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YOU EVER WOKEN up with the feeling that you were going to have a really shitty day? When everything goes wrong from the moment you open your eyes? You look out the window and the weather is crappy, and your grams forgot to wash your favorite pair of underwear, and instead of her making your favorite pancakes for breakfast, she’s out globe-trotting with her lover and you’re stuck eating old people cereal- the crappy flakes with no taste- that you can’t even make edible with sugar because you stopped buying it after her doctor suggested she use Splenda instead, and she’s never even here to not use the sugar she’s supposed to be avoiding . . . and you forgot to go grocery shopping to get cereal that’s actually worth eating?

Splenda sucks. It’s sugar’s ugly cousin.

I choke down the last spoonful of tasteless crap, and my stomach is still growling. The fridge is stocked with bacon and sausage, but it’s all frozen. At times like this, I question my bachelorhood and think it’d be really cool to have a girlfriend who could cook when my Grams decides to go all single twenty-year-old. That thought doesn’t last long though. It shrivels up and dies as my phone vibrates. It’s my sort-of-ex Hillary, the blond bombshell. I call her that because she’s hot and explodes all over the place, and she’s a sort-of ex because she acts like an ex, but we were never really together.

Why? Well, aside from the fact that having a girlfriend is like renting a house when you can live in a whole lot of hotels for free, Hillary pretended to be normal—like all girls do—then turned out to be bat-shit crazy—like all the girls who get on this ride are. That is exactly why I don’t do girlfriends. My track record is embarrassing.

My first g-girlfriend—I can’t even say the word without shuddering—was in middle school. Cassandra Beyers was a cute little redhead who was the first girl in our class to need a training bra, and I wanted to be the first guy to learn to take one off. I was successful and grinning from ear to ear after she let me touch what was then the Holy Grail, but afterward, for some reason, she thought I was her boyfriend and that she could tell me all her secrets. One of those secrets was that she liked to sniff her armpits.

Like, who the hell likes to sniff their armpits? I broke up with her the next day. It really wasn’t a breakup since we were never really together, but she slashed the tires on my bike, years before girls were supposed to go psycho on dudes. I had a woman before her time.

In high school, I was smart and made sure to date as many girls as possible, so my next girlfriend wasn’t until after high school. I met Shawna right after I graduated and before I enlisted in the army. Shawna was great. She was a singer, cute, didn’t want to smell any weird body parts, and had an amazing ass. But for some reason, she was intent on having a fucking kid. I hadn’t known her for more than four months before she wanted me to have a baby with her. I wasn’t even nineteen yet. After I caught her poking holes in my condoms, I got the hell out of Dodge!

Which brings us to Hillary. The moment I saw her, I knew I wanted to do her. She was one of the sexiest women I’d ever seen. She was like a potty-mouthed Kick Your Ass Barbie. I met her through my best friend Chris’s wife. We were at dinner, and Chris’s fiancée was giving his wife, Lauren, a bunch of shit. How Chris has a wife and fiancée is a whole other story, but anyway, Hillary practically attacked the fiancée, Jenna, over giving Hillary’s best friend, Lauren, shit. The way Hillary flew over the dinner table after throwing a pitcher of water in Jenna’s face, who really is a bitch who deserved it, I thought I was in love. Nah, just kidding.

I knew I was in lust though.

That night, Hillary was screaming my name louder than she’d been screaming at Jenna at dinner. It was the best sex I’d ever had, wild and passionate. She was like a fuckin’ porn star, and she got it! That I didn’t want anything serious. Well, she claimed to get it, until she didn’t. She started to want to go out all the time—which is fine, I’m always down for a good time—but then she started to get crazy jealous, which was not a good time at all. I wanted to cut her loose, but she’s my best friend’s wife’s best friend, and I didn’t want things to get ugly.

So I kind of kept sleeping with her because the sex was phenomenal.

Then she sort of started to act as though we were a couple, which was not supposed to happen. We were just supposed to be having a lot of fun. Hillary lives in Chicago, and I won’t lie, being with her there was a breath of fresh air from stale Madison, Michigan. I was going back and forth because Chris and I are opening a car restoration shop in Chicago, and it was kind of cool to have someone on speed dial there who got that sometimes good sex is just good sex. Well, until she started not to get it.

I’ve lived a lot of places. My dad was a sergeant in the army, so Mom and I followed him to so many different states: Arizona, New Mexico, Ohio, New Jersey, California, Ohio and even spent a little while in Paris. But Michigan always felt like home. For one, it was where my grams lived and was always kind of our home base, and two, it was the only place that I had real friends growing up. It’s funny how a decision like where you live can change your whole life. If my dad had chosen to live anywhere other than on Pine Circle, who knows who I could have become or how I would have turned out. But since he did choose Pine Circle, it was pretty easy for me and my next-door neighbors to become best friends.

I met Chris first. If there was a picture in the dictionary of an all-American family, it was Chris’s. He was like my generation’s version of Leave It to Beaver. He was a cute kid for a boy, I guess. A lot of girls liked him, almost as many as liked me . . . but we were complete opposites. He was nice, and not in the fake way most kids acted when adults were around. He was nice all the time. He followed the rules and did his homework and chores without having to get screamed at. He didn’t even swear much.

I don’t know if I believe in God after all the things I’ve seen while on tour, but if there is one, I believe he gives kids who don’t have siblings amazing best friends, because if I hadn’t had Chris as a best friend, who knows what all trouble I’d have landed in. He’s like the conscience that never shut up.

My phone rings again. This time, it’s a woman’s name I don’t cringe at seeing.

“Ms. Red!” I answer.

“Hi, Aidan, how are you?” she asks.

Her good mood is contagious, and I smile. Ms. Red is Chris’s mom and has been a surrogate mother to me since my own mom checked out after my dad died. She is one of the sweetest people I know, but she’s has had her fair share of shit dropped on her, including cancer and her husband being the biggest dick ever.

“I’m good. How about you?” I ask, hoping her happiness is genuine.

“I’m doing pretty well. Are you back from Chicago?”

I hear grease popping in the background, and my mouth waters. I glance at my phone and see it’s almost eight thirty, which is way past breakfast time at the Scotts’ house. They’re up with the roosters, literally. One of the only families I know that still runs a successful farm.

“I am, I got back last night,” I tell her.

“Great, I was wondering if you’ve eaten yet? Your grandmother mentioned you might need some breakfast since she was going to be gone for a while.” She laughs.

“Hell yeah!” I say, too excited. Not only is Ms. Red an awesome person, but she’s a freakin’ amazing cook. “I mean, yes, I’m starving.”

“Great, I’ll be done in about ten minutes if you want to head over.”

“Cool, I’ll be there in five!”
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BEFORE I’M EVEN up the steps, I can practically taste Ms. Red’s famous homemade biscuits, rice, and gravy. If I’m lucky, she’s made sausage.

“Aidan!”

I steady my balance, ready for my favorite little person in the world to jump on me. She runs down the steps, her blond pigtails bouncing all over the place, and I brace myself as she jumps into my arms.

“What’s up, Willa bear?” I ask, lifting her over my shoulders.

“Guess what?” she asks sneakily.

“Let’s see . . . you’ve grown a tail?”

She smacks her lips. “No! I got A-plus on my spelling test,” she says with all the excitement of an eight-year-old on a sugar rush.

I set her down and give her a high five. “That’s awesome!” I take her hand as I walk up to the door, but she jumps in front of me with her hand held out.

“Remember what you said?” She laughs, her eyes twinkling, and I push the thought of her mother out of my head.

I let out an exaggerated sigh and pull the ten bucks I promised her out of my back pocket. “You’re breaking me kid,” I say with fake irritation.

She snatches it out of my hand and runs into the house. I follow her inside.

“Aidan, it’s so good to see you,” Ms. Red says, ushering me over to the sink after giving me a quick hug.

“You called me right on time. I’m starving.” After I finish washing my hands, I sit down at the table.

She sets a plate of rice, gravy biscuits, and score, sausage in front of me.

“Jackpot.” I rub my hands together before digging in.

She lightly swats my shoulder before frowning at me. I sigh and bow my head to say a quick grace, then I can stuff my face. I watch her pour me a glass of lemonade, and I notice no one else is eating.

“We all ate earlier. You know us.” She smiles with a quick shrug before sitting across from me. “So tell me, how is my little one?” She rests her chin in her hand as she watches me devour my food.

I swallow a spoonful of rice before rinsing my mouth with orange juice. “Chris or Caylen?” I joke, and she lets out a small laugh. “The big one is pretty much going crazy since Lauren just hit the six-month mark and he’s going to have three women in the house soon. Caylen is keeping him busy too.”

I reflect on the couple of days I spent with her son’s family. After visiting that household, I realize how calm my life is, which says a lot. My life is far from calm, but having a wife, a little girl, and twins on the way makes my friend’s life a circus.

“I can’t wait until I get there. I’m going next week to stay with them until Lauren has the babies.” She beams.

“I’m going to take care of Daddy and do all the cooking,” Willa sings, popping up beside me like a silent ninja.

“She is. I’ve showed her how to make eggs and oatmeal, and tomorrow she learns how to make my famous French toast.” Ms. Red winks at me.

“When the babies get here, me and Dad are going to help take care of the babies too,” Willa explains happily.

I smile widely at her, even though it still weirds me out to hear her call him Dad. He is her dad, through unfortunate circumstances, but after everything, fate or destiny has a funny sense of humor. A little person who almost destroyed their family has become such a permanent fixture in all of our lives. It’s as if she’s always been around even though she pretty much fell from the sky into our lives. Kind of like a bomb dropped, she was meant to destroy everything, but instead she fixed it . . . I can’t help but wonder sometimes if Ms. Red is a saint. I couldn’t have dealt with accepting and loving my spouse’s illegitimate child as my own, but if it works for them, it’s not for me to judge. I don’t think Ms. Red has loved anything in the world as much as she loves Willa, and that makes me admire her even more.

“Sweetheart, I have some towels in the dryer that should be stopping soon. Can you fold them up for me how you did last time?” she asks Willa, who nods happily before running out of the room. “So how are things with Hillary? I hear that you two are getting pretty serious?”

I instantly lose my appetite. Good thing I’ve already eaten most of what’s on my plate.

“Uh oh,” she says hesitantly.

I lay my head flat on the table. If Ms. Red thinks things are getting pretty serious, it’s because either Hillary told her we’re getting serious or Lauren told her we’re getting serious because she heard it from Hillary. Either way, that’s bad, bad, bad.

“I don’t know why everyone keeps thinking that.” I clear my throat, and she gives me a disbelieving look.

“What’s that face for?” she asks cautiously.

I lean back and stretch my legs. Ms. Red has always been like a mother to me and seems as though she could give some good advice. “Okay, things got really intense really, really fast . . .” I’m trying to sum up Hillary’s and my relationship in the best way possible.

She nods, seemingly understanding.

“I don’t know if the whole Chris and Lauren thing is getting to her, but she wants to move waaay faster than I want to move.” I shrug.

“When you say fast, what do you mean?” she asks.

I sigh. “She’s talking about moving in together, and when I went and visited her, she took me to this jewelry store supposedly to get earrings for herself, but we spent an awful lot of time at the ring section. It was more than awkward and completely weirded me out . . .”

Ms. Red nods thoughtfully.

“We’ve only been dating for, like, a year, and it wasn’t ever supposed to be exclusive,” I tell her, and she doesn’t look sympathetic but almost amused. “Well, it’s really been like a few months since we live in different states and don’t see each other all the time,” I say a little sheepishly.

“Do you love her?” Ms. Red asks, and I rub the back of my head.

“I’ve never really been in love. I’ve been in lust, a lot, with tons of women. I’ve liked girls, and I’m really in lust with Hillary to be honest. She’s cool, always willing to try things . . .” I chuckle.

“When you’re in love, you’ll know it,” Ms. Redd says, giving my hand a squeeze with a reassuring smile.

“I don’t know if I would.” I chuckle. “Most of the girls I’ve dated haven’t complimented me on being in touch with my feminine side.”

She shakes her head. “Love isn’t a feminine emotion. I understand why you’re afraid, but love, it trumps hate, anger, even un-forgiveness,” she says the last part quietly. A moment of awkwardness slips in, but if anyone can say that, it’s definitely her. She lets out a quick breath and flashes me a bright smile. “Love can be the single greatest thing that’s ever happened to you.”

I nod, my phone vibrates, and I pull it out and see that Hillary’s calling again. Is that a sign, or just a sign of crazy?

“I actually asked you here for a hidden agenda,” she says reluctantly.

I feel my eyebrow arch. Ms. Red has a hidden agenda? That’s actually funny.

“Do you need me to kick somebody’s ass?” I ask, and she laughs. Please be your husband’s, please be your husband’s. “I mean, do you need me to kick someone’s butt?”

She shakes her head. “No, nothing like that.” She sighs.

Shit, no such luck. I can tell by her demeanor change that she’s about to say something serious.

“Umm, I talked to Lisa this morning,” she says quietly, and her eyes narrow on me.

I slump back in my chair and let out my breath. I didn’t expect to hear Lisa’s name come out of her mouth, but then again, I would have never expected her to be raising Lisa’s daughter. I never expected Lisa would drop her kid off on their doorstep like an unwanted package. I can feel myself getting really pissed off. Ms. Red must be able to tell because she wrings her hands nervously together, so I shake my head to calm it.

“She’s calls every so often . . . to check on things . . .” she explains. I can tell she’s uncomfortable even mentioning her, at least to me. “I’m really worried about her, Aidan.”

I clear my throat. Wow. After everything Lisa did to this woman, she’s worried about her. “You really are a saint, Ms. Red,” I mutter in disbelief.

She shakes her head.

“She’s not someone you should be worried about. She obviously doesn’t worry about anyone or anything else,” I say, hearing the bitterness in my tone.

“She was your friend. Your best friend,” she says pleadingly.

“She was Chris’s best friend,” I correct her. I notice I’m pouting like a kid, and she frowns at me.

“I tried to talk to Chris about this . . .”

I can imagine how that went.

“If Lauren didn’t have two human beings in her . . .” she continues.

I roll my eyes, feeling disgusted. “I don’t know why you’re worried about her. She’s only ever worried about herself. She isn’t even worried about her own daughter.”

“I care because she’s Willa’s mother.”

“If you can call her that,” I mutter. “What’s the emergency? San Diego isn’t sunny enough for her? Brett didn’t get her the perfect gift for her birthday?”

“She’s hurting.”

The tone of Ms. Red’s voice makes my heart skip a beat. It’s funny how you can write a person off after they do so much crap and hurt so many people, but a small part of you still manages to care.

“And if anyone knows what hurting sounds like, it’s me,” she continues, her eyes locking on mine.

I nod guiltily. If anyone deserves to hate and refuse to forgive Lisa, it’s Ms. Red, but somehow she’s managed to.

“When she called me, she sounded terrible. Not in an obvious way; in a way only a person who has been there can recognize,” she continues. “I tried to call her mother, but that didn’t go so well.”

I roll my eyes. The only mother worse than no mother would be Lisa’s mother. We used to bond over that fact. She had Evie as a mom, and I didn’t have one at all most of the time.

“I know that . . . I appreciate that you’re so angry with her for me,” she tries to explain. “But if something happened to her, you and Chris would really regret not doing anything.”

I let out a long sigh. She’s right. Lisa’s like the stain you get on a shirt that you keep wearing because it was your favorite and the stain happened on one of the best nights of your life. “You think she’s really in trouble? What did she say?”

“She called and asked about Willa, then she just started crying, and when I asked her what was wrong, she said nothing and started to apologize for what she did. She said that she screws up everyone around her . . . and that it’d all be fixed soon.”

I roll my eyes. “Lisa’s too selfish to kill herself.”

“She sounded really drunk or high off of something maybe,” she says worriedly.

I think of the last time I talked to Lisa, how she pretty much told me she was shirking motherhood and escaping to California. I wanted to throw up.

When we were younger, Lisa and I were friends because of our best friend, Chris. We tolerated each other because of him, but somewhere along the line, we became close. She was one of the only girls who could put me in my place, who I could hang out with without any pressure or a hidden agenda. She was smart, funny, and could hold her own with the guys. And in some ways, we were alike. Chris was always the good kid, the Boy Scout with the perfect parents and perfect home. Lisa and I were kind of the outsiders, the kids no one expected to be much. We had it a lot harder than most.

When I found out what she had done with Chris’s dad, and how she hid a whole person from us for all those years, I couldn’t believe it. Still I stuck by her. I went off on her of course, but I didn’t abandon her. I would have never left her. So for her to abandon her daughter without a thought disgusted me. Even after she told me she was leaving to go to California, I hoped she’d change her mind. I knew if she went through with it, that would be it. I’d never be able to look at her the same way. She’d lose me the way she’d lost everyone else, so when she called me and told me she’d made it to California and she left Willa with the Scotts—who Willa had never even met—to find herself in California, I was done.

I told her to never call me again, and that she was a selfish bitch who deserved to be alone the rest of her life.

It’s been almost seven months since that call. Someone I used to talk to every day became someone I pretended didn’t exist for seven months. I guess humans are so resilient that someone essential to your life can so easily be wiped out of it.

“I don’t know where she is. I haven’t spoken to her since a few days after she left,” I tell Ms. Red.

“This is the address.” She slides a piece of paper toward me.

I look at her curiously. How the hell did she get Lisa’s address?

“She called me from this hotel. Last I checked, which was an hour ago, she’s still checked in,” she explains. “There’s a flight that leaves at four today I could book for you . . .”

I chuckle, and she smiles sympathetically. My phone buzzes again. It’s a text from Hillary saying she’s on her way to see me, complete with an angry face and a bunch of expletives. I throw my head back in frustration, then I text her back and tell her not to bother because I’m in California, bitch! Well, without the bitch part.
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HAVE YOU EVER done something so bad, so terrible, that the act stays with you, wraps around you, and completely stops you from moving forward?

Well, let’s just say that in my other life, I was a bad person. Terrible, actually. I’m not even exaggerating. I can say that now because I’ve changed. When you change, you can recognize the bad things about yourself. You can tick off things that you didn’t used to notice but everyone else did.

Once upon a time, I was called everything in the book. There’s no word that could be thrown at me that would make me bat an eye. Selfish, inconsiderate, and manipulative? Those were the kinder words people used to describe me. Whore, conniving, and cunt were some of the not-so-nice ones. But they were just words then. Until they weren’t just words. Until they weren’t just accusations thrown around and I couldn’t defend myself, especially when the people I cared about most used them.

That, however, is the past. It’s not who I am anymore. Then I was a girl who put herself before everyone else. Doing that came so easily. It was second nature, almost inevitable, a dreaded family trait wrapped around my mother’s DNA that manifested the moment my boobs became full-grown. I should have seen it coming—my grandmother always said that I was my mother’s spitting image. I had taken Evie’s long blond hair and emerald-green eyes, so it only made sense that other traits would creep out sooner or later.

She was born to the perfect family, but managed to avoid doing a single worthwhile thing in her life, and she made every mistake she could, except putting her bra on right. That includes marrying my father, who walked out on us when I was just two years old. She made bad decisions, but her beauty usually offered her a way out. By the time I was five, Evie had met and married my stepdad, a successful man who was kind and owned his own construction company. When he was around, our life was good. I don’t remember wanting for anything, but apparently my mom wanted for a lot, seeing as she got caught sleeping with his brother. Needless to say, my stepdad divorced her.

She became a single mom again, with a pissed off family and a high school diploma, but this time, she had the screwed-my-husband’s-brother tattoo on her reputation in our small town. No decent man would come near her, so she settled for the drunks, screw-ups, and passersby, and she adapted who she was to whichever guy she was with. Of course, that made life very interesting for me. I never knew which guy would be there when, who I was safe with, who I needed to hide from.

The older I got, the more I looked like her. Once, I overheard my favorite aunt, Danni, arguing with Evie. They didn’t do it much—usually my aunt was my mom’s cheerleader—but this argument was one for the ages. I remember the most scathing thing she said to my mom.

The worst thing that could happen to Lisa is that she turns out like you.

It was an attack on my mom, but I remember her words cutting through me. They echoed in my thoughts every time I saw my mom with a new guy, or whenever a woman would show up screaming at our house in the middle of the night, having followed her very married husband. The thought of becoming her haunted me so much that sometimes I’d wake up to panic attacks.

