

      Her face grows serious, and she leans a little closer. For a moment, it seems like she misunderstood my message. I thought I was pretty clear about my lingering feelings for Amani.

      “Adam, your rejection hurts,” Jess says, with a completely straight face. I grimace, feeling wildly uncomfortable. “But I’ll forgive you if you give me a serious discount on this condo.”

      Rolling my eyes, I breathe out in relief. “All right, let’s go talk money, Jess.”
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      There’s only one open parking lot near the pier in Long Beach. I park uncomfortably close to a large suburban, having no choice but to risk a door ding. There are scarier things than a scratch on my Lamborghini…

      Like facing Liv.

      About two minutes into my walk down the pier toward the cluster of restaurants, I debate turning around. Pulling off my sunglasses, I let the afternoon sun nearly blind me before I force myself to move my feet, focusing on weaving through the crowd. I need to hurry because Bluebird closes in six minutes.

      The restaurant is easy to spot with a giant bluebird precariously mounted right above the door. I stop to gawk. Surely, that can’t be safe. A giant metal bird impaling you with its beak would be a terrible way to go. I proceed anyway. With a healthy level of caution. I pull gently on the door handle, but it’s already locked.

      What the hell? I check my watch. It’s one fifty-four in the afternoon. Bluebird doesn’t close until two o’clock.

      This was a crazy idea. I didn’t even call first. I was just going off a hunch and Mona’s information months ago. There’s a good chance Liv doesn’t even manage this place anymore. There’s so much turnover in the restaurant industry, and usually the launch manager doesn’t stay on board too long past grand opening.

      Yeah, this is crazy. I’m relieved to step out from under the menacing-looking death bird, but once I turn my back, I hear a heavy latch unlock.

      “Sorry about that, sir. I locked up a few minutes early. We’re closed for dine-ins, but the kitchen is still fulfilling pick-up orders, if you want to place an order to-go.”

      I recognize her modulated tone. Liv always had the tenor of a flight attendant, perfect for customer service and the restaurant industry.

      I turn around and Liv drops the paper menu in her hand. It rides the breeze and collides into my shin. The shocked expression on her face is more than surprise…it’s fear.

      “Adam,” she says, keeping her voice steady, although she’s shaking. “I really need this job, and the owner doesn’t tolerate drama from the staff. He’ll fire a manager without hesitation. Whatever you have to say, say it, but please don’t make a scene.”

      “Liv, never once did I raise my voice at you. Not even when you ripped our marriage apart. I’m not about to start now.”

      Her eyes drop to her pink, closed toe wedges poking through her long, black dress pants. “Okay, I deserved that.”

      I pick up the menu and hand it to her, closing the space between us. “I’m also not here to berate you. But I would like to talk.”

      She looks over her shoulder into the restaurant, her nerves apparent.

      “If it’s an issue, I can order something. Or if you’re that uncomfortable, I’ll go.”

      “It’s not that. I just—” She sniffles, wiping her tears with the back of her hand. “It’s like seeing a ghost. I never thought I’d lay eyes on you again.” She looks me up and down. “You look good.”

      “So do you.”

      “Hey, are you guys open?” a shrill voice from behind me asks. I don’t turn around.

      “No, I’m sorry,” Liv says, looking over my shoulder. “We’re just locking up.”

      “Dammit,” the woman grumbles. “This one’s closed too,” she shouts to I’m assuming her friends. “Let’s just get smoothies.”

      “Come in, Adam,” Liv says, pushing the door open and holding it for me. She points to a booth toward the front of the restaurant, and once I’m seated, she asks, “Do you still have a donut obsession? Our baker makes fresh jelly donuts daily, with a berry glaze.”

      “Sounds great.”

      “Milk?” she asks.

      “Please.”

      It’s empty except for a waitress sitting at a booth across the restaurant, rolling silverware into napkins and wrapping them with paper fasteners. She’s talking to another waitress, I’m assuming, but the booth backs are so high, she’s perfectly hidden. Privacy booths are the newest trend in L.A. restaurants. You can be out in public but totally unapproachable at the same time.

      Liv returns with a plate filled with donuts in one hand and a glass of milk in the other. After setting the donuts and drink on the table in front of me, she climbs into the other side of the booth.

      “You know I tried contacting you for years. Literally years. Just to apologize. You changed your number.”

      “When Chase’s career took off, it was necessary.”

      There’s an awkward lull as she stares out the glass to our right, watching the passersby on the pier. “How’s your dad doing?” Liv asks, turning her attention back to me. “I think about him a lot.”

      Liv and my dad used to be close. We were still together when my dad’s condition worsened. But when I ejected her from my life, she lost contact with him, too. I held the keys, and I locked her out of everything I could.

      “Better lately. My mom and dad reconciled. She visits and cooks for him, and I swear the more she’s around, the better he feels. It helps when we’re all together. He’s having a lot of good days lately.”

      Her lips part as her jaw drops. “Your mom is back in the picture?”

      I forgot how shocking it is for people who knew me before. But then came Amani, rounding all my sharp corners. “My mom and I talk. We’re doing well.”

      “W-wow,” Liv stammers. “I can’t believe that. That’s great. And I saw Alex in a magazine. He made some list about SoCal’s top ten best plastic surgeons—”

      “Liv,” I interrupt. “You don’t have to try so hard at small talk. My family is doing okay. I hope yours is too.”

      Planting her elbows on the counter, she rests her forehead in her palms. “Okay. How’d you know I was back in town and working here?”

      “Mona.”

      “Makes sense.” She lets out a deep exhale. “If you’re not going to rip into me, why are you here?”

      “To apologize.”

      She presses her lips together, her eyes growing big as her forehead wrinkles in surprise. “What?”

      “Liv, what you did—”

      “I know, I know,” she whispers in a plea. “I ruined everything. It was completely my fault. Adam, you were perfect, and I must’ve lost my damn mind. I look back and I can’t make sense of anything I did. I just…” She covers her face with both hands, sucking in short heaves. “I still compare every man to you, and everyone falls short. I want you to know that I’ll never forgive myself. Ever,” she says into her fingers.

      I reach over the table and pull her wet hands from her face. Squeezing her hands gently, I make sure she’s looking into my eyes. “Liv, you can forgive yourself now. Because I do. I forgive you. And I’m sorry I abandoned you when you needed me the most. Yes, you hurt me, but I wish I would’ve been more concerned with doing the right thing instead of punishing you.”

      She grips my hands so tightly, the tips of my fingers lose pigment. “What was the right thing?”

      “We may not have been able to salvage our marriage, but Summer deserved better. I should’ve been there when she was born. No woman should go through that alone. And I just needed to tell you that even though you messed up…so did I. We were both selfish in different ways. So can you forgive me, too? So I can move forward.”

      Tilting her head to the side, she scours my face. Liv drops my hands and holds the edge of the table. “Oh, I see… I take it you finally fell in love again?”

      I duck my head in a small nod. “I’ve been carrying around this burden for eight years. Guilt and anger had me shackled, and I just want to let go of it. When I say I wish you well, Liv, I mean it. We both deserve happiness.”

      She sucks in her lips and gives me a weak smile, and I understand the sad expression on her face.

      “You thought I came here to get you back, didn’t you?”

      “I hoped. You were my first true love, Adam. You’ll always have a part of my heart.” She shrugs innocently. “But what’s her name?”

      “Amani.”

      “Amani,” she repeats. “Pretty name.” Liv runs her fingers over the edge of the dark wood table. “Thank you, Adam. I don’t think you need my forgiveness, but if you’re asking, you have it. And as for Summer, you don’t need to feel guilty. We’re okay. She turned out just fine. Smart, beautiful, and she’s so kind. She tries to take care of everyone around her. It’s the kind of compassion you can’t teach. She was just born with it.”

      I lean back in the booth. “Do you have pictures? Could I see what she looks like?”

      Liv nods and slides out of the booth. I expect her to fetch her purse and pull out her phone to show me pictures, but instead, she walks across the restaurant to the waitresses. She hunches over, speaking to the person I can’t see. I’m surprised when she holds her hand out and helps a little girl wiggle out of the booth.

      Shock makes my body tense and my mouth goes dry. She’s here? I certainly didn’t expect to meet her today…or ever. But now the little girl, that should’ve been my little girl, is walking toward me. A tiny replica of Liv wearing a pretty blue sundress, with her long blond hair pulled into pigtails. In a panic, I stand and wipe my sweating palms against my pants. I’m suddenly unsure of what to say or do. This child I’ve never met has played such a pivotal role in my life for the past eight years. And I never even knew what she looked like.