I wanted to prove them wrong, every guy who said I was the spitting image of her, the townspeople who believed it was only a matter of time until I became her. I wanted every single last one of them to eat their words. I worked hard to make sure they would do just that, and it all seemed to be going perfectly until I turned seventeen. I was in my senior year, headed to college after working my butt off to make sure I had enough to money to pay for it if I didn’t get enough financial aid and scholarships. I was still a virgin even, and I was a good friend. Then, well, genetics kicked in, and everything just sort of fell apart . . .

But now, I finally have a clean slate, the opportunity to start all over, and it has been scarily amazing. For the first time in my twenty-eight years of life, I’m living in a state where no one knows what I’ve done or who my mother has done what with. Here, the secrets of my past don’t haunt me or remind me of how unworthy I am everywhere I look. Now I’m not weighed down; here, I can just breathe. For the first time in my life, I feel as though the universe isn’t pitted against me; I’m not destined to fail or set on the path to make a horrible mistake. Someone up there finally gave me a break in the form of someone I didn’t treat well in the past, someone I selfishly and stupidly looked over.

Brett Steltson.

He was my blond-haired, blue-eyed dream boy, my blessing in disguise, so to speak. We met right before I made the biggest mistake of my life. A part of me thinks that if guardian angels existed, mine had sent him to me as a last-ditch attempt to keep me from wrecking my future. But I was so stupid then. I ignored the glaring warnings trying to stop me from going down a road that only led to pain and years of loneliness. I was seventeen, stuck between bad history and an unknown future, and content to listen to unfamiliar emotions instead of my brain.

Still, even then Brett saw the good in me. He didn’t see how I needed to change, the mistakes I needed to fix, or the completely catastrophic decisions so close in my future. He only saw me. Not who I really was, but someone better, which was absolutely what I needed. He saw the person I could’ve been if I hadn’t let hormones and bad decisions shape the person I would become.

He was the first boy I gave myself to, the only boy I would have shared myself with if I had been thinking straight. The guy who took me out and loved to show me off, who didn’t keep me a secret. He was a sophomore in college, nice, extremely attractive, and smart. When hundreds of beautiful girls would have gladly been his and only his, he chose me. But like an idiot, I didn’t see how special he was, how much he had to offer, and I chose an alternate route to a terrible chain of events.

Brett and I broke up right before the end of my senior year of high school. I thought I was doing the right thing, but most seventeen-year-olds don’t do the right thing, only what feels good. They convince themselves that’s the right thing.

When I bumped into Brett last year, standing in front of one of the last book stores that wasn’t named Barnes and Noble, I realized what a complete idiot I had been. It was as if the heavens had opened up their door, highlighting his bright blue eyes and smile designed for pictures. He was so excited to see me, as if he had forgotten how I had been one of the suckiest girlfriends in history during our short-lived relationship. I can’t recall a single time he ever said a bad thing about anyone. Not even the girlfriend who didn’t want to sleep with him because she was too busy screwing her best friend’s dad. Thank God he never found out about that. I’m sure everyone has their limits.

When we broke up, I’d told Brett that I wasn’t at a good place in my life to be with him, and he seemed sad and confused. But instead of being angry, which he had every right to be since I had essentially wasted almost a year of his time, he told me he still wanted to be my friend, that he’d be there if I ever needed anything. I believe he meant it, but at that point in my life, I didn’t deserve him. Sometimes I think he’ll wake up one day and realize that I still don’t, even though I’m trying my very best to be the kind of woman who deserves a man like him.

When I ran into him that day and looked into those warm blue eyes that never judged me, everything I felt came pouring out. Right there in a little café, I gave him tears and truth. I told him I hated my job as a teacher—not the kids, but the work—and that I felt like a fraud. I didn’t tell him why I felt like a fraud though. The truth was that I had only become a teacher because the married man I was in love with and had a child by was a teacher and he seemed like the only thing I could think about. I couldn’t stand another person I cared about looking at me as if I was scum.

Without hesitation, Brett invited me to come stay with him awhile. Well, not exactly with him but in a place he owned in California. Brett was doing pretty well and had just started his own real estate company. He didn’t tell me how good he was doing, but when I arrived at his four-bedroom house off the beach—which looked like something right out of HGTV—I realized he was doing extremely well.

He let me stay on the first floor free of charge, and the only thing I had to do in return was answer phones and make appointments for his prospective clients at his office. It was the easiest job I’d ever had, especially since he already had an assistant. Amazing Stephanie is what I called her at first, because not only is she smart and more organized than a Martha Stewart catalog, she’s a sweet girl who does all the hard real estate stuff while I pretty much answer phones, run errands, and watch Selling New York.

Only a few more nights after I moved to California, I kissed Brett and not in the way that I used to, with mild enthusiasm or obligation. I kissed him with an appreciation I had never felt for anyone before, and not soon afterward we made love.

Things have been great.

More than great.

Everything is perfect.

For once in my life, everything isn’t in a shamble on the brink of complete chaos. That’s why, as I stare at the two pink lines on the stick in my shaking hand, I don’t want to throw myself off a bridge.

I’m pregnant.

Two words that once destroyed me and scared me shitless actually do the opposite. They give me hope and a glimpse into a new life, an opportunity to get it right.

“Are you okay, Lisa? You’ve been in there forever,” Stephanie asks, worry in her voice.

I wrap the stick up into a paper towel and slip it in my purse. “I’m fine. I’ll be right out,” I tell her as I wash my hands. When I come out of the bathroom, she’s looking at me, her excitement apparent.

She sweeps her bangs from over her eye and smiles nervously. “Soo?”

“Yes. It’s a big fat yes,” I say, and she grabs me in a big hug.

“Shut up!” she squeals. “I’m so happy, happy for you!”

I laugh at how different this is from the last time all those years ago. Then, I lied to my best friend about the test results. Then, I was terrified and wanted to throw up. Then, it magnified the shambles my life was in. Now it’s different. I’m pregnant by a man who loves me, who I love, and things are just right.

“Brett is going to freak out!” Stephanie says.

“Freak out?” The nerves in my body start to bubble up.

She notices and waves me off. “You know what I mean. He’s going to be so excited. Oh my God, the baby is going to be so freakin’ beautiful. You might as well sign it up for Baby Gap right now.”

I roll my eyes playfully but can’t help imagining a beautiful baby boy with my bright-blond hair and Brett’s soft blue eyes and easy smile.

“You are going to be such a pretty mom,” she squeals.

Her enthusiasm is contagious, and I squeeze her hand. She’s been one of the first friends I’ve had in a long time. When I came here from Michigan, I didn’t want to judge people, since people had judged me all of my life, but I couldn’t help but think of all the clichés about everyone in California being made of plastic and only caring about the sun. And even though I’ve seen quite a few girls and guys with surgically enhanced features, I have loved everything about being here. The people are nice. Like, really nice. Everyone is so freakin’ happy all the time, and I guess why wouldn’t they be, when every day the sun is out and it’s the perfect temperature. Being miserable here is almost impossible.

I pull Stephanie into a hug, so happy to have a friend again. Even though my childhood was pretty crappy after Evie screwed up our life, I had really, really great friends. Friends who always took up for me, who were there for me when I needed them. Not a day goes by that I don’t think of them. One was Amanda, my best girl pal. We were complete opposites, but she really loved me. Then there were my two guy best friends. We had been inseparable, and I could never imagine going as long as I have without seeing them or speaking to them. Now they’re all just ghosts from another life.

“You’re happy right?” Stephanie asks cautiously, and I realize my mood has sunk from thinking of the past.

I flash her a wide smile, pushing away those memories of not so long ago . “Yeah, just a little bit nervous,” I say with a nervous chuckle, and she gives me a soft smile.

When I first moved here, Stephanie showed me all the girly spots she said Brett had no idea about, like the spas and hair salons that would make you look like an A-list celebrity on a C-list budget. She even introduced me to her group of friends, who are all beautiful, smart, successful, and scarily nice. She reminds me so much of Amanda.

I haven’t spoken to Amanda since I started college. A few months after the year that changed everything.

Amanda never knew what happened to me that year. I never wanted her to know that I became everything her sisters said I would be, so I pushed her away. It killed me to not be able to share one of the most major events in my life with my very best friend, but I knew if I did, she’d never look at me the same way. I couldn’t stand seeing that look of disappointment mixed with disgust on her face, the way I saw it on everyone else I loved and cared about.

I surveyed Stephanie, with her fiery-red hair swept up into a top-knot and her warm green eyes smiling at me. Stephanie likes me, but she doesn’t know all the terrible things I’ve done. If she did, she wouldn’t look at me the same way either. But that’s a different life and a different you, I remind myself.

“So when are you going to tell him?”

“Um, I don’t know,” I say, trying to tuck my nerves deep down into my stomach. There’s nothing like finding out you’re pregnant to make you reflect on the past you’ve been blocking out for a year.

“Oh, you have to make it romantic!” she squeals, following me back to my desk in the reception area.

“I don’t know if I should tell him yet.” I sit down in my plush chair behind my three-thousand-dollar desk. I almost passed out when Stephanie told me how much they spent decorating the place. “It’s still early. A lot can happen.” I shrug.

She frowns at me. “Don’t be such a scaredy cat. You and that little bean are going to be fine. You’re how many weeks, you think?”

I let out a deep breath. “About seven or eight, I think.” I try to keep my tone casual, but I don’t think. I know. Not necessarily the weeks, but I knew I was pregnant when my period didn’t come. My period is like clockwork, but with the absence of it came the symptoms, then the nausea came . . . just like last time.

Stephanie starts to ask another question, but thankfully the buzzer rings, letting us know a client has arrived. Luckily for me, our slow Thursday picks up and I don’t have to deal with the hundreds of questions Stephanie will have for me that I don’t have any answers to.
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THURSDAYS IN THE office are typically slow for Stephanie and me, but Brett stays busy meeting with prospective buyers and other brokers. Work keeps him out late, which isn’t good because I’ve been thinking too much and I just want to talk to him. My brain’s pulling out the absolute worst scenarios possible. It’s silly, because I know Brett will be excited about this. He’s going to be ecstatic! But I can’t shake that stupid nagging bitch called worry. She won’t let me hold on to any happy thoughts.

“Stop being so negative,” I mumble to myself as I do a once-over of the house again.

I don’t clean often—I usually don’t have to. Brett’s sort of a neat freak. He picks up clothes behind himself and me. He does the dishes and takes out the trash. Today though, I cleaned all the glass in the house, vacuumed the area rugs, and lit candles I picked up earlier from Bath and Body Works. If Brett has a fantasy, I’m sure it’s me in a French maid outfit.

Shoot, why didn’t I buy one of those? When you tell someone you’re pregnant, is it supposed to be romantic? Do you have sex?

I’m pulled from my thoughts when I hear the little electronic feminine voice saying, “Front door opened.”

He’s home.

I do a once-over in a mirror, making sure my boobs are perfectly lifted in my bombshell bra I bought from Victoria’s Secret. I didn’t want to get so dressed up he’d think I’m going to propose or something . . . not that telling someone you have their child inside you and you’re pretty much tied together for the rest of your life is any less pressure.

“Lisa?” he calls up the stairs. I meet him at our bedroom door, and a wide grin spreads across his face.“You cleaned up?”

I nod and slowly walk toward him. My heart is frantic as I jump into his arms and kiss him, long and slow. When my lips leave his, I take in his breath and lean back, looking into the blue eyes that have given me comfort and hope this year. They reminded me that life didn’t have to stop after everything I did wrong but could begin again with everything I do right.

“I’m pregnant.” The words are quick and spontaneous, kind of like me, I guess.

I had a plan to wait until the food arrived from his favorite restaurant. Then I’d give him a massage and read him the poem I wrote for him that I haven’t quite finished yet. But I can’t hold the news in any longer; I’m already holding far too many secrets from him and I feel as though if I didn’t tell him, I’d just burst.

His eyes widen and his grip tightens around my waist. A weary smile spreads across his face before he laughs. When I don’t join in, his eyes narrow on mine, and for a second, a wave of discomfort rolls through me.

Is he mad?

Is he disappointed?

Oh shit, shit, shit!

“A-are you serious?” he asks me cautiously.

After the longest second of my life, I nod. He nods too, but it’s slow and cautious, not excited how I pictured it in my head. I watch his face turn a little whiter than usual, and his grip isn’t as tight on me as it was before. I feel my heart speed up. I wiggle from his arms, and he lets me go without a fight. I expect him to look at me, into the eyes of the woman carrying his child, but instead he’s just staring at his stupid shoes. I just told him I’m pregnant, and he’s suddenly preoccupied by his stupid black loafers. I feel my anxiety surging. My chest is tighter than the waist trainer I wore once.

Calm down. Calm down. He’s in shock. People can act really weird when they’re in shock . . . but why would he be in shock? It’s not that unbelievable. We’re in a relationship, we’ve been having unprotected sex, so me being pregnant shouldn’t be that much of a surprise. I bite my lip and take a small breath, hugging myself since he sure isn’t doing it. Since I’ve been with Brett, I’ve grown as a person. I’m not the overemotional, “do first and think later” person I used to be. Brett’s taught me how to be calm and how to rationalize, but standing in front of him and not being able to read him after I just told him I’m pregnant with his baby is the biggest test of patience I’ve ever had.

He eventually looks at me with a soft smile, but it seems forced, the kind of smile you give your friend when she’s announcing that she’s marrying an asshole, or the smile you give someone who just told you they got the promotion you worked your ass off for and you’re super pissed and want to cry.

“I really wish you’d say something,” I mutter, trying to hold in the expletives that are itching to get out of me.

He opens his mouth to say something, but instead he walks past me and sits on the edge of the bed and puts his head in his hands as if I just told him I gave him herpes or something.

“I-I-maybe I’m an idiot, but a small part of me thought you’d be happy,” I say quietly, trying to hold on to the little bit of optimism I have left.

He looks up at me, and the expression on his face makes my blood go cold. It’s not one of anger or disappointment, but something far worse—it’s pity.

“I guess I assumed you were on birth control.” He’s just as quiet.

I feel a tear come to my eye, but I refuse to let it fall. “Why would you assume that?” I notice that I’m pacing, my steps hitting the ground at almost the same rhythm he’s squeezing his hands.

“Because we aren’t married. Because you’ve just gotten settled here. After you talked about how much you hated being a teacher, I guess I assumed that you didn’t want kids,” he explains almost in confusion.

I look at him, just as confused as he seems to be. These don’t sound like the words of a man who is in love with me. This isn’t the Brett who looked on me adoringly while I was in high school. Have I been reading this all wrong?

“We’re in love, I-I thought. You love me, and you’ve been there for me, and you’ve been the best thing that has ever happened to me.” My voice cracks, and his face falls. Tears are coming down my cheeks now.

He walks over to me and pulls me into a hug, but it’s not warm and definitely not passionate. “Lisa, I love you. I think you’re a wonderful woman. You’re wild and free and so full of emotion that it pours off you.”

His arms clasp my waist. I look away, embarrassed.

“I love that about you. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you, but are you saying that you’re in love with me?” he asks, his eyes boring into mine.

I open my mouth to answer him, but the words are stuck and there’s a tugging on my heart before my stomach drops. I-I am. Of course I love Brett. How could I not love someone who is so perfect and who does everything for me without expecting much in return? He brought me out of one of the darkest places of my life. We look good together, we work well together, and that’s what’s important, right? Not the feels . . .

“I don’t even know what to say to you right now,” I choke out, pushing him away. If we aren’t in love, then it’s a hell of a time for him to make that clear now.

“Don’t shut down, Lisa, talk to me,” he pleads, following me to the bathroom.

I slam the door in his face. I have so much to say and nothing to say. My vision is blurred, and my head is pounding. I slide to the floor and cry while he knocks on the door and begs me to come out.

I hate crying. It makes me feel weak. There is nothing therapeutic about it, and it takes me back to a place I came here to forget. Ironically, I’m in almost the same situation. I guess if I look on the bright side of things, Brett isn’t married, and he’s not my best friend’s dad, and at least we are in a relationship, even if it seems more like a really well-developed friends-with-benefits thing.

Brett’s the only man who would make being a fuck buddy feel like being in a full-blown relationship. I replay everything in my head since we met and realize that’s exactly what we’ve been. He’s never introduced me as his girlfriend, just his best friend . . . but we live together . . . and we have sex pretty often.

His question replays in my mind. Am I in love with him? I shake my head.

I was told by a really wise woman that love isn’t a feeling; lust is a feeling, one that’s fleeting and goes away and causes a lot of damage. I can attest to that. Lust destroyed my entire freakin’ life. So love should be what saves it. Brett saved me. How could I not love him? How can I not be in love with him? So what that I’ve never had butterflies with him? The last time I had butterflies, they got me into a whole world of trouble. When he kisses me, I don’t feel anything. But he’s a good kisser, and when we have sex, it’s good—I mean, I always cross the finish line—even if it’s not necessarily passionate. When you mature, passion isn’t important, right?

I ignore him continuing to knock on the door. His voice is pleading, but I can’t face him or talk to him right now

“Please just leave me alone.” I force the words out of my throat.

How could I have been so stupid? So wrong! How could I just see things how I wanted to and ignore reality? This is why girls need friends, real honest, in-your-face friends who call you on your shit and don’t let you live in la la land. I try to remember Stephanie’s initial reaction when I told her I was pregnant. She was excited and happy and shocked of course, but was there something I didn’t see. She didn’t say that Brett would be ecstatic; she said that he’d freak . . .

My mind drifts to her and the group of friends who have so openly welcomed me. I picture them all sitting at the stupid little sushi restaurant I’ve been to with them. Their eyes would be wide as Stephanie dramatically tells them about how her boss’s stupid friend thought they were together and got knocked up by him. She wouldn’t use those words of course. She’d feign concern for me and tell them in a solemn voice, and they’d all look on in pity, absorbing all the juicy details over California rolls and Sake, and why shouldn’t they? They aren’t my friends; they’re hers. Stephanie has real friends, ones who would have told her if she was reading too much into the actions of a genuinely nice man who wanted to save the girl whose life was out of control.

I haven’t had friends like that in a long time . . . and my friends, other than Amanda, were guys. They definitely would have seen that I was jumping into something I shouldn’t have. Too bad I don’t have any of those friends left. I pushed one away, destroyed another one’s life, and let the one person who may not have judged me believe I had outgrown her and didn’t trust her with the truth.

“Lisa, can you just talk to me?” he asks quietly.

I swallow the lump in my throat. What did I do? The same thing I always do. Screw up people’s lives! I think of the one person who’s bothered to be a real friend to me. He’s standing on the other side of the door, and giving him a baby he doesn’t want will definitely ruin his life.

“I was just shocked, Lisa. I didn’t mean to be a jerk,” he says, sincerity lacing his voice.

Brett would be an amazing father . . . but I am pretty damned sure that this is the last situation he’d ever want to have a child in. Brett is an optimist and sort of a traditionalist. Of course he’d want to have a child with his wife, not some girl who isn’t even in love with him. I stare at my stomach, which just a couple of hours ago was a source of hope and love. Now it feels like a fifty-pound burden. That’s what a baby would be—a burden to him and a disaster for me. I push off the floor and take a deep breath before opening the door. When I do, he looks at me with eyes full of sorrow. He has a smile on his face, but it’s not real.

“I’m happy. I always wanted to be a dad one day,” he stumbles over his words.

“I’m not even sure it’s yours,” I spit out.

His face immediately hardens. “What?”

“I’ve been seeing someone else.” I bite my lip, trying to maintain the hardest stare I can.

He steps away from me. It’s a small step, but I feel as if he’s moved a million miles away. He chuckles, but it’s hard and cold and sounds foreign. He shakes his head in mild disbelief, searching my expression. “You’re lying.”

“His name is . . . Jake, and he works at this bar I’ve been going to, and yeah . . .” My eyes are locked on his shoes. I hear him let out a frustrated breath, and from the corner of my eyes, I see his hands wring together.

The silence stretches for almost a millennium. I’m afraid to look at him, and when I do, I wish I saw anger. Instead, I see hurt and disappointment from the curve of his lip to the ocean-deep color of his eyes. It slices through me. I’ve seen that look before, but this time, it’s due to a lie.

“Listen, I never meant . . .”

I stop when he shakes his head before leaving the room. He doesn’t even slam the door. Shit! Why did I do that? Why the hell did I just do that?

Because you don’t know what you’re going to do.

Because you always make rash decisions.

Because you’re an idiot.