      She’s beautiful.

      Once they are in front of me, Liv squats down and speaks to her daughter. “Summer, this is Mommy’s friend, Adam. He knew you really well when you were still in my tummy. He wanted to see you all grown up.”

      “Hey, Sunshine,” I breathe out, unable to stop myself. My nickname for the baby falls off my lips.

      She giggles and points to her chest. “Not Sunshine. I’m Summer.”

      “Sunshine is the nickname Adam used to call you,” Liv explains.

      “It’s really nice to meet you.” Feeling more out of place than imaginable, I hold out my hand to shake Summer’s.

      She doesn’t take it. “Do you like hugs?” she asks me in the sweetest little voice.

      I squat down so I’m eye level with her baby blues. “I love hugs.”

      My words are an invitation and she rams into me, nearly knocking me off balance. I rest my chin on her little shoulder and hug her tightly. I breathe in and out slowly, trying not to succumb to my emotions. I’m not a big crier…but I could cry right now. I tell her in a whisper, “I’m so sorry I wasn’t there.”

      “Me too,” she whispers back.

      I shoot Liv a puzzled look and she shrugs. “Lately, she says that every time someone apologizes.”

      I laugh, jostling Summer still tucked into my embrace. Leaning back, I smooth her pigtails and take a moment to appreciate her bubbly pink cheeks and big, bright eyes. “You are a very pretty little girl.”

      “Thank you,” she chirps.

      “Hey, do you happen to like donuts?”

      Her eyes grow even bigger if that’s possible, and she nods in that crazed way kids do when they are bribed with sugar. She turns her head to look at Liv. “Mommy, please?”

      Liv exhales. “Just one, okay? I’m going to close out the register. Are you guys good on your own for a moment?”

      “Yeah, definitely.” I slide deep into the booth and pat the space next to me. Summer gleefully takes a seat right next to me and I hand her a donut.

      “Jelly donuts are my favorites,” she says before munching away happily. She joyously smacks her lips, savoring her treat.

      “Mine too.” But I’m not worried about the donut. I can’t take my eyes off the little person next to me who was almost mine.

      “Mommy and I are going to the movies after this. Are you coming?”

      “No, I’m afraid not. Summer, I know we just met, but I’m going to be moving soon. So I probably won’t see you a lot. But I’m going to leave my number with your mom, and I want you to know if you ever need anything, even just a friend, you can call me, okay? I’ll answer and I’ll be there.”

      “Okay,” she says. “I’ll miss you.”

      “Really? You don’t even know me.” I grab the remaining donut and take a large bite. The tart berry glaze is nearly a religious experience.

      She shrugs nonchalantly. “I’ll still miss you.” She scrunches her nose, flashing me a toothy, jelly-stained grin.

      “You know what? I’m going to miss you too, kiddo.”
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      My knees dig into the hardwood floor as I fill my packing cubes to the brim. I don’t leave until Wednesday, two days from now, and I’ll only be in New York for a few days. I realize I’m over-preparing, but it’s from excitement. I’m looking forward to meeting Roland and learning more about Rychess Media and their nonprofit division. Truthfully, I fear I’ve over-committed, and I have a lot to learn. It’ll be hard work, but for once, it’s not work I’m dreading.

      Standing, I stretch my back, pressing my bare feet into the cool wood floors. I know when I get back, it’s time to look for a new place. As much as I enjoy living fifty yards away from Noa, I’m ready to take my own steps and start my new beginning. I have to promise myself not to fall in love with New York. I just moved home from L.A., and Quinn might actually lock me in a basement if I try to leave again.

      I head to my kitchen to fetch a drink, when I check my phone. The ringer was on silent and I missed eight calls from Adam. Panicking, I dial him immediately, fearing the worst. Mr. Montgomery comes to the forefront of my mind, then Carson.

      “There you are,” Adam says. “A little late, though. Noa already let me in the main gate.”

      “What?” My heart thumps as I race to the bay window at the front of the guest house. I have a panoramic view of the estate from this large window and can easily spot a very familiar Porsche parked in front of Chase and Noa’s house.

      Adam must spot me because the driver’s side door opens before he steps out and waves.

      “Wow,” I say, clutching my phone tighter.

      “What?” he asks, staring in my direction. “Surprised?”

      “I forgot how hot you are.”

      He holds his hand over his chest as he roars in laughter. “Can you see me from all the way over there?”

      “Barely. Why don’t you swagger on over here,” I sass.

      “As you watch from the window?”

      “Yup. And walk slowly. Really strut your stuff.”

      “Now who’s the stalker?” He pulls off his sunglasses, then ducks back into the car. He reemerges with a brown paper bag and heads in my direction. But neither of us hangs up. My heart is racing out of control, a million thoughts running through my mind as he gets closer.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Business,” he says simply.

      Sometimes I forget I live on the same premises as his best friend and only client. And Chase is home from filming now. They probably have a lot to prepare for his movie promotional obligations.

      I thought it’d be awkward when Chase got back, but turns out I think I have more in common with him than I realized. We swap war stories about social media trolls and the ugly parts of the entertainment industry. Both of us spent most of our careers vying for everyone’s approval. And now, we’re both healing from it.

      “Did you land Chase another big movie role?” I ask as Adam arrives at the walkway. Unable to contain my excitement, I rip open the front door and step onto the porch, bare feet and all.

      “Not that kind of business,” Adam says as he takes the two concrete steps in one stride. He stops two feet away from me and puts down his phone. “I had a whole speech planned, but now that I’m here, I need to do this first.”

      “Do what?”

      My head fogs over as I soak him in. His deep brown eyes look a little honey-colored in the direct sunlight. It looks like he shaved and got a fresh haircut. And goddamn, he smells so good. It takes everything in me not to reach out and run my fingertips against his baby-smooth-looking cheek.

      “Hey, summer girl, you can hang up now. I’m right here.”

      “Oh, right.” I laugh as I pull the phone from my ear, dropping it to my side. “Do what?” I ask again.

      Adam sets down the bag and wraps one hand around the back of my neck, guiding me to his lips. He secures his other arm around my back so tightly, you’d think a boa constrictor was trying to snap me in half. But I understand the urge. I could crawl into his skin and it wouldn’t be close enough.

      At first, his kiss is tender and sweet. “God, you’re so beautiful,” he whispers against my mouth. But when I part my lips, just slightly, his tongue fills me desperately. His hand drops to my ass. Then up my back. He squeezes my waist, then grips my hips, like he’s trying to touch every part of me at once. I have to peel our bodies apart when his hand slips into the waistband of my pants. I don’t trust myself not to get carried away right here on this porch.

      “I don’t think you’ve ever kissed me like that before.” I tilt my chin up to look into his eyes.

      He runs his finger against my top lip. “I don’t think I’ve ever missed you this much.”

      “Well, maybe you should miss me more.” I waggle my eyebrows and flash him a cute grin. “Because I’d like more kisses like that.”

      “No, Amani. I’m done missing you now.”

      I place my hand against his chest, feeling the silky smooth material of his polo. His heart is thumping almost as hard as mine. “Really good line, Adam.”

      He chuckles at our inside joke, then points to the door. “May I come in?” I grab the bag on the ground, then his hand and lead him inside. As soon as he closes the door behind him, he lets out a dramatic exhale. “Damn, it’s sweltering in here.”

      “Yeah, sorry. I think I’m the only one who has their heat on in April. My toes are always cold. Pop open that big window. It’ll cool down in no time.”

      “That’s okay. Keep your toes comfortable. I’ve accepted that a life with you means I’ll permanently run a little hot.”

      “So gallant,” I tease. Holding out his paper bag with the thin handles, I ask, “Did you bring me a present?”

      “Sort of. I’m returning something.”

      I peek into the bag and see the stuffed pickle I left for Adam. “What is this?”

      “I couldn’t believe you left Picolas Cage behind. He belongs in your keepsake box.”

      I stifle a laugh. “First of all, if we’re giving ridiculous names to that pickle, it is most definitely Briny Spears. Second, that’s really sweet, but my keepsake box is for items that mark an important memory.” I squeeze the stuffed pickle and it groans in a familiar low wail. “This was a silly gift from Addie. I have too many of those to fit in one box.”