Out of every way I could have made this better, I chose to do the one thing to make things worse. What if I decide to keep the baby? If I don’t, he’ll probably still never speak to me again. Why didn’t I just keep my mouth shut?

I race out of the door, hoping he hasn’t made it out of the house yet, but he isn’t anywhere in sight. I check the rooms on the ground floor, and he’s not in any of them. I look outside and see that his car is gone. I head back upstairs, grab the phone, and call him, but it rings twice before going to voicemail.

My night continues like that, except that my calls to him go straight to voicemail now. Hours pass without a call or text from him. I’m tempted to call Stephanie, but what will I tell her? Will she even listen to me? She and Brett are friends, but would he run to her with something this personal?

These thoughts run through my head until I hear the little electronic lady’s voice announce the front door opening. I sit straight up. My thoughts are running a million miles an hour about how to fix this, how to make it right. I get up from the bed since he’s probably not going to come upstairs. Brett has never slept on the couch, but I imagine after a girl tells you she’s having a baby but it’s probably another guy’s, that’s one time you’d sleep on the couch. Even if I’m the one who deserves to sleep on the couch.

I’m heading for the door when it opens. His eyes fall on mine, and I can see that his eyes are red and sort of puffy. I can smell the alcohol on him. In college and the past year we’ve been together, he’s never had more than a shot of tequila and a few beers. Today, it seems as though he’s had the opposite.

“Are you okay?” I ask worriedly. His gaze cuts through me. “Did you drive like this?”

He lets out a bitter chuckle and clears his throat. “It’s not like you care.” His tone is foreign. He doesn’t sound like himself at all.

“Of course I care.”

“Really? That’s a shocker.” His words are angry and wobbling into each other.

I’m not used to him being like this, and I hate myself for pushing him to this point, for turning a good person into this. Tears seem to be my best friend now. “I’m so sorry, Brett.”

He scoffs at me. “No, you’re not.” His disdain for me is tangible enough to hold in my hand. “When you told me you were pregnant, it threw me off. It was just so unexpected. I wasn’t mad. To be honest, a part of me was happy.” He sits on the bed with his back toward me. “I never know how to read you. Sometimes I look at you and I see this person with all of this love to give, someone so full of warmth and passion. Being with you made me feel like one day, the wall you have up would come down and you’d let me feel a flicker of that warmth.”

I crawl over near him and wrap my arms around his neck. I expect him to push me away, but he doesn’t. He’s slack in my arms, and it’s worse than him pushing me away.

“I knew when you came here that something happened to you. The light in your eyes was so faint. Not gone but barely there. I wanted to help you get the fire back. I wanted you to see in yourself what I saw when I looked at you. Someone who’s beautiful and amazing and deserved the world,” he says.

I can hear his voice breaking, and I start to cry harder.

“When I brought you here, I promised myself I wouldn’t fall in love with you unless I saw you felt the same way, because whether you know it or not, a girl like you could break a man.” He softly cups my arms and detangles me from around his neck. He turns toward me and looks me in the eye. “You’re not in love with me, Lisa, and I need you to leave.”

His words are colder than the chill that shoots down my spine. His face is harder than I’ve ever seen.

“What?” I ask, a little confused. I knew he’d be hurt and disappointed, but I didn’t expect him to ask me to leave.

“If the baby is mine, I will do whatever I can to help you, but if it’s not, I can’t keep doing this with you. It doesn’t take a genius to see that you don’t feel about me the way you claim to, and now it’s completely clear that you didn’t even care about me as a friend. If you’ve been sleeping with some other guy who could possibly be your kid’s father, that means you’ve been sleeping with him without protection. I wish I could say that didn’t hurt me, that I expected it, but you pulled one over on me.” He laughs with tears in his eyes.

“No, I lied! I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to say. I haven’t been with anyone except you since I’ve been here. I swear to God,” I tell him frantically, but I can see in his eyes he doesn’t believe me.

“Are you kidding?” he asks with sharp irritation.

“I promise, I just didn’t know what else to say. I was angry and confused,” I say desperately.

“I don’t know how to read you! Why would you say something like that? What type of person makes up a lie like that?” he asks, completely appalled.

I’m breathing so fast now that I can see my chest heaving, but he just looks confused.

“Are you even really pregnant?” he asks.

“I am; I promise I am. I-I-I’m sorry, Brett, I’m messed up. That’s all that I can say. I don’t know why I said what I did. I’m just scared. I can’t go through another pregnancy alone. Please don’t do this,” I plead with desperation seeping from every pore in my body.

He only shakes his head. He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a paper then hands it to me. I open it and see it’s a check for three thousand dollars.

“This is for whatever you decide to do . . .”

I look at him questioningly. “You want me to get an abortion?” I ask quietly.

“That’s not really for me to decide. I don’t even know if I’m the father,” he says bitterly.

“I told you,” I cry. My chin is trembling, my entire body is.

“I need you to leave. When you have the baby, we can do a paternity test. If it’s mine, I’ll be there in every way I can,” he says quietly.

I shake my head. “I’m not going anywhere. Brett, I’m telling you the truth. Please don’t do this!”

“I need you to go. If you’ve ever really cared about me, you’ll leave!” he shouts, his face red and tears in his eyes.

I take a deep breath and nod.

He heads to the door but stops dead in his tracks. He looks back at me, confusion and frustration written all over him. “What do you mean another one?”

My skin goes cold, and I drop my head in guilt and embarrassment.

He laughs icily. “Wow, just wow.”

“I’ll be out before you wake up tomorrow,” I promise.

He only glares at me before turning and leaving the room. When he does, I crumble onto the floor.
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IT’S BEEN TWO days since Brett kicked me out of his life. Since I lost my friend/boyfriend, my apartment, and my job. It’s only fitting. How dare I presume that my life could be better, normal, without drama or conflict. I’ve obviously been cast as the villain in this screwed up story of my life, and I obviously don’t get a happy ending. To think I’m in the exact same situation I was almost ten years ago: pregnant, alone, and without a clue.

I can’t believe that I was excited about getting pregnant. How stupid was I to not be on birth control? I look at the picture of Brett and me on my cell phone, and tears cloud my eyes again. I’ve called and left him over thirty messages.

The first one was something like, “I know you’re probably worried, but don’t be, I’m fine. I’m at the hotel on Raine Street and not chopped into little pieces. I thought you’d want to know that . . .”

Then another was sort of like, “I’m really not lying about that other guy. I don’t even remember what his name was, what I said his name was. Please just talk to me about this.”

Then the last one was, “I never, ever thought you’d abandon me like this. I’m pregnant with your child, and you just throw me out? I can’t do this on my own . . . I’m just going to have the fucking abortion . . .”

That one was left in the midst of tears. The messages in between were all me telling him how sorry I am, then how angry I am at him and asking how he could do this to me, and after hanging up thinking how could I do this to myself.

I look at the bottle of Jack Daniels in my hand and think back to the days I’d down it and it would drown out all reason. In my mind, I’m on my third shot and trying to work up the courage to walk into oncoming traffic. But even in my daydreams, I’m afraid to kill myself. In real life, I’ve replaced Jack Daniels with cheap wine from the grocery store. I worked at a bar for three years after college and my alcohol tolerance skyrocketed, so it takes almost an entire bottle of wine for me to even get a buzz. But drinking is easier than facing the reality of my life. I look down at my belly and think of what’s resting there, growing inside me, and I get queasy.

There’s a knock at the door, and my heart jumps. A really big part of me wishes that it’s Brett here to save me, to apologize and tell me he didn’t mean anything he said and that he knows I’d never cheat on him and that being in love is something we can work on because life isn’t a fairy tale, it’s just hunkering down and having a good understanding of one another. I understand Brett. I thought he understood me.

But in reality, I know whoever is at the door isn’t him even though I left the address to the hotel I’m in in the voice messages I left. The last time we spoke, Brett looked at me in the way a man looks at you when he’s really done and there is absolutely nothing you can do or say to change his mind. The first man I ever loved looked at me that way, and I’ll never forget it.

There are four hard knocks again, and they make my stomach nervous. Since I’ve been here, the housekeepers’ knocks have all been light and continuous, not sharp and final.

My mind drifts back to the stalker/killer movie I fell asleep to last night. I pick up the bottle of wine and place it behind my back, if need be it will go up against an intruder’s skull. The alcohol seeping into my bloodstream makes me wonder if Brett would try to kill me. I could see that being a Lifetime movie plot, only Brett’s not married and I’m not a gold digger. I look around the room. It is a mess. Housekeeping could definitely spruce it up, but it’d be kind of weird to have them clean up while I’m in here. A chatty housekeeper would be better than a crazed Brett here to kill me though.

I roll my eyes, deciding not to have any more wine today, and make my way off the bed. I open the door wide, expecting to see a woman with one of those big carts full of fresh bed linens and smelling like Pine Sol, so my breath is stolen by the person standing in front of me.

“Aidan?” It comes out quietly and like a question, a question that doesn’t need an answer, because even in my tipsy and emotional state, I can’t mistake him.

My eyes take in all of his six-foot-three frame. He’s always towered over me, at least since we were twelve. His sky-blue eyes narrow on mine as his hands, which were in his pockets, fold across his chest. With a warming in my stomach, a tingly sensation flows through me. His hair has grown out, it’s longer, longer than I’ve ever seen it, and it’s wild but in the way most guys spend hours and money on here, but he’s Aidan and I know he just decided on a whim one day to stop cutting it and it fell perfectly into place. If I’d seen him as a stranger on the street he’d probably cause my face to flush and my body temperature to rise but he’s not just a hot guy on the street; he’s my ex best friend. Still, the sight of someone familiar, someone who used to care about me, makes me want to hug him and thank God he’s here, but the hard scowl on his face keeps me from doing that. I’m frozen in place as I replay the last words he said to me when I called him after I arrived in California.

Cold. Hearted. Bitch.

I remind myself that he thinks I’m scum and couldn’t care less about me anymore, which makes me wonder why he’s here. How did he even find me? My defenses rise, and I cross my arms and summon all the anger I felt toward him when he basically told me to go to hell. I remind myself that he judged me and wrote me off over one mistake—okay, a really big mistake. But after he cut me off, I didn’t have anyone. I lost all of my support system in less than a week, and he knew that. How dare he stand here with a holier-than-thou, pissed-to-shit look on his face?

“What are you doing here?” I ask, anger radiating from my voice.

He rolls his eyes and pushes past me, letting out a sound somewhere between annoyed and relieved. I watch him look around the room as if he never kicked me out of his life.

“Hello! What the hell are you doing here?” I ask, confused, impatient, and starting to feel the wine a little more than usual.

“You don’t look dead or like you’ve killed anyone.”

The irritated sarcasm that used to really annoy me is apparent in his voice. He’s not even facing me.

“What are you talking about?” I ask, grabbing his arm to stop him from stalking around my hotel room.

He snatches it from me and looks at me with a look in his eye that makes me almost shiver. If he were anyone else, I’d step back, intimidated, but I know Aidan too well for that. If I were a guy, it’d be totally different—he’s done two tours in Iraq and used to be a Golden Gloves boxing champ, so I know he could literally destroy me—but since I’m not, the only blows he’ll give me are his arrogant, judgmental stares. In all honesty, I’d prefer a punch.

Once upon a time, we were kindred spirits, the two screw-ups, and it really sucks that I’ve screwed up so badly that even Aidan looks at me as if I’m shit. His demeanor goes from cold to concerned as his eyes sweep over me.

“You look like shit.” His voice loses a few degrees of anger.

I haven’t showered in about two days. My hair and face is an oily, sticky mess, and I probably smell like the burritos and wine I’ve binged on for the past few days.

“So do you,” I retort, but it’s obviously a lie.

He looks even better than the last time I saw him. He has a five o’clock shadow, and it gives him more of a rugged, mature look than he has bare-faced. His lips are pressed tightly together, revealing the two large dimples on each side of his face. Those dimples used to convince girls in high school he was the all-American boy, innocent and charming when he was anything but.

He chuckles at me in disbelief. He’s always been arrogant, and I realize how disgusting my own mouth tastes.

“Ms. Red thought you might have been in trouble,” he answers pointedly, and my heart drops.

I vaguely remember calling her the night after Brett kicked me out. I’d been drinking the really good bottle of wine I’d swiped from Brett’s house. Even in my alcohol-induced state, I knew calling her was a bad idea, but now I realize how pathetic Aidan must think I am for calling her to throw myself a pity party.

My cheeks are on fire. I squeeze my eyes shut and rub my temples. Shit, what did I tell her? I glue my eyes to my feet and try to think how to get myself out of this. “I-I didn’t mean to inconvenience anyone.”

“Well, that’s exactly what you did. Why did you call and do that to her after everything . . . don’t you think she’s had enough bullshit from you?” His voice feels like shards of glass ripping at my skin.

“It was really stupid, and I’m sorry,” I shout, and he shakes his head.

“Aren’t you ever tired of being sorry?” he asks irately.

I open my mouth to scream at him, to tell him that he’s a fucking asshole for coming all the way here just to bitch me out and I just can’t deal with him now, but instead of obscenities streaming from my mouth, a strangled shriek comes from it. I can no longer see Aidan because my eyes are blurry with tears. I want to wipe them away, but I don’t want to get a clear picture of him seeing me cry. Instead, I head to the bathroom and slam the door behind me.
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LISA IS THE only person who can make me feel like a complete jerk with just a glance. I’ve had plenty of women come in and out of my life: one-night stands that I admit I wasn’t exactly a gentleman with, girls I dated who would scream at me and tell me I was a complete asshole, and even Hillary says I’m the biggest jerk she’s ever met, which I highly doubt since she practically held me hostage in the ring section of the jewelry store. But Lisa always had a knack for knowing exactly what to say or do to get to me. It could come from years and years of us being friends or . . . what’s that word for girls who are friends but kind of hate each other? Shit, frenemies. That’s probably a better word for us. We were each other’s sparring partners. I think it came down to us being too much alike. My grams used to say iron sharpens iron, and we were cut from the same cloth.

Lisa was the one to call me on my shit, and I’d call her on hers. We’d both throw insults at each other, but it was mostly in good fun. Or boredom. Mostly boredom and annoyance. When we got really mad at each other—usually over stupid things—we both knew what to say to dent the other’s feelings. But if it came down to it, we’d have each other’s back. I’ve never questioned if she’d be there if I really needed her, and when she revealed one of her deepest, darkest secrets, something that she knew would tear my other best friend’s world apart, she knew that as much as we fought, I’d help her figure it out. If there was any way for us to get through what she did, I’d try to help us all pull through it.

When the bomb did explode, I was there for her. Even though I couldn’t understand how she could sleep with her best friend’s dad, I stuck by her, and when she revealed she had been pregnant and had a secret child with him, I knew our three musketeer act of her, Chris, and me would be over and she’d need me. Just because she didn’t have anyone else really.

Chris had grown up in the perfect home with a great mom and dad and lots of friends. Teachers loved him, guys wanted to be his friend, and girls wanted to be his girlfriend.

For Lisa and me, it was different. Lisa had no clue where her dad was, her mother might as well have been invisible, and her grandparents had been cut off from her. My mom’s mind had left before she did, my dad had checked out after his stint in the marines, and his best friend was Jim Beam. My grandmother stepped in as much as she could, so if it wasn’t for her, I don’t know where I’d be . . . but Lisa didn’t even have that one person to depend on. So in a way, we were kindred spirits. Even though I was pissed at her for what she had done, I knew without a doubt if the shoe was on the other foot, she’d be there for me. I wouldn’t have left her side, no matter how mad Chris was, but then she told me that she was ditching her kid and moving to California to find herself.

After that, I couldn’t do it anymore.

I was done.

I finally realized how fucking selfish she was and probably always would be, because who does that? Who just drops off a kid on a dad they’ve never known? No decent person could abandon their kid like that. I told myself that the Lisa I had known died that day.

Even on the plane ride here after deciding to come, I told myself I’d just see if she was alive and not in danger or anything and I’d leave right after. I’d see if California girls were really better than girls everywhere else.

When I saw her, all my anger and bitterness swelled up, circling around like a tornado . . . until I noticed how puffy her eyes were, how the light in them had dimmed. I knew that something wasn’t right, and my anger blew out like a windstorm was in the room with us. Lisa has been a lot of things and gone through a lot of crap, but she’s never looked this terrible. Whatever happened to put her in a funk like this had to be bad.

That’s why I’ve been sitting here, waiting for her to come out of the bathroom. It’s been about an hour, because a whole episode of Law and Order has come and gone. I can’t believe she started crying. That really caught me off guard. Lisa’s never cried over anything I’ve said to her. When I told her that she was a selfish bitch and to pretty much erase me from her life, she shot back that she didn’t need me in her life and I was a self-righteous dick. I half-expect her to scream from behind the door at me to get the hell out and that she doesn’t need any of our pity and maybe even throw a bucket of water at me . . . well, that’s more Hillary’s style than Lisa’s. But I don’t expect to hear whimpering when I put my ear to the door.

Ms. Red’s words play in my head. She’s hurting.

“What’d you get yourself into now, Leese?” I mutter. I take the phone out of my pocket and see a text from Chris’s wife Lauren, the other half of Ms. Red’s save-Lisa coalition.

How are things going? Find her?

I text back, “Really fucking bad . . .” but I erase it. Women make the Iraqi desert look like a day at Chuck E. Cheese.

Yeah. I’m handling it.

I approach the door again. This time I hear water running. I’m assuming she’s in the shower or running a bath or something. Thank God, because she looked like hell.

The room looks like a disaster zone. She has three huge open suitcases, and it looks as though everything in them has been tossed around the room. A bunch of food wrappers overflow the garbage can. I rummage through the can and see three empty wine bottles. Lisa’s never been a wine-drinking kind of girl. I spot a big unopened bottle of Jack Daniels. It’s really weird that she’d be drinking wine when she has a bottle of perfectly good alcohol available, especially if she’s in such a drinking mood.

My phone vibrates again. It’s another text from Lauren.

It may help to be a good listener more than a bad talker.

I get another text that says.

Well said

Then I realize that Lauren, Ms. Red, and I are in a group chat.

Not my idea of a threesome.

I let out a deep breath before cleaning up the room. I was a complete slob until I joined the army—that knocks the sloppiness right out of you. In less than a half an hour, I’ve folded her clothes and put them into her suitcases. I can’t help noticing all the sexy little thongs and boy shorts she has. Then I remember how long it’s been since I’ve had sex. Three weeks is a record for me since I’ve been back home, and going through all this sexy girly stuff isn’t helping. I end up throwing the rest of her things in the last suitcase.

I make her bed and get rid of all the trash, and by the time I’m done, I hear the water turn off in her bathroom. The door opens almost slowly. I see her peep around it before she closes it again.

I let out an exasperated sigh. “Come on, Leese, I’m not going anywhere until I know you’re okay.”

The door swings open and she emerges, the hot air pouring from the bathroom. She has a towel wrapped around her and quickly walks to her suitcase. She starts to riffle through it.

“You went through my things?” she asks in an irritated tone.

“I was cleaning up the pigsty you’ve been living in,” I correct her.

She’s crouched over, her long blond hair cascading down her small back. And the towel is barely covering her ass, which has gotten a lot bigger since I last saw her, but it’s not flabby and wide but toned and round like a volleyball player.

“Don’t be a pervert,” she says, tossing a knowing look my way.

I hide a laugh, and just like that, it’s almost as though we’re back in high school. We used to swim in the pond by Chris’s house, and I always wanted to catch a glimpse of her boobs. She grabs a T-shirt, drops her towel, and pulls the shirt over her head. I swallow hard. Lisa’s definitely grown up since the last time I saw her naked, even though I can’t see the front of her. Her back’s long and smooth, only curving right before her ass pokes it. It’s round, firm, and perfect, and for a minute, I forget why I’m here.

“Look, I’m sorry to scare Ms. Scott.”

“Huh?” I ask.

She tosses the wet towel at me. “God, Aidan, you’ve screwed, what, a thousand girls and you get distracted by a little ass? I guess you haven’t changed much.” She shoots me a disgusted glare, but I can see a small grin behind it.

I let out a breath and throw the towel back at her, but she swats it away before it reaches her face. She looks more like the Lisa I know. Her hair’s grown out a lot, but it looks good on her. Her eyes still look tired, but they aren’t as dull as they were before. Now she just looks tired, instead of steps away from being dead.