      Adam holds out his hand, asking for the stuffed toy. “It’s an important memory to me. The first time I saw this pickle, I knew I loved you and that I’d do anything, and I mean crazy things, for you.”

      I smile. “Like offering to have a baby with me?”

      “Starting a family with you wasn’t crazy. What was crazy was being so afraid I couldn’t make you happy that I wanted you to hurry up and leave me. Based on my past experiences, I figured it was bound to happen anyway.”

      I’ve never seen him look so vulnerable. Adam always has a plan, and money is never an obstacle. I always thought the world was easy for him. I had no idea he was hurting as much as I was.

      “I didn’t want to leave you. But I didn’t want you to be solely responsible for my happiness. Your mom told me that facing anxiety and depression isn’t just about taking action when you’re hurting. It’s about prioritizing yourself even when things are going well.” I gesture around to the living room. “I’ve been cooking, crafting, reading—nothing scholarly, mostly just Addie’s naughty romance books. I find them far more informative.”

      Adam grins. “Good to know.”

      “We did the right thing, Adam. I needed to come home. I could heal at home.”

      “I agree,” he says, crossing the space between us. “But I should’ve been here while you were working through everything. I shouldn’t have believed that all you wanted from me was a baby. But I’m here now. I want to be where you are. So now Denver is my home.”

      “What about your dad? I thought you couldn’t leave?”

      “Alex has the arduous job of teaching my dad to use FaceTime.” He blows out a breath, chuckling. “I’ll visit and call. But my dad has a lot of love and support, and I shouldn’t have used him as an excuse because I was scared.”

      He’s come so far. I’m proud of Adam. And I’m proud of myself, too. You should be with the person who loves the best version of you and cheers on the worst. We hurt together. Now, it’s time to heal together.

      Adam reaches over my shoulder and pulls a folded note from the bag. “Now I said I was here for business. See, I think I know why our first contract didn’t work.”

      The note where Adam asked me to have a baby with him is indeed still in my keepsake box. But this one is slightly different. There are still two checkboxes, labeled yes and no. But instead of “will you have a baby with me,” there’s a different question.

      I read the note in my hand. “Will you be my forever?”

      “Definitely, but don’t steal my line,” Adam says with a mischievous grin. “That note is asking you.”

      “I was just reading it, smart-ass,” I reply playfully. “Are you sure, though?”

      He wraps his arms around me. “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t just blink and make my problems go away. I don’t know if social media caused it or just exacerbated it, but I’m going to have ups and downs for the rest of my life. Are you going to push me away when I’m sad?”

      He shakes his head somberly. “I’ll be sad when you’re sad. And it’ll frustrate me that I can’t fix it. But I won’t push you away.”

      I twist my lips, nervous to ask the most important question on my mind. “What about a baby? I can’t give that to you. After all we’ve been through, don’t you want a family?”

      “Of course I do. That’s why I’m here.” Grabbing the note from my hand, he sets it on the counter and pulls a pen out of the bag, wiggling it between his thumb and forefinger. “If you want a baby, Amani, there are other ways. And if you don’t, that’s okay too. You’re my family. You’re my forever. I am signing up for whatever version of our lives keeps us together.”

      Playing along, I check the box for yes, and sign my name. “There. You really think this is enough?”

      “Damn straight I do,” Adam says, pulling out a girlie looking rubber stamp and a pink ink pad out of the bag. “Just to be safe, we’re going to notarize it this time.”

      “Oh no,” I whine. “It was almost perfect, you big cheeseball. But this is a ladybug, not a butterfly stamp.”

      Adam scowls. “This was all the office supply store had, and I was in a hurry to get here. Quit poking holes in my big romantic gesture.”

      I laugh as I push the rubber stamp into the ink pad. A perfectly pressed ladybug outline stares back at me from the left corner of the note. “Well, that does it. I’m your problem forever now.”

      Adam grins, his smile taking over his entire face as his sweet dimples deepen. “Thank God.”

      I pop him with an open palm square on his forehead. It was barely a tap, but the smack sounds dramatic. Adam didn’t even flinch. He just stares at me like I’ve lost my mind. Eventually, he clears his throat and says, “I’m definitely open to a little light spanking, but not on the forehead.”

      I cackle, feeling full of joy, energy, and a lot of new hope. “Boomerang, baby. You let me go, and I came right back. Smacked you right in the face.”

      He laughs and kisses my forehead. “A mistake I’ll only make once. Never again, Amani. This deal is for forever.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck and burrow into his hard chest, breathing in the fancy cologne he still claims he doesn’t wear. “I love you, summer guy.”

      “I love you too, forever girl.” He pats my butt. “Now, there’s one more item in that bag.”

      Stepping out of his embrace, I peek into the brown paper bag and see a jewelry box. Oh God. Seriously? I pick up the small blue box, refusing to open it. I try to hand it to him, but he doesn’t take it.

      “Adam,” I protest, “I missed you, and I’m so happy you’re here. But we just reconciled. I haven’t seen you in almost two months. I’m wearing pajama shorts, for crying out loud. From the bottom of my heart, I want to be your wife one day. But this isn’t the right time to ask. I just—”

      “What do you think that is, Amani?”

      “An engagement ring?” I ask.

      He grimaces. “Oh, boy. Okay, yep, I get it. Square box. I can see why… Damn.” He rubs the back of his neck as he clears his throat. “Um… It’s not a ring. It’s an intimate piercing.”

      With my cheeks flushing from embarrassment, I pop open the box lid. There lies a small, albeit beautiful, little piercing with an emerald gem.

      “I saw it while I was at the store. The green reminded me of your eyes. I was being playful.”

      A little lost for words, I slide my tongue between my lips, wetting them. “What the fuck kind of office supply store were you shopping at?”

      He lets out a breathy laugh. “No, I’ve had that for a while.”

      “Well, now I’m embarrassed for assuming,” I grumble, touching my hot cheeks with the back of my hand.

      He pulls me back into his body and runs his thumb across my cheeks. “These freckles,” he murmurs. “Amani, when I propose to you, it’s going to be in a place as beautiful as you are. I’ll fly you to Paris, Bora Bora, or Milan, and treat you to the most romantic night of your life. I’m going to earn your ‘yes.’ I’m not going to casually throw a ring at you in Chase Ford’s guest house, okay?”

      I nod. “Good call. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He nuzzles the top of my head before planting a kiss. I enjoy his arms for as long as I can until a different stirring kicks up below my navel.

      “Hey, Adam?”

      “Yes, baby?”

      I wriggle the box in front of him, the little green gem clanking against the piercing. “Come on. Let’s go try it on.”
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      two years later

      I hope she’s okay.

      She’s going to be okay. Or at least I try to convince myself so. Amani’s feeling much better lately.

      Her pregnancy has been miserable, to say the least. She spent the first five months cradling the toilet. She barely started eating again when the doctor put her on bedrest after she had some spotting. That was a really fucking scary night.

      But now, she’s even back to work for Rychess Media, working happily from bed, cozy under the sheets. With my wife as comfortable as she can be, and my baby healthy and safe, I have to get some work done. I need to visit LMC Talent Agency in person because I am less than pleased with the requirements of Chase’s new offer. Dynasty Man was a major success. One movie turned into a trilogy, with cameos in all the other franchise movies.

      While it means a lot of money for Chase, his travel schedule is ridiculous. He has a two-year-old daughter, and he’s trying to expand his family with Noa. Being away for ten months out of the year is not an option. A husband should be with his wife, and apparently, I’m going to need to spell this out for his agents in person.

      With my suitcase in hand, rolling behind me, I’m almost out the door of my building when my phone rings. I assume it’s Amani, so I halt in place and scramble for my phone.

      “Hello?” I answer without checking the caller ID.

      But it’s not Amani. “Hey, Son.”

      “Dad,” I exclaim. “Hey. How are you? Wait—” Pulling the phone from my ear, I press the video button. Instantly, my dad’s face fills the screen. He’s wearing a wide grin.

      “Good morning. There you are, kid. Good to see you.”

      His face is full and round. Dad has put on nearly twenty pounds since I left California two years ago. All thanks to Mom’s peanut butter and lemon meringue pies.

      “You look like you’re headed somewhere,” he says.

      “Actually, I’m headed your way. I’m in Denver right now. I have some business in California, though. Maybe I can swing by Piermont after my meetings tonight?”

      Dad’s been doing so well lately that Mom, Alex, and I have been debating moving him out of Piermont and into a house with Mom. It’s more convenient, especially because Mom visits him every day. Even on the bad days. It doesn’t matter if he remembers her or knows where they are in the timeline in their relationship, she faithfully visits him every day.