“I didn’t mean to bother anyone. I just . . . I was really messed up, and as screwed up as it may be, Ms. Scott is the closest thing I have to a friend.” Her tone is quiet and not dripping with the usual sarcasm.

For a moment, I feel a stab of guilt. It’s really fucked up if the closest thing you have to a friend is the wife of the guy you slept with and whose family you almost destroyed.

“So if you want to berate me, tell me how stupid and selfish I am, and anything else you want to add to the list, go ahead. I’m all cried out, and I’m still just a little bit tipsy. Then you can go ahead about your way,” she proclaims, taking a seat on the bed across from me. She sets her hands on her knees and lets out a deep breath.

“Well, you pretty much covered everything I was going to say,” I say jokingly.

A barely there smile makes an appearance on her face. I think about Lauren and Ms. Red’s text about listening, and I let out my own deep breath and get comfortable in the chair.

“Tell me what’s going on. Why are you living in a hotel? I thought Brett had swept you off your feet and you’d be living in fairy-tale land by now,” I say, trying and failing to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

“We’re on a break,” she answers quickly, then bites the corner of her lip, a tell-tale sign that she’s lying.

“The guy’s a douche anyway.” I shrug, and she rolls her eyes.

“He is not a douche. He’s a really sweet guy and the only person who’s been there for me, so I’d really appreciate if you don’t take any verbal jabs at him when he’s not here to defend himself. You’re more than welcome to direct them at me if you’d like.”

I shake my head. Brett Steltson. I could never stand that dude. The moment I met him, I knew he was a douche. Brett’s such a douchebag name. I don’t know why, but something about him just never sat right with me. Lisa and her best friend, Amanda, always thought he was the perfect guy—nice and older and he had money—but something was off about him. Not to say that a guy can’t be nice and what a girl wants—Chris was always genuinely a good guy, but even he had his problems. Brett was too perfect. Until I caught him with another girl a day after Lisa broke up with him. Then I found out Brett had several girlfriends from a few different high schools. None at his college, which seemed more than a little off to me.

Now I’m not a genius, but for Lisa to be in a hotel room with all of her bags, drinking wine, crying, and before she showered, smelling like a homeless person, something had to have gone down. I hope it’s something he did. I haven’t kicked anyone’s ass in a long time, and I’d love for it to be good ol’ boy Brett’s.

“Okay then, what are you doing here? I’d like to think you didn’t call Ms. Red because you’re feeling sensitive during your time of the month?”

“Has anyone told you you’re a chauvinistic pig?” she asks sharply.

“At least once a day,” I say with a wink.

She sinks into the edge of the bed. She’s quiet, and I can see she’s contemplating something.

I lean forward a bit, giving her a little smile. “It’s not like you care what I think of you anyway right?”

She looks at me and shakes her head. “How is Chris?”

“So you’re going to ignore what I just asked you?” I counter, and she bites her lip.

“I want to know because once I tell you, you may never tell me,” she says quietly.

It’s my turn to let out a deep breath, and I lean back in the sofa chair. Shit, what the hell has she done? She better not be screwing Mr. Scott again. What can be worse than that?

“He’s busy. Lauren’s having twins,” I tell her.

Her eyes widen, and for the first time, they’re bright. For the first time since I’ve been here, it’s like the dark cloud over her head is gone. “Twins? Oh my God!” She laughs. “That’s great! He’s finally getting the family he always w-wanted.”

She’s crying again, and this time it’s an ugly cry. Her face is all scrunched up and her body is trembling.

“Lisa, what the hell?” I shake my head, sit next to her on the bed, pull her body into mine, and hug her.

“I’m sorry,” she says, trying to catch her breath. “I-I just messed everything up so bad. I-I don’t even know my best friend anymore,” she whimpers as tears soak my shirt.

I rub her back and try to think of what Lauren or Ms. Red would say. “I-it’s going to be fine.” I don’t even sound convincing to myself.

“No, it’s not,” she mutters.

“Worst-case scenario, Chris won’t ever speak to you again. That’s kind of expected. And maybe Brett dumped you. So what? He’s a douche anyway. You’re still young, kind of hot, and you can move forward,” I tell her, sounding pretty convincing. But I don’t get how she can pretty much leave her kid without a tear but be crying over breaking up with a dude she didn’t even really like when we were in high school.

“I know Chris is never going to forgive me. I can’t ask him to. I’m not delusional,” she says quietly.

“So you’re crying like this over Brett?” I ask, annoyed. I feel her body stiffen. I shift my body back from her and turn her shoulders toward me. I can feel the tension in the room building as her eyes tear away from mine. “What’s wrong?”

My words are strong and confident, but my stomach feels woozy. I run across all of the terrible scenarios in my mind. She’s dying. She’s done something illegal. She’s slept with Mr. Scott again. I bite my lip to keep from saying any of those things. Her eyes meet mine slowly, and I see her swallow hard.

“I’m pregnant.”

Holy shit! My mouth falls open, but no words leave them. I don’t know what to say. What the hell?

“Can you say something!” she squeaks.

I feel as if my eyes are about to bug out of my head. I was NOT prepared for this shit. I shut my mouth and rest my chin in my hand and stare at her. How the hell does someone who didn’t want a kid a year ago end up pregnant? I’m doing my best to not say something that will make me an insensitive jerk, but it’s killing me.

“Go ahead, tell me I’m an idiot. Ask me how could I put myself in the situation I just got out of. Tell me I’m the lowest person on the planet to leave my first child and end up with another one!” She’s standing and shouting and crying.

“Please tell me Mr. Scott isn’t the father,” I say stoically.

She picks up the pillow and throws it at me. “Way to be a dick!”

Then she goes into the bathroom and slams the door. I throw my head back in frustration and slap the wall. I think about texting Lauren and Ms. Scott again, but I probably wouldn’t listen to what they said anyway.

It was a little dickish of me to say that, but it was the first thing that popped in my mind, and the relief afterward was worth it. I think back to years ago, when Lisa told me to always say the third thing that came to my mind, not the first.

“I just wanted things to be different,” she yells through the door.

Pregnant again? What was she thinking?

“I-I came to a different state. I started a different job. I even tried again with Brett. I thought if I just made myself be with him, then nothing would have happened like it did, and it’s all just gone wrong,” she cries.

I try to feel sorry for her, I really do, but what the hell is her problem? Is she serious?

“Different?” I can’t help but scoff.

There’s a long stretch of silence, and I feel the tension growing with each second that passes.

“I’m sorry, Lisa,” I say, my throat tight. “I came here to make sure you were okay . . . Lauren and Ms. Red wanted to make sure you were alive and hadn’t done something crazy . . . but let me tell you, I don’t know who you are anymore. The girl I knew wasn’t this person, this selfish, dramatic, pitiful girl who wants everybody to feel sorry for her.”

She swings the door open, her face red, and I can tell she’s about to yell at me.

Before she can, I say, “You wanted things to be different, but what have you done differently besides run away from all of your problems? You want people to think of you differently? How about you be different? Go back home, grow up, do something with your life that you like and not what you think a guy wants you to do. Have your baby, be a good mom, drop in to see your other daughter once in a while. Be sorry not because you got caught and everyone’s mad at you but because what you did was fucking terrible. Trying again with a guy you never had feelings for in the first place and having another kid isn’t different, Lisa. You’re making all the same mistakes over again!”

She looks confused, so I firmly grip her shoulders and lean down until we’re face to face.

“Grow the fuck up. Life doesn’t give us a do-over. We just get to try to do it a little better the next day!” I’m hoping that she gets it, that she’ll wake up and become the woman I know she can be. If she doesn’t, I can’t stand to look at her anymore.

I walk out the door, pull out my phone, and text Lauren and Ms. Red

I wasn’t a good listener or talker but don’t worry she won’t do anything to herself. She’s different.

After I send the text, I turn off my phone.
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I WOULD GIVE up every penny in my bank account to walk in the house and find Evie isn’t there. Not dead or anything. Just not there right now, not when I have to do a walk of shame of failure at life. Unfortunately, when I pull up after almost three days’ worth of driving, I see her car parked out front.

My grandparents passed away a few months after I left for California and left Evie and me one of their houses. It was surprising to say the least, since Evie and my grandparents were on the outs for years before they passed. There was a time when Evie couldn’t stand to be in the same room as my grandmother. Not that I blamed her—my grandmother, that is. It must have been hard to look at the child you brought into the world and realize she was drinking herself away. Not that that was the only reason for my grandmother’s disapproval.

When I walk in, I see Evie sprawled out on the couch in the living room, a beer bottle near her feet.

“If it isn’t Ms. California Girl,” Evie snarls.

The smell of the alcohol on her breath greets me before her words do. This would’ve been much easier if she wasn’t drunk, but easy just isn’t in the cards for me apparently.

“Good to see you too, Evie,” I mutter, pushing past her and heading to my old room.

“It was pretty embarrassing finding out from your old boss that you moved to an entirely different state without letting me know,” she continues, following me.

I cringe, thinking of her at the school I used to work for. I think back to how much she and I didn’t get along when I was in high school, how I always blamed her for not being a grown-up and letting men use her. So it says a lot that I’d trade this Evie for that one in a second. Now it’s not a question of if she’s drunk, but how drunk she is.

“You’re pretty embarrassing,” I mutter.

“I’m sorry, what was that?” she asks, grabbing my shoulder.

I pull away from her. “Listen, I would really love to just be left alone.”

I do not want to have a fight today. All I want is a little peace. I know that’s asking for a lot in Evie’s home, but maybe, just maybe, she’ll drink herself to sleep in the next hour.

“How about just get out then, Miss Big City Girl? Miss Educated, Worldly Woman. You shouldn’t need to stay here!” she sings viciously. Her eyes narrow on mine, and she gives me a smug grin to let me know that she knows I’m only back here due to an epic failure.

“Grandma left this house to both of us and I’m not going anywhere, so you can get used to that!” I snarl.

“That’s funny, seeing as you haven’t made a tax payment in the past year,” she spits at me but follows me into my room. “So what happened with you and the golden boy?”

Her amused tone makes me cringe. I take a deep breath and shut my eyes. “He went to the same place Dad did when he abandoned you.”

Her eyes widen, shooting knives through me. “You should have stayed in California. There’s nothing for you here.”

“Gee, thanks, Mom, it’s great to see you too,” I say with as much sarcasm as I can muster.

She rolls her eyes before making her dramatic exit, complete with slamming my bedroom door. I take a deep breath. Things could be worse; she could have trashed my room or rented it out. That wasn’t the worst conversation for two people who haven’t spoken to one another in almost two years. I can’t lie and say that she hasn’t attempted to talk to me, but I guess my broken mother didn’t fit into what I thought would be my perfect new life.

I sit on my old bed, which I moved here from my last apartment, the first one I was able to call my own. I remember the day I signed that lease after landing my first job at Madison Elementary. When I was younger, I never dreamed of being a teacher. I always liked kids, but being their teacher, shaping them into the people they would become, was scary. I wasn’t even the person I wanted to become. I always felt like a sham or a fraud. But when I was in college and it came time to declare a major, I was too chicken to be an English major, so I picked the next best thing. I chose the profession of the person who had inspired me and made me feel as though I could do anything I wanted, the man I thought I was in love with, the man I had my own child with, the man who had caused the destruction of every meaningful relationship I’d ever had. Now I’m back in town with him, his wife, and our child . . . and a former best friend who hates me.

When Aidan left that day, I felt as though I had been punched in the gut. I knew when I told him I was pregnant, it wasn’t going to go over that well. I knew he wasn’t going to pat me on the back and say congratulations, or baby me and tell me everything would be okay. I just thought that he could somehow save me.

That was when I realized that I had been looking for a man to save me my whole life. When I was younger and Evie would come in drunk with guys who would be scary to a grown-up, let alone a little girl, I always hoped my dad would come back and save me. When I was a teenager, I thought William would save me, and after the fall-out of my really bad decisions, I let Brett save me. Somewhere inside me, I hoped that this baby would save me, that it would solidify what Brett and I had, because without him, who was I?

A girl who had betrayed her best friend by sleeping with his father, a girl who had told her daughter for years she was really her cousin and abandoned her.

Brett had reminded me of who I was before all the mistakes were made. When I was a good friend, when I was loyal, when I had hope for things that didn’t seem possible for me, but I hoped for anyway. I know now that I wasn’t in love with Brett. I only loved the idea of being with him, and no one deserves to be someone’s warped fantasy or security blanket.

I take a deep breath and empty the suitcases from my short lived perfect life in California. In nine months, all I had accomplished was filling up three suitcases with designer labels. Brett loved to buy me expensive gifts. A Tory Burch poncho, a Gucci Satchel, a Louis Vuitton clutch, a Prada sweater—that’s all I’m left with. Well, not all. I touch my stomach and look down at it. No pudge yet.

The first time I was pregnant, at the beginning I never talked to her. Getting attached to someone I would be giving away didn’t make sense. Whenever someone asked me what I was having or how far along I was, I would cringe. It was a reminder of my shame, my hurt, the consequences of my stupid teenage actions. Now, I don’t have the stupid-teenager tag to hide behind. I’ve just been a stupid adult.

When I was pregnant the first time, I knew without a doubt that I would have it. Not necessarily because I was pro-life, but because somewhere within me, I always imagined that the baby would somehow, some way bring Will and me closer together. That even though what we had done was shameful, the baby would be the one beautiful, innocent thing that transpired between us. And that she was. The doctor said Willa was one of the most beautiful babies she’d ever seen. Willa didn’t come out looking like an alien or a gerbil, which is what most newborn babies looked like to me.

Her eyes were wide open, and she had thick blond curls, which Aunt Danni said had contributed to the terrible heartburn I’d had. She already had her father’s smile. For a moment, I forgot that she wasn’t going to be mine, that she was the product of infidelity. For a sliver of a second, I wanted her. I wanted to be a better person for her, to prove to myself that I wasn’t just Evie’s daughter and that I could be the mother I always wanted to be. That moment passed when Aunt Danni began to cry, took Willa out of my arms, and thanked me for giving her the most precious gift she’d ever had.

I don’t regret the decision I made. That second of yearning was just me being sentimental, and Aunt Danni was a fantastic mother to Willa. She was smart, wise, and selfless. She read to her at night, baked cookies with her every weekend once she was old enough, and took her to all the places that Evie never bothered to take me—like the zoo, the movies, and museums. They had mommy-and-daughter dates to get manis and pedis. Most of all, Aunt Danni taught Willa values through her words and actions.

Aunt Danni had been a pediatric nurse, educated, married, and full of love she was never able to give to children of her own. That’s why when Evie found out I was pregnant and mentioned giving my baby to Aunt Danni, for once, I didn’t scoff at her. It made perfect sense. Aunt Danni lived in a different state and I was a senior in high school finishing my last semester. The timing was perfect. I would deliver Willa before starting my freshman year of college. Everything lined up in a way that seemed cosmic. I didn’t have to even tell Will that I was pregnant. His family would be saved, and my reputation, or lack thereof, wouldn’t suffer.

Yet, every now and then, I think about what would have happened if I had changed my mind. If I’d decided to suffer the embarrassment and dealt with the consequences of keeping Willa. If I had accepted the responsibility and bit the bullet and been her mother. I wonder how different things would have been.

I’m back in the same town where my daughter lives with her dad and stepmom. Where my former friend who knows that I’m pregnant again is. I’m in a house with my mother, and when she does find out, she’s going to flip and tell me what an idiot I am. This time, I don’t have an aunt Danni to come save the day. There isn’t a town I can disappear to and come back from with a clean slate. After everything that’s happened, there is no clean slate.
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I LET A couple of hours go past before I leave my room. Evie’s car is no longer in the driveway. I shudder at the fact that she’s driving around in the state she’s in, but maybe she’s a functional drunk.

When I walked in, I wasn’t able to see the condition of the house, so I look around now. It’s actually pretty clean, much cleaner than when I lived with Evie. Her now-husband, Jack, must like a clean house. My mother adapts to whatever man she’s with, so even though I don’t know him well, I know he likes to drink and can’t exist in filth.

I head into the kitchen. There are a couple of dishes in the sink, but nothing major. I open the refrigerator. This looks more like the Evie I know. There’s only a half-empty carton of eggs, a takeout food container, and a case of beer. The takeout smells old, but I leave it in there since I don’t want to get into a petty argument about touching stuff that doesn’t belong to me.

I jump in my car and head down to our local grocery store. The parking lot is empty since they’re only open another hour. I snag a parking spot right in front of the store, then I grab a cart and head in. I stroll down the aisles, picking up some fruit, a carton of milk, and my favorite cereal.

“Leese!”

The squeal stops my heart and freezes me in place. It can’t be . . . but with my luck, I already know that it is. I slowly turn around and see Willa running toward me. She jumps into my arms. I pick her up, and she’s so light to be so much taller than she was the last time I saw her.

“What are you doing here?” she says, squeezing me tighter.

I look up and see him, and heat immediately rises in my face. The man who used to make my blood run hot, who sent shivers from my spine to my toes. My breath catches, and I remind myself to breathe. I clear my throat and see that my presence has had the opposite effect on him. He looks as if he’s seen a ghost walk right out of her grave. I look into the eyes I used to be in love with, the ones that match the little girl’s eyes looking up at me. Seeing them both in front of me is surreal.

“Hi, Willa,” I finally choke out.

I set her down and squat so we’re at eye level, and I focus on the excitement in her eyes rather than the sheer panic and terror in her dad’s. Of course I’d run into them here, since I have the worst luck ever.

“You look so beautiful,” I tell her, taking her in.

She’s eight now. She’s grown at least two inches since I last saw her, and her blond locks cascade over her shoulders. A pink headband matches her shirt and tennis shoes. She looks so happy to see me. I can’t help but notice how much she looks like me, and my stomach sinks—how much she looks like Evie. My chest tightens, but I hug her again.

“I missed you!” Her smile almost melts the shaking nerves inside me.

“I missed you too, Willa bear,” I say, hugging her back.

“You didn’t say she was coming!” she playfully scolds Will, who still seems shocked.

He’s gripping the shopping cart as if he’ll fall through the floor if he lets it go.

“Um, he didn’t know,” I tell her, trying to take the heat off of him.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” she asks, gripping my hand.

“I-I . . .” I’m completely speechless and absolutely stupefied. Why the hell did I not think about this scenario happening before I left the house? I’m not prepared for this. My eyes dart to Will’s, and I immediately look away.

“How long are you here, Lisa?” His voice is tense and full of bass that used to do things to me I’m trying to block out.

I run my hand through my hair. “I-I don’t know . . .”

“It would have been nice for you to call and say something.” His voice is tighter than the jeans I used to wear to get better tips at the bar. His eyes narrow on mine.

“It’s not like I have your number, Will,” I say in an irritated sing-songy voice.

“You have Gwen’s,” he says pointedly.

“Look, I didn’t exactly plan for this.”

“Are you staying at Aunt Evie’s?” Willa asks, oblivious to the tension between me and her dad.

“I am.”

“Ooh, can I come and play?” she asks, looking back at Will for permission.

“Um, I don’t know, sweetheart,” he tells her.

Her face falls, so she turns to me. “Pleeease? Ms. Red is gone to Lauren’s, and Dad doesn’t like to watch any of the princess movies I like.”

My heart stops when she calls him dad. I’ve missed a whole lot since I’ve been gone.

I immediately wonder what all he’s told her. Does she know who I am, or does she still think I’m the cool cousin? I feel as if I’ve been thrown into the deep end of the pool with no life jacket.

“We’ll see, honey, but we better get going,” he tells her.

“Why?” she whines.

I can see he’s uncomfortable. “I-I actually have to go, Willa, but I’m going to be here at least another week. We can work something out maybe.”

I give her a smile and her pout immediately disappears, seemingly satisfied with my answer. Will eyes me, his expression full of anger and confusion. Between us are thousands of questions that need to be answered but can’t be asked.

“You need to call me,” he says tightly.

As I walk past him, he grabs my arm and my stomach drops. He immediately lets me go when our eyes meet.

“Let me give you my number,” he mutters.

I clumsily pull out my phone and put in the number he tells me as Willa bounces around us.

“Got it,” I mutter, glancing at him.

Willa grabs my hand. “We’re going to get to play?” Her eyes twinkle at me, and I nod with a wide smile to assure her. “Promise?”

My gaze goes to his, and he lets out a frustrated sigh and shakes his head.

“I’m not letting go until you promise,” Willa says sweetly.