      “Ah, no,” he says, waving me off. “Don’t dawdle for me. You need to hurry back home and take care of your pregnant wife. How is she feeling these days?”

      I sigh, knowing he’s talking about Liv. I just play along because I’m not breaking the news to him about his condition over the phone. Let him have a few moments of peace. I’m sure Mom and Alex will be by soon. I don’t want to upset him over a call.

      “She’s good, but she’s on bedrest.” I lean against the nearest wall in the building lobby.

      “Any cravings?” Dad asks with a smile.

      “Nothing as of late, but last month it was restaurant ranch dressing.” I cackle, remembering the time Amani asked me to swing by Wingstop and pick up her favorite ranch. She made herself a bowl of white rice and poured the ranch dressing on top. After wolfing it down, she called it gourmet.

      Lately, however, she’s trying to only eat organic. She’s read one too many articles about pregnancy nutrition affecting the baby’s brain growth.

      “Your mom craved nacho cheese with you. The slimy stuff that congeals when it’s at room temperature.” He widens his eyes and shakes his head. “Every day for months. Tortilla chips, nacho cheese, and pickled jalapeno peppers. Yet she wondered why her heartburn was so bad.”

      Laughing lightly, I say, “Luckily, no heartburn for us, yet. We still have two months to go, though.”

      “Ah,” Dad says, setting the phone down, propping it up on something I can’t see. Now his face is at an angle. “When is Amani due?”

      I choke on my small gasp. “What?” I ask in shock.

      “Amani,” Dad repeats. “When’s her due date?”

      There’s no way. There’s no fucking way. “Who told you about Amani?”

      Dad peers at me through the phone like he’s worried about my sanity. “You did. Adam, what’s wrong with you? Amani is your wife. She’s pregnant with your baby.”

      IVF worked on the first round when we used donor eggs. We briefly talked about surrogacy, but in the end, Amani wanted to carry our child.

      “I did? I told you? So none of the staff, not Mom or Alex mentioned Amani to you this morning?”

      Dad shakes his head. His eyes lift as he turns his lips down, looking confused and sad. “Did I upset you?”

      “No,” I emphasize. “No, not at all. Dad, this is huge. Can you just do me a favor and describe Amani to me?”

      Right now, I wonder if Dad is getting the names mixed up. I’ve told him so many times about Amani, but it’s usually after I have to explain how Liv and I ended. I still have to catch him up on his good days, and it’s always heartbreaking. But this… This is a fresh memory he formed on his own. A contradiction to everything the doctors have been telling us is possible.

      “She’s mid-height, maybe five-foot-five. Red hair. Green eyes… Light freckles.”

      Running my free hand over my face, I exhale a scant breath. “Yeah, Dad. That’s right. That’s Amani. You remembered.”

      He chuckles. “Why would I forget my daughter-in-law?”

      I could ask what he remembers about Liv, or what age he thinks I am, but I don’t want to ruin this moment. It’s not perfect, and I’m sure his memories are hazy, but it’s a little step forward.

      No, fuck it.

      A big step. No, a huge step. I’m going to allow myself to hope.

      “Hey, Dad?”

      “Yeah, Son?”

      “If you ever feel up to traveling, Amani and I have a big condo in downtown Denver. There’s plenty of room for you and Mom to visit when the baby gets here. My door is always open for you.”

      “Oh, Son. Really? I’d love that. Your mom would love that.”

      “Okay, sounds good. Well, why don’t you get your day started, and I’m going to go check on my wife. We can call you together this afternoon.”

      At first, Dad nods, then he scrunches his face in confusion. “Wait, I thought you had a flight to catch?”

      “You know what? I’m suddenly unmotivated to work. I just want to be with my family right now.”

      Dad gives me a knowing smile. “Always a good call, Son.”
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amani

      Oh no.

      The front door just unlocked and there is very little time to hide the evidence.

      What the hell? He was just on the way to the airport.

      Adam bursts through the bedroom door barely a moment after I have time to stash my loot under his pillow. I sit up in bed and try to wipe the chocolate evidence from my face.

      “Hey, baby, you will not believe this. I just talked to my dad and he—” Adam stops and studies me. “Why do you look so flushed? Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. Totally fine,” I squeak. I give him a sheepish smile as I fold my hands together. “What are you doing? Or… I mean, why are you here?”

      He scours the room, a puzzled expression on his face. “You’re acting guilty…or caught.”

      “No.” My inflection doesn’t help as I singsong the word, ending on a high note.

      Adam looks down at the ground. “What’s going on?” he asks softly.

      Oh, my poor guy. Adam’s not a jealous man, nor is he controlling. But he still carries the trauma of having his heart broken by a pregnant woman. I think I’m only a few weeks behind where Liv was when his marriage fell apart. It’s natural for him to be a little paranoid.

      I love this man. It’s my job to protect his heart, too. So I pull out the king-sized KitKat bar from underneath his pillow to show him he has nothing to worry about.

      “Caught,” I say with a cheeky smile, holding up the candy bar.

      Adam laughs hard. Maybe because it’s funny or perhaps out of relief.

      “Didn’t you say you were only eating healthy and organic for the rest of the pregnancy?” he asks with a smirk.

      “Yeah, I said that,” I say with a scoff. “That’s why I waited until you left to break into my stash.”

      “Stash?” Adam raises his brows.

      Setting the candy bar down on Adam’s pillow, I run my hands over the swell of my tummy. I’m only three bites into my KitKat, but my daughter is in there, doing the electric slide. She loves sugar. Probably because I deprive the poor girl.

      “Hey, your baby is up and would love your attention.”

      Adam smiles and rubs his hands together, warming them up. Anticipating his next move, I pull my shirt up, revealing my swollen belly. I used to be embarrassed by the stretch marks forming below my belly button. I’m carrying low, and my skin is becoming worse for wear. But every night, Adam kisses my marks before rubbing lotion on them. He thanks me every day for putting my body through hell to take such good care of his baby.

      It’s funny. He used to wish the baby would end up with my freckles. But now, I hope my baby ends up with his deep dimples. I thought using donor eggs would make me feel a little alienated from my child, but I haven’t missed a beat. She’s mine. We’re connected in every single way that matters most.

      My sweet little miracle hope baby.

      With great effort, I scoot to the center of the bed, allowing Adam to slide in next to me. He kicks off his shoes and peels back the thick comforter before crawling into bed. Then he places his warm hand flat on my stomach. The baby kicks for him immediately.

      “Whoa, easy there, baby,” Adam says to my stomach. “You’re going to bust right out of your mama.” He rubs my belly sweetly, trying to trace the baby’s outline. “What do you think this is? Elbow or knee?” he asks as he presses against the firm hump just below my belly button.

      “That’s most definitely her butt.”

      He laughs. “Really? She’s still so little.” He kisses my cheek, lingering as he breathes me in. “She has a lot of growing to do before we can meet her.”

      “You’re going to miss your flight, babe.”

      He groans as he wraps his arm around me. “I’m not going.”

      “What? I thought you were going to rip LMC a new one. What the hell?”

      Dropping his jaw, he feigns offense. “Do you want me to go?”

      I cringe. “Kinda…”

      “What?” he squawks.

      “I want to unhinge my jaw and shove the entire KitKat down in one bite. And it will not be cute, so I need you to leave.”

      He chuckles. “Where’s your stash, baby? What else do you have in there?”

      “Dove bars, maybe a Snickers bar. There’s a log of Starburst all pink in there, too. It’s in my nightstand drawer.”

      Adam leans over and pulls open the drawer, exposing all my sweet treasures. “And here I never open this drawer because I thought it’s where you stored your vibrators.”

      “Ha. Well, now you know.”

      Adam opens the log of Starburst. He unwraps a single pink taffy square before popping it in his mouth.

      “Seriously, babe, don’t you have to work?”

      “I’ll figure it out,” he says, wrapping his arm around my shoulder and pulling me tightly against his side. “Right now, this is more important.”

      “What? Wasting a day in bed with me?”

      He kisses my forehead, then hunches over to kiss my belly. “It’s never a day wasted when I spend it with my girls.”

      Here it is…

      I waited so long. I was so patient. And I had to go through emotional and physical hell. But here it finally is. My happily ever after.

      I look at my husband and flash him a mischievous smile. “Great line, Adam.”
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