“I promise,” I tell her, feeling butterflies or nausea in my stomach. I’m not sure which it is, but if I had to bet, I’d put money on nausea. “Bye, Willa bear.”

I literally scurry down the aisle and out of the grocery store. I even leave my cart. When I’m in the car, I let out a relieved breath and realize being here back in Madison is going to be much harder than I thought.
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I SIT IN my car and stare at his number in my phone after I pretty much swallow whole the burger and fries I got from the fast food place down the street from the grocery store. It’s been such a long time since I had his personal number. I hate the way that even after all of these years, my heart still doubles it’s speed and my body still recognizes him. After all the hurt and pain that we caused, I still can’t deny the fact that I loved this man more than anyone else in my entire life. No one has ever made me feel as good as he has, and that’s the reason I can’t call him or see him alone.

After I came back from college and Chris and I became close again, it took everything in me to be able to be in his house without memories crawling to the forefront of my mind. Will and I were never around each other much though. Whenever Will saw me, he made sure to excuse himself or come up with some urgent errand. As the years passed, we learned to co-exist since he wasn’t going anywhere and my friendship with Chris was one of the most important things in my life. Still, there were moments when my mind would slip to that place, or to the person that we created, who shared the best things of both of us.

I know that we should talk, that he wants to know why I’m here and probably wants to make sure I don’t want to cause trouble to his now-perfect family. I wish he thought of me as more than a troublemaker, someone who only causes pain and destruction. I used to be more than that to him, but I can’t blame him. It’s been almost a decade since I’ve brought him anything but displeasure.

I pull up to my house and see the space I parked in earlier is filled with a blue Tahoe. I park on the other side of it. It must be Jack’s. My stomach turns at the thought of him. When I was in high school, I swore he’d be just like the other men who parked themselves temporarily in my mother’s life, getting from her what they wanted and then being ghosts afterward, but Jack stuck around. After only a few months of being together, they went off to be married in Vegas before I left for Aunt Danni’s to have Willa. Evie’s and my relationship has been so rocky since then that I don’t know what type of husband he is, but I’d rather pretend he didn’t exist until I figure out what I’m going to do.

I pull the key out of my pocket as I make my way up the stairs. I quickly put my key in the lock, and when it doesn’t turn, I examine it to make sure it’s the right one.

It is.

I attempt to unlock the door again, and it doesn’t even wiggle. I immediately bang on the door. “Evie! What the hell?”

I pull out my phone and call her number only to get the voicemail.

“Evie!” Now my knocks are so hard, I know my hand is going to turn red.

After no answer, I call her phone again and I still don’t get an answer.

“What the fuck!” I shout.

I run down the stairs and around to the side of the house to see if I left my window open. I didn’t! I continue farther around the house to her window and bang on it. In less than a minute, the window raises and Evie scowls at me.

“Why the hell can’t I open the door?” I yell at her.

At first she looks bored, then her eyes perk a bit. I can tell she’s been drinking, a lot. “Because I changed the locks, hon.”

“Fantastic, can you open the door then?”

She chuckles. “See, the thing is that you don’t live here anymore, and I’d feel better if someone who didn’t live in this house didn’t have a key.”

“What! This is my house too. Grandma left it to the both of us!” I say, looking at her as if she’s lost her mind.

The curtain moves aside, and I see Jack with a trucker’s hat on and a bottle of whiskey in his hand. “Actually, according to the paperwork I have, it’s my house.”

His voice makes me cringe. I narrow my eyes at him and remember how much I couldn’t stand him. He looks the same, only about twenty extra pounds making him even more of a waste of space to the world.

“This has nothing to do with you! My mom knows that Grams left this house to both of us!” I’m spitting mad now. I turn my attention to Evie, who looks unaffected.

“The house was in my name, sweetheart, and times were tough. I sold it to Jack’s dad who gave it to Jack, so technically it’s his house and mine,” she says with a shrug.

I laugh, because this has to be a joke. Even Evie wouldn’t be so idiotic to give away our house for what was probably a couple of hundred, possibly thousand dollars. This house is worth almost two hundred thousand minimum.

“You’re lying.” When her eyes find mine and I see a trace of guilt in them, my stomach drops. “How could you . . . how could you do that?” I feel tears filling my eyes.

“Mike is family, Leese. He ended up signing it back over . . . to both of us,” she says pathetically.

I grip my forehead, not believing that this is happening. “You know that Gramma would have never left this house to you if she thought that you’d do this!”

“Look, it’s not like we’re saying you can’t stay here,” Evie says weakly, as if for the first time ever, she feels the sting of guilt. She should be feeling a whole freakin’ boatload of it.

“No, we’re not monsters, and you’re the love of my life’s daughter,” Jack says sarcastically before kissing Evie on the cheek, then winking at me.

I want to throw up. As if things couldn’t get any worse, I feel light drops of rain. I let out a deep breath.

“We’re going to need a security deposit though. I’d say about a thousand would cover it,” he says while scratching his chin as if he hasn’t a care in the world.

My eyes bulge. Anger controls every pulse in my body. “Are you fucking kidding me? I’m not giving you a thousand dollars to live in my grandmother’s house!” I growl, commanding the tears in my eyes not to fall. I turn my attention back to Evie and swallow my last ounce of pride. “Just give me a week or two, and I’ll be out. I just need some time.”

“After you get a job and you’re able to pay some rent, you’d be more than welcome to stay,” he answers.

I try to calm down, but I’m so angry, my whole body is shaking. “Evie . . . I don’t . . . I don’t have anywhere else to go right now.” I try to connect with the last shred of maternal instinct she has.

“Whelp, I don’t know what to tell you, sweetheart.” He shrugs, taking a swig from his bottle.

“Leese, don’t be stubborn. It’s only fair, and it’s a lot less than we’d charge anyone else.” My mother’s face is stoic and her voice holds not an ounce of compassion or sympathy, as if this is all business.

“Anyone else? I’m your daughter. Your fucking daughter, Evie!” I’m failing miserably in my attempt not to cry at this point.

“Oh, now you’re her daughter? That’s funny. You don’t call her or check on her. You treat her like a stranger ever since you went off to school, then when you’re desperate, you come crawling back and she’s supposed to play mommy to a grown fucking woman!” he shouts.

I shake my head, ignore him, and stare straight at her. “I know that you’ve never been the mother of the year, but God, I never thought you’d do this to me. How could you be so fucking weak!” In disbelief, I watch her leave her spot next to Jack in the window.

His wide smile dissolves and is replaced by an angry sneer as if he’s offended by what I just said to his wife. “Hey! You don’t talk to her like that. At least she didn’t ditch her seven-year-old daughter on someone’s doorstep.” He chuckles and slams the window shut.

I feel as if a knife has gone through me, and as if on cue, thunder cracks the air.
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I’VE REALLY GOT to stop thinking with the wrong head. If I was thinking with the right one, I wouldn’t be in this mess. When I got back from California, I should have taken my ass home. I shouldn’t have gone to Chicago, I definitely shouldn’t have gone to talk to Hillary, and when she opened the door wearing a pink thong and a thin pink cami that made her tits sit up, I should have run the other way. But that would be the reasoning of a man who thinks with his brain and not his dick, and Hillary has a way of speaking the language my dick understands.

I wish I could say I went over there just to hash things out with her. I mean, I did miss her; Hillary isn’t the type of girl that’s easy to forget. She’s a complete enigma. When you look at her, she’s the type of beautiful that could easily be on the cover of one of those girly magazines. She looks like the definition of the girl next door, but it’s as if she does everything in her power to make sure that she’s not. She wears color contacts over the most beautiful blue eyes I’ve ever seen. She paints her hair with all different colors, has tattoos all over her body, and to be honest, she dresses like a stripper.

Just looking at her, you’d never guess that she graduated at the top of her class, that her parents were ultraconservative—her dad’s a preacher and her mom’s a homemaker—and that before she left them, she’d never been allowed to see an R-rated movie. Now she could be the star of X-rated porn. She was the first girl since Jamie Hunting, who gave me my first blow job when I was fifteen, who could blow my mind with the tricks she knew how to do with her tongue.

“So are you excited that I’m here?” she asks, her naked body displayed at its best angle beside mine. She holds the heel of her ankle and stretches her leg so that her knee is almost near her ear.

How the hell am I supposed to say no when she’s doing stuff like that? That’s how she ended up in my room at my house when I went to see her to end things. I grab her waist and pull her on top of my lap. “So fucking happy.”

She beams before bringing her mouth to my ear and biting its lobe. “Didn’t you miss this?” Her hands stretch down my stomach, and I nod enthusiastically. “Tell me how much you want it,” she whispers in my ear. She’s being a tease as she strokes my dick.

“So bad.” I catch her lips and flip her over so I’m on top of her.

The doorbell rings.

“Who the fuck is that?” I growl as Hillary wraps her legs tightly around my waist.

She looks up at me with a mischievous look. “I think you should go and see. No sense in being rushing. It’s not like you ignored my calls for a week straight when you could have been swimming in this.” She brings my hand between her thighs to show off how wet she is. She’s wearing a smile that only an angel should have, but her tone is laced in venom.

I let out a deep sigh and realize that her coming here doesn’t mean that she’s not mad at me anymore. She’s just gifting me sex; she’s here to punish me, and after the sex is over, I’m in for a lot of yelling and nagging. As sexy as she is, my dick, which was hard as brick, deflates. I climb off her and slide on my jeans.

“I wonder if your visitor is the reason you’ve been ignoring my calls?” Hillary says sarcastically, grabbing a T-shirt from my drawer.

I shake my head and let out an exasperated sigh at how bad this night is about to go.

“I’ll get it!” She bounces past me and through my bedroom door.

I quickly pull on my T-shirt. I’m sure in Hillary’s mind, the reason I ignored her calls is because I was banging somebody, and I’d hate for her to scare the hell out of one of my Grams’s little bingo buddies unnecessarily.

“I bet it’s one of the bimbos you’ve been having wild orgies with,” Hillary snaps as she hurries to the door.

“Trust me, if I was having wild orgies, you definitely would have been invited,” I joke.

“I don’t share, Aidan. I keep telling you this, and if you’ve been sharing what’s mine, I’m going to cut your dick off and flush it down the toilet,” she spits before swinging the door open.

Lisa! Her eyes widen in shock as she looks at Hillary standing in front of me, who most likely looks pissed off and ready to pounce at any second.

“So you’re the whore Aidan’s been fucking,” Hillary spits.

“What are you doing here, Lisa?” I grab Hillary by the elbow before she pounces and goes to jail for kicking a pregnant girl’s ass.

“I’m sure she wants some of your dick!” Hillary screeches. Her face is red when she whips toward me and attempts to grab my balls. Thank God I have good reflexes.

“Hey! This is Lisa Lisa!” I tell her tightly, holding both her arms against her body.

Hillary’s eyes are wide and her face balled up with anger until the realization hits her. She looks back at Lisa, who is soaked, her hair sticking to her body. She looks as though she’s had a bucket of water dumped on her, and she’s shivering

“That Lisa.” Hillary’s body relaxes enough that I let her go.

“Can I come in?” Lisa asks quietly.

I nod, and she reluctantly makes her way across my threshold. I close the door behind her.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt anything. I just . . .” Her voice is shaky and low.

Hillary glances at me.

“You got caught in the rain?” I ask, and she nods.

“I’ll go get you a towel,” Hillary says before disappearing.

I have a thousand questions I want to ask her—what is she doing here, why does it look like she just went for a swim—but I can’t because she’s crying.

“I didn’t mean to interrupt anything . . . I just . . . I didn’t have anywhere else to go.” Her voice is trembling and weaker than I’ve ever heard it before.

Hillary comes back with a towel, a T-shirt, and pair of shorts. “You should change into this so you don’t get pneumonia,” she says, offering Lisa the clothes.

“Thank you,” Lisa replies before going off to the bathroom.

“Wow. So she’s back?” Hillary asks in a whisper.

I grip the back of my head, eyeing the doorway. “I-I guess so.”

Hillary lets out a sigh matching mine. She doesn’t know a lot about Lisa from me, but she knows more than enough from Chris and Lauren. Luckily, Hillary’s not the type to judge, and she doesn’t know that Lisa is pregnant. I haven’t told anyone that. I’ve been trying not to think about my former best friend’s screwed up life since I got back home.

The thing is, I’m not the friend you call when you want to bitch and whine about how much your life sucks and need someone to tell you everything’s going to be okay. I’m the friend you call when you want to get shit done. I’m used to fixing things—whether it’s beating someone’s ass or driving across the country, I’m down—but in Lisa’s situation, or at least the state of mind she was in the last time I talked to her, I can’t deal with her. She’s in a situation she shouldn’t even be in, and it seems like her mind is in the same selfish place it was the last time she had this problem, and that pisses the fuck out of me.

“What is she doing here? When’s the last time you talked to her?” she asks.

“Last week. I went to see her in California. I don’t know what she’s doing here though.”

“I thought you had washed your hands of all of it,” she says, shrugging. Her eyes dart between mine and her feet.

She’s usually cool with almost whatever I throw at her, and we’ve been in our share of odd situations, but I think she realizes how fragile Lisa is and how she connects to people we both love. At that moment, I feel connected to Hillary. Even if she doesn’t know all the pieces of this puzzle she knows enough to get that this situation isn’t simple and I have to tread lightly. It also makes me realize that Lauren hasn’t shared the little quest that she and Ms. Red sent me on.

“I thought I had. Still . . .” I try to think of what to say to finish my sentence.

Still what? I still am in the middle of what can be a catastrophe. Lisa is back here in Madison, and it makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. As much as I condemned her for leaving everyone else knee-deep in her shit, at this moment, I realize how her leaving made things so much easier on everyone. Well, easier isn’t the word. More like less complicated. Now that she’s back, the comfort zones everyone’s crafted seem less clear.

“Everything is going to be fine.” She takes my hand and squeezes it reassuringly.

I can tell she’s trying to be the calm, thoughtful, level-headed girlfriend she thinks I need and not the fly-off-the-handle on-and-off ex that we usually are to each other.

“Is Grams not home?”

I turn around to see Lisa dressed in the clothing Hillary gave her. Her face seems a lot calmer, though I can tell her nerves are on edge from the way she keeps rubbing her thigh.

“No, she’s at her boyfriend’s.” I clear my throat in the awkward silence.

“Hi, I don’t know if you remember me. I’m Lauren’s best friend,” Hillary says, extending her hand.

Lisa takes it with a small smile. “Yeah, I remember you.”

I look between them and realize how similar they are. They’re the same height, they weigh about the same, their hair is the same length since Lisa has grown hers out, and they would even have the same hair color if Hillary didn’t have so many streaks through hers.

“I’m sorry about earlier.” Hillary laughs, and Lisa does the same.

“No worries, I didn’t mean to intrude,” Lisa says, glancing at her feet.

“No, you weren’t intruding. Actually I’m really tired and am going to head back to bed,” Hillary says, faking a stretch and yawn. “It was nice seeing you again.”

Hillary makes her exit, and I let out a deep breath and fold my arms.

“I bet you’re wondering what I’m doing here,” Lisa says quietly.

She looks at me as if she’s trying to study my face when I’m the one who needs a class on hers. Earlier I could tell she was crying, and she looked like a wet puppy. I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. Now I’m just confused.

“I get it.” She nods as if she knows what I’m thinking, which is impossible because I don’t even know what I’m thinking. “I-I just . . . I know that you practically hate me and think I’m the most stupid, selfish person alive, which shows you exactly how pathetic I am since you’re still the one person I hoped wouldn’t slam the door in my face.” Two tears are sliding down her cheeks, and I can tell it’s taking everything in her to not let any more come out. “I am really, really screwed.”

She sits on the couch, puts her face in her hands, and quietly cries. I scratch my head. This girl sitting in front of me is so different from the girl I used to know. That girl would rather die than let you see her cry. Regardless if she was wrong or not, she would keep a poker face that could win her money in Vegas.

My thoughts immediately go to Chris. He’s the friend who’d be better at handling this. He’s the listener, the comforter. I don’t know what the hell to say to her. Her life is pretty screwed up right now. I guess the first step is admitting it, right? Or shit, is that just for alcoholics or drug addicts? I try to imagine what I’d do if I were Chris—well, before Chris hated her for sleeping with his dad. I stay quiet and sit beside her on the couch, listening to her quiet whimpers, then I pull her toward me so that she can cry on my shoulder.

“What are you doing?” she says through a laugh.

“I don’t know. I guess what people do in this type of thing?” I chuckle, and she looks up and smiles at me. It’s barely there, but it’s a smile I remember from before all of this happened.

“Thanks for making me laugh,” she says quietly.

Over the next fifteen minutes, she tells me about how she went back home and Evie welcomed her like a bill collector calling at dinner time, and that Evie had let her asshole of a husband lock her out. I clench my fist at the last part. I want to go over there and kick that stupid jerk’s ass. Who the hell does he think he is? I stand and head to the door.

Lisa jumps up and grabs my arm. “No, I didn’t tell you that for you to go to jail!”

I feel my jaw clench and let out a deep breath.

“He’s a pussy. He’d call the police if you go over there. It’s karma. I had this coming,” she says, rubbing her finger over the tattoo she got about five years ago.

On the top side of her arm is the word fate, and on the bottom is the word hope. She got it the day before I deployed and said that as long as she had those words on her, she knew I’d come back okay. It was one moment that was between us, not us and Chris. It was when I knew we were so much more than just friends of Chris. We were something else entirely.

“Then what do you want me to do? You can’t tell me shit like that and think I’m just going to sit here and not do anything!” I tell her.

She nods furiously. “I’m sorry! I just wanted to talk to get it out, not for you to go over there and bash his head in! I have much bigger issues at this point. I’m practically homeless.”

“You’re not homeless. You can stay here until . . . until you get on your feet,” I tell her, trying to push down the anger coursing through me.

She shakes her head. “No, I can’t stay here. I just need somewhere to crash until I can get to the bank in the morning.”

“You said you only have about three thousand in the bank. You don’t have a job, nobody is going to rent to you without one, and you’re going to blow through that if you get a hotel room before you can get some more cash.”

She’s still looking at me with stubbornness all over her face.

“And you have more important things to be banking up for right about now,” I add quietly.

She looks down, defeated. “What about . . . ?” She gestures to the part of the house where Hillary is.

There isn’t enough time in the day to describe what’s going on between Hillary and me. I don’t even know what’s going on between us. From Lisa’s POV, she probably thinks we’re living together.

“Hillary’s cool,” I lie. Hillary will probably be anything but cool with this arrangement.

She looks at me disbelievingly. “The girl who threw wine in Jenna’s face and jumped over the table to kick her ass and threatened me the moment she saw me is going to be cool with your former best friend, the whore, staying here?”

“You can sleep in the guest room upstairs until we get things figured out and I’ll see if Hillary has any extra clothes until we can pick up your things.”

She relents with a nod. I lead her up to the room and open the door for her, even though she’s always known where it is. When things went wrong with Evie, Lisa crashed here more than a couple of times.

“I’ll let Grams know you’re here when she gets back,” I tell her even though we both know Grams is the least of her worries. She loved Lisa and Chris.

“I really appreciate this,” she says as I turn to leave.

I give her a wink. “You owe me.” She rolls her eyes, and I laugh. Before I leave, I turn around and look at her. “And you’re not a whore.”

Lisa made a mistake, a huge one, but she’s always been picky with guys. I’d bet money she could count on one hand the number of guys she’s done. Her eyes meet mine, and she looks surprised. A small, genuine smile appears on her face.

“Thanks, Aidan,” she says before I shut the door.
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“WHAT HAPPENED? WHAT is she doing here?” Hillary says, her eyes wide. Eagerness is written all over her face, and her arms are wrapped around her knees.

“She . . . she’s in a really bad spot.” I pull off my T-shirt and toss it on the floor.

“Soo, what happened?”

I sit back on the bed, and she scoots close to me as if I’m about to reveal the secrets of the universe.

“What is she doing back here? Why’d she come to your house? Come on, tell me, tell me, tell me,” she says, whining like a six-year-old as she climbs on my lap.

“She just needs some help and I’m . . . she doesn’t really have anyone else right now,” I say, slipping my hands underneath her big T-shirt.

She immediately scrunches up her face. “Wait, I’m sorry. Were there any salacious details in the statement you just made?” She giggles.

“There really aren’t any sordid details. I just feel bad for her, and we used to be friends. I hate seeing her like this.” I try to kiss her, and she turns her head.

She clears her throat. “You want to try to help her . . . ?”

“Her mom kicked her out, okay? So she doesn’t have anywhere to go, and I’m letting her crash here until she figures things out,” I tell her impatiently as I rub her nipples.

“I mean, what is she doing back here? Didn’t she run off to California? Didn’t you tell me you wanted nothing to do with her after everything . . . happened?” She lets out a little moan. “And wait, did you say she’s staying here?” Her voice goes from low and breathy to almost a shriek, and she swats away my hands.

I reach for her again. “It’s not forever, just until she gets some money and can figure out what she’s going to do.”

“The hell she’s staying here. Have you lost your mind?”

I throw my head back in frustration. If I have to go to bed with a headache and blue balls, I’m going to punch through a wall. “What’s the problem?”

“How’d you like if I let my super-hot male best friend who screwed my best friend’s dad come and stay with me?” She’s standing with her hand on her hips and a full-on pout.

I rest my elbows back on the bed. “I wouldn’t have a problem with that at all. Dude’s obviously gay if he did your best friend’s dad.” I laugh, and she grabs a pillow and hits me with it.

“You know what I mean!”

I do know what she means, and I don’t know how I’d feel about it. Jealous possibly, but as long as I didn’t catch them in the act, I don’t know if it’d bother me that much. But either way, she’s got it all wrong.

“Me and Lisa? You’re kidding, right?” I laugh, but from the expression on her face, I can tell she doesn’t get why it’s a joke. I sigh and grab her arm, then pull her on me. “Me and Lisa would never, ever happen. She’s almost like a sister or something.”

“Almost doesn’t count,” she retorts, and I smile.

Hillary’s sexy when she’s jealous. Well, she’s sexy most of the time, and maybe it’s because I haven’t had sex in a while and she’s half naked, but I’ve never wanted her this badly.

“I’m not her type. I think she likes older guys,” I whisper in her ear, and that gets a little laugh out of her.

“Well, she’s definitely yours,” she purrs as she lets my finger slide inside her. “Tall, blond, pretty.” Her breathing changes.

“I like my girls with a little more edge to them,” I say, rubbing my finger across the piercing she has right on her clit.

She gasps.

“I think you’re more attracted to her than I am,” I joke.

She rolls her eyes but gives in to my assault on her lips. “I trust you, Aidan,” she says between kisses.

“And you know if you ever cheated on me, I’d cut off your dick and throw it in the ocean.”

My cock twitches, and I wonder if it’s because of how turned on I am or it’s in fear for its life.
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I HAVE HEARD some pretty disgusting things in my life, but hearing Aidan’s girlfriend—or whoever she is, he didn’t quite explain—moan and scream his name for hours into the night is pretty high up there. God, I don’t know how Grams lives with this. Then I remember Grams isn’t here. That’s probably the only reason Psycho Barbie is here. I remember Hillary very well from our introduction, and even better from Lauren describing her fly-off-the-handle best friend. Of course she’d be Aidan’s type, since he attracts crazies like shit attracts flies. When she opened the door, if my feet weren’t so cold I would have jumped off the banister because of how ready she looked to take a swing at me.

I look around the room that used to be my getaway from real life when I got back from college and before I landed my first real job. Staying with Evie after being gone four long years was hell, and I never really quite adjusted to it.

Everything looks just as it did when I used to crash here. Aidan would open the door, usually hungover or just coming in from his overnight shift at the plant before it got shut down, and I’d head up and take a nap or eat some of Grams’s famous fried chicken while she talked about wanting her favorite and only grandson to settle down. A small grin spreads across my face at the memory, and my stomach promptly growls, reminding me that I only had an overcooked hamburger and dry French fries last night.

Still, after everything that happened, what surprised me the most was . . . Aidan. He wasn’t really the Aidan I expected, aside from him wanting to go and kick Jack’s ass—I’m actually regretting stopping him, since I have absolutely no clothing—but Aidan mostly just sat there and listened and let me cry on his shoulder. I didn’t expect that. I don’t know what I really expected from him. Even as I walked up the steps to his house, I didn’t know what he’d say or do. I figured he’d give me a night to get my bearings together, but to let me stay almost indefinitely? That shocked me.

What shocked me even more was that after he showed me to this room, he told me I wasn’t a whore. If someone had bet me yesterday that Aidan would tell me I wasn’t a whore, I’d have lost the little life savings I have.

I trip down the stairs and into the kitchen, reminding myself to give Aidan money for groceries. When I round the corner and see Hillary standing at the half-opened fridge and drinking orange juice, I start to turn back around and leave. Before I can, she turns toward me, looking just as uncomfortable as I am.

“Hey.” She sounds chipper.

“Hi,” I answer, returning the same enthusiasm.

“There’s nothing much here that’s not frozen. There’s some old people cereal in the pantry.” She giggles, so I laugh.

I eye the box on the counter. As hungry as I am, I’d eat a bowl of raw eggs at this point. She grabs the milk out of the fridge, so I grab two bowls and two spoons and set them on the table. We sit quietly and reach for the Splenda to try to drown the dry bran flakes’ flavor.

After a few awkward minutes, she clears her throat. “I’m sorry about yesterday, the whole me opening the door and almost attacking you thing.” She laughs, and I can’t help but smile.

I chuckle, feeling the tension settle a little bit. “Yeah, you kind of scared the crap out of me.”

“I’m not usually that crazy. Aidan just kind of makes me that way,” she says.

I nod. I never thought of the fact that the girls he deals with become crazy after him. Maybe he’s the cause.

“How long do you think you’re staying for?” she asks, her eyes surveying me.

“Um, I don’t know yet.” I wonder if Aidan told her what’s happened to me. I feel as though she has so much more information on me than I have on her. Lauren had to have told her about everything that happened last year, but did Aidan tell her what I told him last night? How close are they?

She laughs at herself. “I’m so nosy. Forgive me.”

“How long are you staying?” I ask, and she seems caught off guard. Her expression immediately shows that she doesn’t live here, and I inwardly let out a sigh of relief.

I hope that question didn’t come off as catty, because I’m really not trying to be. I’m just curious. She’s the first girl I know of that Aidan’s let come to Grams’s house, and I wonder about the girl who has transfixed the unattainable Aidan. She’s beautiful, there’s no question about that. I can’t even attribute it to makeup or trumped up clothes. Her face is completely symmetrical, she has lips like Angelina Jolie, and her confidence is off the charts. But Aidan has gone through more beautiful women than I can count.

“Oh well, I planned on leaving later today. I have to get back to work,” she answers quickly.

Her eyes narrow on me again, and I look down at my cereal. I don’t have enough energy for a stare-off.

“Look, I don’t want things to be awkward between us,” she blurts out, obviously more uncomfortable with the silence than the forced, awkward conversation.

I let a genuine smile spread across my face. I hate awkward silences and would rather say almost anything to avoid those pauses.

“Aidan told me that you’re like his best friend and he’d never look at you that way so I’m completely cool with you staying here,” she gushes, and I scratch my head. “I-I think it’d be cool if we could be friends . . .”

I rub the back of my neck. “Friends?”

She nods.

“You-Lauren-you do know who I am?”

She nods again. I assumed from the way Aidan said my name last night and how her face contorted into a twisted shock of recognition, she knows exactly who I am.

She throws her hands up in surrender. “Look, I’m the last person to judge anyone.”

Now I know without a doubt that she knows what happened with all of us.

“I’m super curious about it actually,” she admits, and my eyes widen. “I mean, you don’t have to tell me now or anything, but . . . how does something like that happen? I mean, Mr. Scott is hot for an older guy, but you had Chris right there—”

When she stops suddenly, I glance behind me. Thankfully Aidan’s strolling into the kitchen with a glare that tells her silently to shut up.

“Morning, Leese,” he grumbles through a yawn, nodding at me. He gives her a quick kiss on the cheek.

“Morning, babe,” she responds cheerfully.

“I bet you’re starving since Grams isn’t here,” I tell him, and he nods dramatically.

“I never realize how much I miss her until she’s gone.” He pouts like he used to when we were twelve, and he rubs his stomach.

I chuckle as Hillary glances between us as if she’s trying to figure out what to make of us and if I’m really a threat.

“So what were you girls talking about?” he asks, eyeing Hillary.

“Just girl stuff,” she replies, waving him off. “I can leave a pair of extra clothes here for you when I leave, Leese. Well, except the underwear because that’d be kind of gross.” She giggles.

I notice she’s picked up Aidan’s nickname for me. I actually hate it, but he’s called me that forever. For her to say it, it sounds like nails on a chalkboard. But I swallow the need to tell her that. Hopefully she’ll be gone soon.

“She actually hates that name. Just call her Lisa,” Aidan says.

I fight away a smile.

Hillary’s eyes shoot daggers at him for a split second, but surprisingly she smiles it off. “Oh, sorry.”

Aidan looks between us and rolls his eyes. “We’re going to get her clothes later on today.” He pours the bland cereal into his mouth straight from the box, successfully changing the subject.

“No, we’re not,” I say quickly.

He finishes the mouthful. “Yeah, we are. They’re not keeping your shit.”

“Why don’t you want to go get your clothes?” Hillary asks.

“Because my stepdad’s a prick,” I mutter as I take my bowl to the sink and empty it.

“I’ll swing by and pick them up after I drop Hillary at the bus station,” he says.

“No!” I tell him, and he frowns. “I don’t know if Jack will be there, and if he is, he’s going to say something that will make you want to smash his face in. Since Grams is out of town and I’m pretty much broke, you’ll be in jail with no one to bail you out.”

He stares at me stubbornly. Those blue eyes could slice through ice, but I don’t relent.

“Hey, I can leave her my things. What are you, size four, right?” Hillary interrupts our standoff.

“I-I couldn’t ask you to do that,” I tell her, a little surprised at her offer.

She shrugs it off as if it’s not a big deal. “It’s not much. Just a few pairs of jeans and tanks.”

“How much stuff did you bring?” Aidan blurts out.

I give him a “I can’t believe you just asked that” look. He gives me an “I’m Aidan and I never think before I speak” look back.

“Relax, I wasn’t trying to move in with you and the little woman or anything. I just over pack,” Hillary responds with a twinge of bitterness in her voice.

They glare at each other a brief second.

“Still,” I relent. Walking around in Aidan’s house wearing his semi girl friends clothes is weird.

“Trust me, I know what it’s like to not want to deal with parents,” she says, for the first time offering me a genuine smile.

“Okay. Thank you,” I say.

She hops up from the table, gives Aidan’s shoulder a loving squeeze, and leaves the room. Aidan turns toward me and smiles tightly. Uh oh, I know that look. He looks as if he’s in a closet with claustrophobia closing in on him.

“I-I don’t know why she brought that many clothes for an overnight trip,” he whisper-shouts to me.

“Relax, she’s a girl. We over pack for everything,” I assure him, though I’m sure she planned on leaving things around to make sure whoever she imagines Aidan brings here would see them.

“So how are you feeling?” he asks, and I shrug.

“As good as a girl who gets kicked out of her house twice in less than two weeks can,” I kid.

He leans forward, putting his weight on his elbows. “I meant about the other thing.”

“Oh, umm good. Nothing special to report.” I laugh, and he frowns at me. For the first time since I saw him in California, I feel nervous.

Hillary comes back with three camisoles, all various shades of black, and three pair of jeans and two oversized night shirts, all items that I would have bought myself. Aidan’s eyes go a little wider at the inventory of clothing she hands me.

“All yours,” she sings.

“Thank you again. I really appreciate it.”

“What’s your problem?” she asks Aidan.

“Nothing,” he says in the way that guys do when everything is wrong but they don’t want to talk about it. “I’m going to hit the shower.”

After he leaves Hillary and me alone, she rolls her eyes. “Ugh! What is his problem?”

The old me would have told her what his problem was, but the new Lisa that I’m working on being is learning to mind her own business, especially since if he kicks me out, I’ll be in motel hell for who knows how long.
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IT’S NOT SURPRISING that a little after Aidan stormed off to shower and Hillary followed him, an argument ensued. Even less surprising is that soon after that that, they made up—very loudly. At least I was able to drown that out by taking my own shower.

Hillary yelled an obligatory good-bye as I changed clothes, and I did the same. Aidan told me he’d be back in about thirty minutes, so after they left, I searched the house for Aidan’s iPhone charger to give my phone some juice. I’m not expecting anyone to try to reach me though. I still haven’t heard from Brett since the day everything unfolded, my mom doesn’t have this number—not that she’d call me anyway—and the only person who I can call a friend is letting me stay in his house. So I’m surprised when I see a text message alert at the top of my phone screen. It’s from Stephanie.

Hey Hun. I hope you’re ok. Not sure what’s going on but wanted to check on you.

I can’t help but feel a sad smile spread across my face. Stephanie’s worried about me. I wonder if Brett’s said anything to her. Probably not. Brett probably just told her I went back home. That’d be enough for Stephanie to drop it. She’s not pushy at all.

I start to text back, but then I wonder if Brett put her up to this, if he secretly wants to keep tabs on me through Stephanie. It’s not that I don’t want Brett to know I’m alive and okay, but he could at least be a man about it and call me himself. I exit out of the text screen and lie back on the couch.

My stomach is growling. I rub my fingers across it, still in disbelief that there’s a baby growing inside it. A second baby I’m not prepared or ready for. Can I go through another pregnancy? Could I go through with an abortion? I’m still not ready to be a mother, but this time, things are different. If I do have the baby, could I just hand it off to a stranger? There’s no one waiting in the wings to swoop in and save the day like my aunt Danni did. I fold my legs and scrunch my knees against my stomach. God, I bet she’s in heaven and wanting to come kick my ass for being so stupid.

It wasn’t supposed to be like this. The next time I got pregnant, I was supposed to be happy and ready. Now I’m virtually homeless, unemployed, and estranged from the father. The one improvement from the last time is that even though I’m terrified and clueless about what to do, the pain in my chest I felt the last time isn’t here. Last time, I was heartbroken because the man I loved had no clue I had his child inside me. Now I’m supposed to speak with said child’s father about what my arrival in town means for him and our daughter, and I have no clue what it means.

I sit up as I hear the door open. I turn around to see Aidan with a big brown bag from McDonalds, and I could kiss him.

“I got you two double cheeseburgers with Mac sauce and some fries,” he says, tossing me the bag.

He still remembers my order.

“You’re my hero,” I say with a wide smile, tearing the bag open and almost gulping down my first cheeseburger. “When does Grams get back?”

He devours his Big Mac, making a fake orgasmic sound, and I nod in understanding.

“Next Monday,” he says after swallowing the wad of beef.

“So when she’s gone, is this what’s on the menu?”

“Pretty much.” He passes me the large orange soda sitting next to his feet and lets out a large belch.

“That was so freakin’ sexy,” I tease, and he winks, and flashes me a wide grin showing off his dimples.

I always thought it was unfair that he has those. Dimples should be something only nice guys have. Men who don’t just want to bang you and leave; guys who want relationships and families. Dimples should be a requirement of a gentleman, a tell-tale sign that he’s a keeper, that he could be the one. I know dimples aren’t the only thing that make girls want Aidan though. Aidan is hot in a way that most girls want. I can’t lie—he has a body that looks as if it was sculpted by God himself. I used to hate for him to go parading around with no shirt on, which he does whenever it’s more than seventy degrees. It was so hard not to stare. Plus he has eyelashes that make me envious, and his lips aren’t thin and barely there. They’re plump and heart-shaped, and if he hadn’t been sort of my best friend since we were kids and I didn’t know how much of an asshole he could be and he didn’t annoy me so much . . . but he was and he does.

“You love it,” he says just as sarcastically, showing off his set of perfect white teeth.

“So . . . are you, like, unemployed now?” I ask, ignoring the lonely butterfly in my stomach that has gone insane and is attempting to fly around.

“Yup, I’ve got enough saved up to open up the body shop by the end of this year,” he says casually, and my eyes widen in surprise.

“You’re opening up a body shop?” I ask happily. Aidan has always loved working on cars, but whenever I mentioned the idea of his own shop, he balked at it, saying there wasn’t enough money where we lived to sustain it.

“Yeah.” He gives me a half-smile, but I can tell by the way his eyes are lighting up that he’s really excited.

“That’s amazing, Aidan. Congratulations!” I squeal, and he nods shyly. Aidan is only ever shy is when he’s embarrassed, and he’s only ever embarrassed if he thinks he doesn’t deserve something. “So what changed your mind?”

He sort of shrugs, finishing the last of his fries. “There’s not much else for me. I’m done fighting. I wish I could be a rapper, but I kind of suck at that, so fixing cars just sort of made sense.” He says playfully.

“But you always said there isn’t enough money for you to do it here.”

“There isn’t.” He obviously can tell I’m confused. “I’m going to start it in Chicago.”

Now, I’m really stunned.

“Chris and Lauren are going in with me, and we already have some places scouted and . . .” He obviously notices my face dropped at the mention of them.

I almost feel sick. “Wow, that’s great. That’s really, really great.”

I hate that hearing the name of my former best friend makes me want to jump off a building to avoid being drowned with guilt, but even with those feelings, I want to ask Aidan everything about Chris—how’s he doing with his condition, about his impending twins, if he’s still teaching. I want to know my best friend is okay. More than okay, I hope he’s fantastic. But I know now isn’t the time to ask about him. Aidan’s just now warming up to me, and I think even the mention of Chris would make him pissed off at me. He probably doesn’t think that I should ask anything about Chris and his family since I so gloriously almost destroyed it.

“Enough about me,” Aidan says, taking a seat beside me on the couch. His weight makes it sink. He looks at me dead in the eye. “So what’s the game plan?”

I take a deep breath and lean back into the couch. Aidan has never been one to beat around the bush. It isn’t his style. I fold my hands across my stomach. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” he asks, his voice unwavering.

I can tell he’s trying to hide either irritation or amusement from his voice. Since I’m looking straight ahead and avoiding his stare, I can’t say.

“You came back here for a reason, I’m guessing.”

“Other than it was supposed to be a place where I had free room and board?” I say dryly, and he lets out a sigh of frustration.

“Come on, Leese, I know you’d live on the highway in a box before coming back and putting up with Evie,” he says adamantly.

This time I glance at him out of the corner of my eye. He’s definitely in fix-things mode. Aidan the fixer. I really wish he could just be the eat-ice-cream-and-drink-wine Aidan. I’d love that right about now, as if Aidan would ever drink wine.

I let out a deep breath. “I just . . . I figured if there was a place to start fixing things, the place where I broke it all makes the most sense.”

He nods slowly. “Do you think you can get your old job back?”

I think about how hard it would be to work at a bar in my state and not take one drink. “Yeah, but since I don’t know what I want to do yet and alcohol is too tempting to be around, that probably wouldn’t be a great idea.” I chuckle, and he looks at me disapprovingly.

“I meant at the school.”

“Oh.”

I didn’t really think of that. I gave notice when I left, but God, the last thing I want is to be around kids. Not that teaching was terrible; I just felt like a hypocrite, teaching young minds when I had no clue what I was doing in my own life. Especially since the reason I became a teacher was just so screwed up in the first place. Choosing the job of the married man you fell in love with? Great decision.

“I don’t know if I’m really ready for anything that permanent,” I finally say.

He runs his hand across his jaw, then stares at his lap. I can tell he’s trying to figure out what to say or not say, and it’s funny. Aidan is used to saying whatever he wants. That he’s actually considering my feelings is touching, and I wonder if this is due to Hillary’s presence in his life. But she seems just as brash as the both of us.

“What, Aidan?” I say, giving him unneeded permission to speak.

“If you’re having a baby, don’t you think you need something more permanent?”

My eyes leave his. “I don’t know if I’m having this baby yet.”

I look up, and he’s squinting at me as if he’s trying to figure me out. Which is surprising, because as much as Aidan and I quarreled and at one time despised each other, Aidan always got me, even more than Chris did. Even with all of the dumb—well, dumb and selfish—decisions I made, the only decision that Aidan didn’t get was going to California and leaving Willa. That decision changed everything between us. So the thought of having him right in my reach again and possibly losing him all over because of my decision not to be a mother, the thought that I’ll be all alone again, makes my eyes water. Thinking of Aidan looking at me with disgust like he did that day makes me full-on ugly cry, and I can’t stop.

“Leese, come on. Everything’s going to be okay.”

His arms wrap around me and pull me to his chest. He’s so warm, and I instantly feel as though I have a blanket wrapped around me.

“Since when did you become such a crybaby?” he says with a laugh in his voice.

“I don’t know,” I puff out between cries. I close my eyes and hold him, relishing the human contact. He smells so good, like Ivory soap and Axe deodorant.

“When did you become such a girl?” He laughs, and I feel the vibration of it through his body.

He leans back as if to look at me, but I keep my head down. The tension between us is thick, and the air seems harder to take in. I’m not used to these emotional, heavy moments with him. It’s weird and I’m lonely and his body warmth is enveloping me, and I realize those big arms aren’t plastic balloons. They’re hard and steady around me.

I really need to get away from him. This reaction has to be pregnancy hormones. I slip out of his embrace.

“Are you okay?” he asks, confusion and concern on his face.

“Yeah,” I say, holding by a thread every emotion that seems a million times magnified.

“You sure?” he asks, folding his arms across his wide chest.

Shit, why am I thinking about his chest? “Yeah, just umm, pregnancy stuff. I-I’m going to take a nap. We can talk later, I promise.”

I practically bolt from the room, leaving him stunned and confused.

“Chicks,” he says before I close my door.
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GIRLS ARE CONFUSING as fuck. I just don’t get it. Hillary is supposed to be the cool chick. The one you can hang out with, have a beer with, and not get any pressure from. When she’s really in her element, she talks like a sailor, can drink most guys under the table, and fucks like a porn star. She’s smart too, and I like being around her, but the minute she starts trying to push whatever it is we’re doing . . . I can’t even say relationship because I’d literally throw the hell up. When she acts like we’re permanent, I start to sweat, my stomach gets weird, and I’m pretty sure I’m almost on the verge of a heart attack. When she told Lisa how she could borrow some of her clothes, I wondered why the hell she brought enough clothes to be able to lend some out.

We made up like we always do—it’s a pattern, and I can’t lie and say I don’t like it—but it’s different now. When we used to argue about random things people only argue about when they’re seeing each other—like how the waitress wearing a top that showed off her rack to the whole world looked at me when we were at the bar, stupid things like that—we fucked and made up and that was it. It was like a clean slate. But now, there’s always a bad aftertaste like we haven’t really made up. Like she’s still mad—really, really mad—but she doesn’t want me to know it and it comes out when she snaps at me over little things. Then I start to wonder when she became this person who wants so much from me. Even though everyone seems to think I am, I never said I was her boyfriend. When I tell Chris I’m not Hillary’s boyfriend, he only laughs at me. Lauren sighs and tells me to talk to Hillary about it. If it were that easy, I would have a long time ago!

But when I don’t say anything, in her head, I’m giving her permission to keep pushing the limit on things, as if she’s testing me to see how far she can go. The thought of being her boyfriend scares the living shit out of me. I love that she’s crazy, but to tell me—with a completely serious face—that she’d cut my dick off and throw it in the ocean if I used it with someone else is sort of terrifying. Before I dropped her off at the train station, she asked if I’ve thought about staying with her when I get to Chicago. Why would she ask me that? I never stay with her when I visit now. I always stay with Chris and Lauren. Questions like that make my dick soft.

Then I get home, and Lisa, the last person I expect to act like an overemotional female, starts crying and acting all weird when I try to comfort her. And I’m not sure if it’s my fault, since I’ve never really comforted a girl before. I just did what I thought Chris would do. I hate to see Lisa cry. She’s not a crier, she’s the smartass, she’s the girl who talks first and thinks later. That girl is a mess right now, and I don’t know if I’m the right person to get her back together again.

Ever since she walked through my door yesterday, she’s been the Lisa from before, the one girl I can talk to and hang out with without her expecting anything else, the one person who can tell me if I’m being an asshole, which I usually am, or if I’m right.

I knock on the door to her room. I hear music playing, most likely from her phone since the guest room doesn’t have a radio or TV. “I got food. It’ll be in the kitchen.”

I know she’ll be out soon. If there’s one thing Lisa and I did together, it was eating, and since my fridge is basically empty, I know she has to be starving. Lauren can kill two large pizzas by herself since she’s pregnant, so I’m guessing Lisa won’t be able to resist a fresh bucket of KFC. I fix up a plate and park in front of the television.

I hear Lisa walk into the kitchen and say, “Oh thank God.”

I can’t help but smile. When she comes in, her hair’s been pulled to the top of her head and a cami shows off her flat stomach and boobs and the shorts Hillary left her show off her legs. I have to concentrate so the food doesn’t go down the wrong pipe. I don’t know how girls are, but if I were a jealous girl, I wouldn’t give a girl staying with my guy little shit like that to wear.

“You really read my mind with the chicken.” She stuffs a leg in her mouth as she sits on the couch across from me, totally oblivious to the reaction she just caused. “I haven’t had fried chicken in, like, six months.”

I look at her in complete shock. “Are you serious?”

She shrugs. “Yeah, Brett was really into eating healthy.”

“So since Brett didn’t like fried chicken, you stopped eating fried chicken?” I ask, and she frowns.

“Well, I sort of lived with him and thought it would be pretty rude to stuff myself with hamburgers and French fries while he was eating baked fish and asparagus,” she counters, adding an eye roll for good measure.

I can’t help but smirk. At least this is the Lisa I’m used to. “Have you heard from him?” After I ask, I realize that maybe I shouldn’t have, seeing how emotional she’s been.

But she only shakes her head before eating a spoonful of potatoes. “I don’t really expect him to. He made things clear about how they would be.” She doesn’t sound sad or as if she’s on the verge of crying, thank God. Her tone still doesn’t stop me from wanting to go kick Brett’s ass. “What about you and Hillary?”

She gives me a knowing smile, and I fight not to roll my eyes.

“What about us?” I ask evenly.

She sort of laughs and shakes her head.

“What?”

“Nothing.” She sounds amused, shaking her head.

“It’s obviously something, unless pregnancy makes you laugh for no reason like a lunatic.”

She looks at me and smirks. “Well, it just seems like not a lot has changed. That’s all.”

I give her a look to keep going.

She lets out a sigh. “You’re still a commitmentphobe.”

“Shows what you know. Hillary’s my girl-my giiirlfriend,” I say to shut her up.

She looks at me blankly for a second then busts out laughing again. “You can’t even say girlfriend!”

I throw a pillow at her.

“Suck it up. You’re obviously not the only one in the room who is clueless about healthy relationships,” she says with a twinge of sadness in her voice, and I try to think of something funny to say before she bursts into tears. She laughs again. “I’m not going to cry, Aidan.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “Thanks, because cold beer and KFC is not a night for anybody to cry on.”

“I wish I could have a beer,” she says, throwing her head dramatically back into the couch.

I command my eyes to stay on her face and not glide down her long neck and shoulders to the cleavage that’s busting from her top.

“Do you think I’d be a bad mother?”

My eyes widen in surprise. Her tone is contemplative, not as heavy as the question is, but I realize that Lisa doesn’t ask me serious things like that. She sort of just tells me what she’s going to do and waits for my response. Even before she set off to California, she never asked me if she should do it.

“Well, there’s my answer.” She chuckles.

“No, I mean, come on, if I thought you would be a bad mom, I wouldn’t have wanted you to stay for Willa,” I say too quickly.

She turns toward me and her eyebrow arches. She looks as if she’s going to say something, but her eyes dart to the TV. “I ran into them yesterday,” she says casually.

“Who?”

“Willa and Will.”

I sit up then. “What happened?”

“Willa saw me and ran over and asked me why I was here. I was basically like a total idiot. I didn’t know what to say.” She covers her face as if still embarrassed. “After everything, she doesn’t hate me. I abandoned her, and she’s not even mad at me. They looked perfect. Like I used to imagine them, father and daughter, as if he’s had her from the day she was born.”

I frown and rub my jaw, trying to keep my anger from coming to the forefront of my expression. I still think Mr. Scott needs a good punch to the face and kick in the balls for his part in all of this, but from seeing him with Willa, I know he really loves that little girl. I look at Lisa, the girl I’ve known for years, the only girl who has ever seen me at my worst, and wonder how things got like this for her. In high school, we were kind of like siblings who tolerated each other because of our mutual friendship with Chris, but when you’re around someone so long, you can’t help but grow attached to them.

Last year, I always thought that if maybe I had talked to her more, hung out with her more, if she had been able to trust me and tell me about her crazy plan to sleep with Mr. Scott, maybe I could have stopped her, talked some sense into her and told her what a really fuckin’ stupid decision that would be and how it would mess everything up. Then again, I had just been a horny senior trying to sleep with as many girls as I could, then my dad moved us away the last half of my senior year. That completely sucked balls, but even with all of Dad’s stupid decisions and inconvenient deployments, he never left me or abandoned me.

“He wants to talk to me.”

I look at her and can’t help but swallow hard. “About what?” I try to hide the frustration in my voice, but the way she eyes me, I guess I didn’t do a good job.

“I guess he wants to know what I’m doing here. What it means . . . he probably just wants to make sure I’m not here to try to take Willa back or cause trouble, since that’s what I do so well.” She chuckles at the last part.

“You are quite the little troublemaker,” I joke to ease the tension.

She rolls her eyes playfully.

“You haven’t talked to him at all since you left?”

“No, I just thought it’d be weird, or too much. I don’t know . . . I figured it’d be easier to talk to Ms. Scott . . . I didn’t want to cause any problems between them, you know, making Ms. Scott think that something was going on with me and him after everything. But then I realized that she had really forgiven me . . . or she’s doing a hell of a job at faking it. I don’t know, but a part of me thinks that she understands me . . . or gets what I did. I don’t know, it’s hard to explain.” She lets out a deep sigh.

“No, I get it. I don’t know how she does it, but whenever she mentions you, it’s never with resentment or bitterness. I think she really cares about you,” I say.

She looks down guiltily. “So you think she’d want another kid?”

Her tone and expression indicate she’s joking, but I still look at her as if she’s lost her mind.

“I’m only joking,” she says, rising from the couch.

She stretches her arms over her head and her shirt rises, showing her toned stomach, and I have to remind myself that this is Lisa. I can’t believe she’s had a kid before and might be having one again.

“I’m going to call it a night,” she says through a yawn. She heads out of the living room, but before she leaves, she stops. “Thanks, A. For everything.”

“What are friends for?” I say with a shrug.

Her smile widens, and it looks as though a weight has been lifted off her shoulders.
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LISA HAS BEEN here for three days, and Grams will be back tomorrow. Thankfully Lisa hasn’t had any more of those emotional crying spells, and she bought clothes that actually cover up her best assets. I don’t know how I feel about that though. I didn’t realize how much I liked seeing tits and ass in the morning. Well, I knew I liked it, but I didn’t ever think I’d like seeing Lisa’s.

Hillary’s been calling every day twice a day and it’s getting really annoying, but she’s been surprisingly nice and over sharing about the weird things Lauren’s body’s been doing as she gets larger and apparently more like the devil right now. That explains why I haven’t heard from Chris or Ms. Red. I bet she’s been keeping both their hands full.

“Morning,” Lisa says, bouncing into the kitchen. She has on an oversized shirt, some skinny jeans, and a black pair of flip-flops instead of the trademark pajamas she’s been wearing.

“You’re up and sunshiny today.”

She grins and grabs an apple off the table. “I figured it’s time I stop slopping around your house eating all of your food and get out and do something.” She takes a bite of it.

“That a girl,” I say, tipping my coffee cup to her. I haven’t seen much of her the past few days since I’ve been traveling to different junk shops, picking up parts for the shop. “What’s on the plan?”

She takes another bite of her apple. “A doctor’s appointment,” she says casually, but I can tell she’s nervous.

“Oh.” I wonder what type of appointment it is. We haven’t talked much about her situation and her plan, but even an idiot like me knows that each day that passes makes her situation more urgent.

“I just want to go and confirm things. See what all of my options are,” she rattles quickly; it’s clear to me that she’s still undecided and nervous as hell.

“You want me to go with you?” I regret it as soon as the words leave my mouth. The last place I want to be is some stuffy gyno office talking about women’s stuff, but it seemed like the right thing to do to ask.

Her eyes widen in surprise. “You’d really be cool to go?”

“Um, not really, but if you want somewhere there, I don’t have much else to do until later,” I admit.

She looks at me curiously and says sheepishly, “I-I would like the company if you won’t pass out or anything.”

“Okay.” I nod, and she looks at me strangely.

“Okay,” she repeats with several blinks.
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“YOU ARE THE worst driver in the whole state,” I tell her as I get on my knees and pretend to kiss the ground.

“But did you die?” she asks sarcastically.

“I think we came pretty close.”

She gives me the middle finger as we almost bump into a soccer-mom type exiting the clinic and looking at us distastefully. I follow her inside, then look at the bright yellow walls and pictures of babies and smiling women plastered everywhere. She walks up to the desk. I stand behind her, not really knowing what to do and feeling completely like an idiot.

She turns around and grins at me. “You can go sit down.”

She laughs before turning back to the receptionist. I walk over and sit in one of a dozen empty seats. A pregnant lady and her husband are sitting on the other side of the room, his eyes glued to his iPad while she fingers through a magazine. On the opposite side of the room is a pretty cute girl—about a seven and a half—with short brown hair, matching brown eyes, and a decent rack. Her smile is flirtatious, then I remember if a chick is sitting in here, either she’s pregnant or has an STD. Or do girls go to the lady doctor for reasons other than that? I glance at the magazine rack. It’s all home and baby stuff.

“You couldn’t look more awkward if you tried,” Lisa says, sliding into the seat next to me. In her hand is a clipboard with a form.

“What’s that?” I ask, looking it over.

“Insurance questionnaire and stuff about my girly parts,” she teases.

I immediately look away, and she laughs.

“Relax, Aidan. Just imagine, you could be sitting here someday as an expecting father.” She giggles, and I frown.

I glance back at the 7.5 with the haircut like Demi Moore from Ghost. “Hey, what all do chicks come here for?”

She continues to write on the forms. “What do you mean?”

“Like, if this is the lady doctor, you guys don’t come here for colds and stuff, right?”

She stops looking at her paper and looks at me strangely. “Are you serious?”

I cross my arms, feeling a little embarrassed.

“Um, no, this is where women come for women’s issues, like if you’re expecting or for annual exams, birth control, stuff like that,” she says, clearly trying not to laugh.

“So it’s not just if you’re knocked up or have STDs?” I ask.

She busts out in laughter, making everyone in the waiting room look at us. “No. Is that the only reason guys go to the doctor?”

I shrug, and she rolls her eyes.

“Oh God, Aidan, how many STDs have you had?” she asks, and I shush her.

“It was only one time. That chick Cindy burned me junior year, fuckin’ chlamydia,” I say angrily, and she shakes her head at me. “Don’t act like you’ve never been burned before.” I nudge her, and she looks at me in horror.

She laughs. “I haven’t actually. Getting an STD isn’t a rite of passage experience.”

“Ha ha.” I pull out my phone, but it’s only on two percent, so I stuff it back in my pocket. I’m so freakin’ bored. I pick up one of the magazines and flip through it. “Ew.”

Lisa looks at me blankly. “What?”

I point at the picture in the magazine of the guy holding what looks like an alien.

“It’s the placenta,” she says dryly.

“It looks like it’s from another planet.”

“You’re six years old,” she says with a hint of amusement in her voice.

“So does that ask how many dudes you’ve boned?” I ask, looking over her shoulder at the form.

“Okay, just go wait in the car and listen to sports radio or something.”

“I’m just curious,” I say innocently.

“Yes, it goes over your sexual history,” she says, continuing to scribble on her paper.

“Like what’s your favorite position?” I joke.

This time she swats me but grins. I’d rather her smile than be nervous. This place is giving me the creeps even though I already know there’s no possibility of me being pregnant or having an STD. Lisa eventually gives me her phone, and I end up playing Subway Surfer until the receptionist or nurse calls her name.

“Are you going to be okay with coming in, or do you want to stay out here?” she asks, standing.

“Will I get to see your boobs if I go in?” I tease, and she rolls her eyes at me.

“Maybe even both of them,” she says, grabbing my hand and pulling me out of the chair.

I follow her. I watch Lisa get her blood pressure taken and step on scales. I’m trying to figure out what exactly this appointment is for. She hasn’t mentioned anything about having the baby and I’m not sure if she’s made up her mind yet, but I am glad she’s doing something. After they’re done poking and prodding her and taking her blood—and they took a lot—they sit us in a little room, me in a chair and her on top of a tall doctor’s table.

“Hey, Aidan?” she says quietly. “I’m the one with the baby inside me. I should look more nervous than you.” She gives me a wink.

The doctor comes in. She’s tall, like almost basketball player tall, and she has pants and a red top with ruffles at the top under her white coat. I don’t think I’ve done a chick as tall as her before.

“Hello, how are you guys doing today?” Her voice is warmer than I imagined it being.

“Good,” Lisa squeaks.

“Okay over there,” I say, and she nods.

“That’s great. I’m Dr. Morris, and I see that you guys are expecting,” she says with a wide smile as though we’ve won a prize on a game show.

My eyes widen.

“Oh no, he’s not . . . I am. He’s my friend,” she tells the doctor quickly.

Dr. Morris looks back and forth between us with the same wide smile. “Well, that’s great. It’s so important to have moral support.” She doesn’t miss a beat, looking at Lisa’s chart. “So I take it I have permission to speak freely with Mr. . . . ?”

“Riles, but Aidan’s cool,” I tell her, my voice sounding higher than normal.

“Yeah, it’s fine,” Lisa answers meekly.

“Great. So the blood test confirms that you are indeed pregnant,” she says in a congratulatory tone, and Lisa smiles tightly. “It looks like, according to the last day of your menses, you think you’re at about ten weeks?”

Lisa nods with a look that makes me think she isn’t in a celebratory mood.

“So on your form, it seemed like you indicated you weren’t sure if you wanted to continue with the pregnancy?” Dr. Morris asks, her expression showing concern.

Lisa lets out a deep breath and nods, glancing at me. “I just . . . it’s not the ideal time or situation for me, but whenever I think of ending it, so to speak, I just . . . I can’t really see myself doing that, but I-I don’t know.” She shrugs and glues her eyes to her lap.

“Well, you’re still early and there are a few options to consider if you want more information on aborting the pregnancy. However, it sounds like you’re more interested in adoption if I’m reading this correctly?” she asks.

“I-I think so. I guess I want more information on it,” Lisa says.

My eyes widen. I never considered Lisa going through everything and handing over her kid. I mean, she’s done it once, but that was to her aunt. I feel my stomach toss, and I shift in my seat.

“Adoption could be a really great thing. Have you discussed it with the father?” Dr. Morris asks.

“He’s okay with whatever I want,” Lisa answers just above a whisper.

“We have a lot of resources we can connect you with if that’s an option you want to explore, but for now, let’s take a look at how things are going,” Dr. Morris says in an upbeat tone. “I’m going to step out while you change into that gown, and we’ll see if we can find the baby’s heartbeat.”

“O-okay,” Lisa answers, looking at me.

“You can hear that now?” I ask, surprised.

“We should be,” Dr. Morris says cheerfully before she leaves the room.
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I SEE A lot of things when I look at Aidan. Ex-soldier, sports fanatic, best friend, Captain America . . . okay he really reminds me of Captain America. He’s like the poster child for him. All-American football player since freshman year, blond hair, blue eyes, perfect smile, lips drawn by God himself but a body sketched by the devil, mouth as filthy as a garbage can . . . well maybe an evil Captain America.

A doppelganger or something.

But I’ve never imagined Aidan as a prospective dad. When we first arrived in the clinic, he was typical Aidan, making crude jokes, looking as uncomfortable as if we had landed on a different planet. It was annoying but sort of cute and definitely what I needed to calm my nerves. I hadn’t needed to hear that he’d gotten an STD from that skank Cindy though. His nervousness once we got to the exam room was expected, but when the doctor got out the Doppler and the baby’s heartbeat started to blast in the room, I never imagined the look on his face.

“It’s like a washing machine,” Aidan says excitedly. His eyes are wide and bright and full of excitement.

“Most people say that,” Dr. Morris answers with a smile.

“That’s so cool. That’s inside you?” he asks me in amazement.

My cheeks heat up. I think back to the first time I heard Willa’s heartbeat thudding. At the time, I didn’t know if she was a Will or Willa; I tried not to think much about it. At the doctor’s office, I pretended I was watching a TV show and my life was someone else’s. My aunt Danni was the excited one, asking questions and confirming two or three times that everything was going well and that the baby was okay.

“Good strong heartbeat,” Dr. Morris says.

“Can you tell if it’s a boy or girl?” Aidan asks, and I can’t help but genuinely laugh.

“No, it’s a little too early for that,” Dr. Morris says, as amused as I am when Aidan’s face falls. “So I’m going to get the nurse to gather up all of the resources we have for the options we talked about, and after you mull over it, give us a call to schedule your next appointment and we can talk more then.”

“Thank you, Dr. Morris,” I tell her.

“Any questions for me right now?” she asks.

“Um, so if she wants to do adoption, does she have to decide that right now?” Aidan asks, surprising me.

Dr. Morris seems just as surprised. “No, of course not. Typically, it’s something that most women have to prepare for—it takes a very strong person to go that route, I must say. However, even if it’s something that Lisa decides to do, there wouldn’t be any paperwork signed until after the baby is born, so that gives her a lot of time to come to terms with whatever she decides.”

A grin spreads across his face that makes my heart skip a beat, then she turns to me.

“Other decisions, we don’t have the luxury of so much time. If it’s something that you’re still debating, I suggest that you very carefully consider all of your options while they’re still viable,” she says gently, looking directly into my eyes.

“I understand.” I look over at Aidan, who is frowning up with his arms folded.

“For now though, I’m going to set you up with some prenatal vitamins, some iron pills since you’re a bit low there, and folic acid. I know you mentioned you weren’t having much, but I’ll give you a prescription for something to help with morning sickness if it pops up,” she tells me.

“Thank you,” I say.

“It was nice to meet you both,” she says before leaving the room.

When she does, I see Aidan staring at me with a smile, but it’s strained. “That was nuts.” His stone face breaks into genuine enthusiasm, but I can tell he’s fighting it and unsure of what emotion he should display.

“Yeah, it’s surreal to hear the heartbeat, huh?” I say lightly, and he nods enthusiastically.

“You’ve really got something in there,” he says in wonderment, staring at my stomach as if for the first time realizing that I’m actually pregnant.

“Yeah,” I say, touching it. I look up and see he’s biting his bottom lip, his face furrowed in deep thought. “Aidan, I was kidding about the boob thing. I need to change,” I say playfully.

He laughs, standing from the chair. “Conned again.”

He heads to the door and stops with his hand on the knob. He turns around, and his expression is soft. When his blue eyes fall on mine, I feel my heart skip a beat and I swallow hard.

“Leese, I just wanted you to know, whatever you decide to do, I-I’ll be there for you.”

My eyes water. I think back to the night I told him about what I had done with Will and what a mess I was. I told him by accident sort of—well, sort of during a drunken outburst followed by an epic drunken meltdown because I just knew he was going to run straight to Chris and tell him. He and Chris had always been close, just like Chris and I had been close. But with Chris’s going back and forth from Michigan to Chicago, Aidan and I just kept our routine of hanging out and ragging on each other. I never really knew if it was genuine or just done out of loneliness or boredom, but the way he’s looking at me now, I realize that our friendship isn’t just one of convenience or mutual love for another person. It’s real, and I really, really missed it.
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AFTER MY APPOINTMENT, Aidan drops me off back at his house, and I hop in my car and head to the grocery store. This time, I get out without any run-ins with my past. I’m able to get enough to fill up the fridge, and with Grams coming back tomorrow, I’m so excited about the stuff she’s going to whip up when she gets back.

As I unload the groceries, I can’t stop thinking about the last time I was in the grocery store and what I told Willa. It’s been almost four days since I saw them, and each time I think of it, I want to smile and cry at the same time, which is why I’ve been trying not to. While I was in California, I thought about her more times than I’d like to admit, but the thoughts were easier to push away. When I called to check on her, I never spoke with her since I thought it’d be easier for her to adjust to living with Will if she didn’t talk to me. Now I can admit that was a lie—not talking to her was easier for me.

I sit at the kitchen table and stare at my phone. I run my hands through my hair and try to think of all the reasons I shouldn’t call him, why it’s better if she doesn’t see me, but I can’t get her face out of my head. I finally bite the bullet and call the number I saved in my phone with just a W. As fast as it’s beating, my heart might as well be on a train. By the third ring, I’m about to chicken out. When I hear his voice, my heart stops completely. Then I remember that he doesn’t have my number and doesn’t know it’s me, because his tone is how it is normally, how it was back before everything happened and he was just Mr. Scott, my best friend’s dad, the man who had generously agreed to tutor me, the guy I had an innocent crush on. Back then, he talked to me with a smile in his voice, the same way he talked to everyone else.

“Hi,” I feel as though it takes all the strength in me to push out one word.

There’s a stretch of silence, then I hear him clear his throat.

“Lisa?” he asks. His voice has changed instantly. It’s gruffer, more restrained, and stiff.

I nod but realize he can’t see me. “Yeah.” I try to relax, but I’m drumming my fingers on the table with my free hand. “I was, um, you said to call, so that’s what I’m doing. I hope it’s a good time—”

“What are you doing here, Lisa?” His tone is cold and like a statement even though he’s asking a question.

It’s expected but throws me off. “I-I just got back.”

“Obviously,” he says shortly.

“I didn’t want to bump into you and her like that . . . I was . . .” I’m at a loss for words, my thoughts a jumbled mess. “I didn’t think. I’m sorry.”

He lets out a long sigh. I wait for him to say something, and when he doesn’t, I rest my head in my hand.

“She asked about you. She’s asked every day since we saw you. Has Lisa called? Is she coming to get me? And I’ve had no idea what to say.”

My stomach drops, and I’m biting my lip so hard I start to taste metal. “I’ve had a lot going on. I didn’t even . . . I’m sorry.”

“You should be. I don’t know what to say to you right now. If you had talked to me directly, before seeing her, I would have told you I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to see her,” he says angrily, and I nod.

“I didn’t think it was either,” I tell him quickly, wiping away the tear in my eye.

“But you told her you would.” His voice is raised and angry, and now I’m confused.

“I don’t know, Will. What do you want me to do or say? Do you want me to see her or not?” I say, feeling my hand shaking.

“What do you want? What do you think is best for her?”

“If I knew that, I wouldn’t have left her with you,” I say honestly.

He’s quiet for a moment. “Look, I’m not trying to be cruel. I just . . . when you have a child, you have to think about how your actions affect them.”

I roll my eyes, but I don’t know if it’s directed at him or me. “Have you told her that I’m not her cousin?” I’m more nervous to hear the answer than to ask the question.

“No.”

That actually makes me more nervous than if he would have said yes. If they had and she was still so excited to see me, then that would have meant she’s not mad at me, that the fallout had already happened.

“Do you plan on ever telling her?” I ask.

“We’ve had with a lot to deal with. Letting her know that the cousin she adores is actually her mom and the person she knew as her mom is really her aunt was more than we could deal with when you left her.”

“She calls you dad though. How did you explain that?” I say childishly.

“She asked to call me dad.”

“So she doesn’t know that you’re her . . .”

“No. Not now. We figured that it was more important for us to get comfortable together and develop a relationship before tearing down all the delusions she’s had,” he says.

I don’t know why I’m surprised. These are the people who kept Chris in the dark for years, but who am I to tell them what Willa should know or not? After I signed those papers, I agreed to have no say in her life at all. Not that I even think I deserve one, but I’m fighting the urge to point out how keeping secrets and half-truths worked out for his oldest child.

“Well, I plan on being here a little while.”

Silence.

“What’s a little while?” he asks, tension seeping through the phone.

I imagine him rubbing his forehead, a key giveaway that he’s stressed. I let out a small breath and try to think. The doctor’s visit today made my pregnancy all too real. Hearing the doctor say things like options and choices that need to be made was definitely a wake-up call that I can’t sit around and pretend as though this isn’t happening. Then I remember Aidan’s face when he first heard the heartbeat, and the butterfly that used to fly solo seems to have found some friends. I can’t even deal with that right now.

“A few months, maybe a year . . .” I say impulsively.

“What are you doing back here?” he asks suspiciously.

“Do you want me to see her or not?” I ask, unable to deal with anything outside of the purpose of this phone call right now.

“You being here long-term changes things, Lisa,” he says, his voice so low it’s almost like a growl.

“What do you mean?”

“Think about it. It was easier for us to deal with this when you weren’t here, and now all of a sudden, you’re back.”

“A-are you talking about Willa or you?” I say, a hint of sharpness in my voice.

“My family,” he says quietly.

He’s talking about Ms. Scott.

“Look, I’m not here to cause trouble or make things any more difficult than they already are. Trust me, I have enough on my own plate.”

“Do you want to see her?” he asks, and my heart skips a beat.

“Yes.”

There’s more quiet.

“Is tomorrow good?” he asks.

“Yeah, it’s great. I can have Aidan pick her up, if that’s easier.”

There’s a brief pause. “Let me know if he can pick her up from school.”

“Sounds good.”

As soon I hang up, I hear the door open. I walk over to the sink and splash water on my face.

“I’ve got tacos! Chicken, steak, and guacamole,” Aidan says triumphantly, his wide smile showing all of his perfect teeth.

“I told you I could buy dinner tonight,” I tell him, a little disappointed.

He waves me off as he passes me with the white greasy bag containing all sorts of deliciousness. “Don’t worry about it. You’re unemployed, and most unemployed people are broke or should be saving.”

“That wasn’t blunt at all,” I say coolly.

“You know me.” He shrugs, unpacking his food.

“I talked to Will,” I tell him before diving into my tacos.

“It’s still so weird to hear you call him Will.”

My cheeks heat up. I tell him about the brief, awkward conversation we had, and he looks as if he’s only half listening until I get to the part about Willa.

“Sure, I’ll swing by there and grab her. I miss the little runt,” he says, surprising me.

“You miss her?”

“Yeah, I haven’t seen her in about a week. Remind me I owe her five dollars,” he adds.

I’m really shocked now. “You see her . . . a lot?”

“Yeah, I keep an eye on her when Ms. Red has stuff to do and Mr. Scott isn’t around, and when Grams is gone, that’s who feeds me,” He jokes. “Not Willa, Ms. Red, but she’s already started teaching Willa to cook, so I wouldn’t be surprised . . .”

“Oh,” is all I can say, wondering if I’m doing a good job of hiding my embarrassment. I have no clue what’s been going on in Willa’s or Aidan’s life. It weirds me out that I’m getting this information from Aidan. “How has she been?”

“She’s doing good. She’s a great a kid. Really good at Uno, and spelling apparently. Don’t bet her money on Uno. She’s a tiny card shark.” He laughs, but I can’t seem to even muster up a smile. My stomach feels sort of sick, and my mood has completely plummeted. “Leese, she’s been really happy.”

I nod emphatically. I knew she would be. I knew that Will and Ms. Scott were amazing parents to Chris and I hoped they would be to her, but I can’t stop the feeling gnawing at me. I’ve never felt it before, and I can’t describe it. But since I can’t change our lives, I shake it off and bite into another taco.
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My stomach has been on edge all day, nerves shooting through me. I’ve sort of felt sick, but that’s probably due to those crappy prenatal pills I’ve been taking and not the fact that Willa will be here any minute.

I’ve got the Uno cards, the pizza’s ordered, I bought a ton of junk food, and all the princess movies I could find are queued up. I do a full-body shake, trying to literally shake off my nerves. I don’t know why I feel like this. It’s not as if I’m meeting her for the first time.

I worked with kids for practically the past five years of my life, but with Willa, it’s always been different. It should be since she’s my daughter—well, not my daughter. I’m her birth mom. Whenever I was around her, I’d always have to remind myself of my role. Not that it was hard. Danni was a great mom, all the things I wish my own mother was. Just the thought of being a mom like Evie made dealing with the little tugs on my heart a whole lot easier.

I’m snapped out of my thoughts when I hear the door shut on Aidan’s truck. Then I hear them laughing and talking. I take a deep breath and open the door to meet them.

“Leese!” she squeals as soon as she sees me, running up the stairs with her blond hair flying.

“Hey, Willa bear,” I say, scooping her up in my arms. “Oh my God, you’re so heavy now.”

Aidan follows her, carrying her pink-and-white book bag. He beams at me.

“I’m not heavy,” she protests with a pout as I put her down.

“I’ve got so much stuff planned for us today. What do you want to do first? Watch a movie? Or do you need help with your homework? Today is all about you!” I tell her as we walk into the house.

“Yay! I only have one sheet today. Afterward, can we play Uno, then watch Frozen?”

I glance at Aidan, who gives me an I-told-you-so look.

“Whatever you want!” I tell her. Her excitement is contagious.

I help her with the one page of math homework she has. Turns out she hates math and her favorite subject is spelling, but she’s not really sure if it’s her favorite because she also really likes to read. She tells me about her teacher, Mr. Onlin, who she doesn’t like as much as her teacher the year before, Ms. Grace, and her best friend in the whole world is named Nicole, who she has a sleepover with next week.

We play five games of Uno. She wins all but one, and I have a strong inkling she only let Aidan win because he was being such a crybaby about it. Right now I have three cards, Aidan has two, and from the smug grin on his face, it looks as though he may take this hand. He throws down two Draw Fours and declares Uno. I look at Willa, who frowns and starts to pull from the deck. Then she snatches her hand back and puts down her two Draw Fours triumphantly.

“Uno and out!” she squeals.

I burst into laughter at Aidan’s shocked expression.

“I can’t wait until you’re twenty-one. We’re heading straight to Vegas,” Aidan says, shaking his head in disbelief as she sweeps all of the coins and candy in the pile toward her chest.

“Who taught you how to play this game?” I ask in laughter as she pats Aidan’s hand sympathetically.

“I did!” Aidan says, throwing up his hands.

Willa giggles.

“One more game,” Aidan pleads, and she gives a contemplative look.

“Okay, but for five bucks,” she tells him.

He scoffs but pulls out a five-dollar bill and puts it on the table. I sit out this game and watch them play. Willa pummels him, then we watch Frozen. She recites all the words to it while she braids my hair.

“Doesn’t Leese look like Elsa?” she asks as Aidan pretends to be interested in the movie—well, I think he’s pretending. I can’t help but grin that Willa’s started to call me Aidan’s nickname for me.

He glances at me, then back at the movie and squints really hard. “Nah, Leese looks more like Olaf.”

I throw a pillow at him, and Willa joins in, then we’re having a full-on pillow fight, or more like we’re attacking Aidan with pillows. He finally picks Willa up and throws her on the couch. I smack him directly in the face, and before I know it, he’s picked me up and tosses me over his shoulder as if I’m a feather, one arm locking my legs against his chest. I squeal and call to Willa for help. She hits him several times with all her might, and he finally pretends to be defeated, letting me down and flopping on the couch.

I try to catch my breath, attributing the loss of it to all the laughter rather than his hand on my thigh. It rests on my leg so easily, as if it belongs there. His head is on my shoulder and I let mine rest on his. It’s all innocent, natural, nothing erotic about it, but these touches seem more sensual than every time I had sex with Brett. I ignore how hard Aidan’s body felt under mine and how warm his skin is on me and how I haven’t felt like that since . . .

“Let’s do it again!” Willa squeals, hitting Aidan and me with the pillow.

He jumps off the couch, picks her up, and twirls her around as she has a giggling fit. I look on, amused and still a little stunned at how good Aidan is with her. I guess he’s an overgrown man-child so it makes sense, but it’s so genuine, as though he’s really her friend and they’re really having fun.

After the epic pillow fight, the pizza arrives, and we all sit down and tear into it. Turns out Willa’s favorite is sausage with extra cheese, just like me, and I’m stunned that she eats it backward too. Aidan tells us we’re weirdos.

“Are you still writing your stories?” Willa asks.

My mouth falls open. I’m a little surprised she remembers.

“What stories?” Aidan asks.

“When I stayed with Lisa, she wrote fairy tales for me to read, but she didn’t finish them,” she tells him.

He looks at me in surprise. “You wrote fairy tales?”

“It was really stupid,” I say, sort of embarrassed.

Willa frowns. “No, they weren’t. They were good!”

A smile spreads across Aidan’s face.

“It was just something silly,” I say, my whole face feeling as if it was set on fire.

“Didn’t you used to do some writing in high school?” Aidan asks, and I’m a little surprised he just doesn’t keep making fun of me.

“Here and there,” I say, rolling a sausage bit between my fingers.

“Can you finish it for me?” Willa asks, looking at me with big puppy eyes. “It was the best story.”

I can’t help but smile. “Better than Frozen?”

“It’s not finished yet, so I don’t know,” she counters, and Aidan shakes his head.

My phone vibrates, and I already know that it’s Will. I pick it up and read his text saying it’s time for Willa to come home.

“It’s getting late, Willa bear,” I say, and she pouts.

“Can I stay just a little longer?”

I look at Aidan. “Your dad says it’s time to head home, but next time, I’ll see if you can spend the night.”

Aidan looks at me in surprise. The words kind of slipped out before I had a chance to censor them.

“Yay!” she squeals.

I pack up the rest of the pizza and junk food and hand it off to Aidan. Then I give her a big hug, and she makes me promise that next time she can spend the night. I tell her, without a bit of reluctance or hesitation, that if it’s okay with Will, then she’s more than welcome to stay.

When Aidan gets back, I’m in bed, reading the last of a book I was finishing. He knocks, and I tell him to come in. When he does, he’s wearing one of my favorite smiles, a wide grin that showcases his deep dimples.

“What are you smiling at?” I ask, my smile matching his.

“Nothing. You were great today,” he says, his tone free of smugness.

I feel a moment of bashfulness. “She made it really easy. You did too. You’re really good with her.”

He sits at the end of the bed, his weight shifting it. “Willa’s a great kid.” He turns toward me and chuckles. “And God, I never realized how much she looks like you,” he says almost in amazement.

“Yeah, us Gregorys have really strong genes, I guess,” I relent with a shrug.

“And a really strong swing. I think I pulled a muscle,” he jokes, rubbing the back of his neck.

“How was Will when you dropped her off?”

He immediately tenses up and lets out a deep breath. “He looked really glad to see her. Relieved almost.”

I roll my eyes. “What, did he think I was going to kidnap her or something? I’d hate to see what happens when I ask to get her overnight.” I sigh.

He’s quiet, looking down at his large hands. They’re so big and would swallow mine. He looks contemplative, and it makes my chest tight.

“Why do you think you’ll be a bad mom?” he asks quietly.

I have to blink. That’s Aidan, cutting right through the bullshit. “Well . . .” I try to figure out the best words to say. I can give him a million reasons, but he probably wouldn’t understand them, so I go for the simplest explanation. “Obviously I don’t make the best decisions.”

“You were great with her today,” he says with such sincerity that it scares me.

I look away from him and glue my eyes on my hands. “That’s one day, Aidan. One day with your help. I mean, I know I’m not some monster and kids are amazing. I love them. I do well with them. I couldn’t have been a teacher if I wasn’t, but . . . today was the easy part. It’s easy to play with them and give them pizza and candy and watch movies, but being a mother is so much more than that.”

He looks at me intently.

“And Willa is about to be nine years old. She’s easy now. She’s like a little person. I wasn’t there during the hard parts, like potty training, and immunizations. The crying all night, helping her learn to walk and talk.” I’m breathing so fast I can see my chest rising and falling. “It’s only going to get harder from here. I don’t know how to raise a little girl. Let’s be honest, I learned from Evie. How can I help Willa with the important choices in life? Every decision I’ve made has been wrong. It’s like taking the most difficult road is ingrained in me. I just pray to God, for her sake and this baby inside me, that it’s not genetic.”

I let out a deep breath. My eyes meet his, and I let out a small laugh when I see his grin.

“You glad you got that out?” he asks.

“Yeah. It felt really good actually.” I feel as though a thousand pounds just slid off my chest.

He stands, stretching his long body upward. I look away as his stomach, etched with a six-pack, is revealed.

“By the way, I think you could do anything you put your mind to, including being an amazing mom.”

My stomach falls several levels as his eyes pierce mine. My heart feels as if it slows down. I swallow hard.

“If you keep this up, I’m going to think you’ve grown into a decent human being,” I say playfully, trying to cut through the intensity of the moment.

“Nah, but I can pretend to be sometimes,” he retorts. “Night, Leese.”

He walks out and closes the door, leaving me confused. When did my friend/sparring mate become this supportive, thoughtful man who knows exactly how to make me smile? Well, he always kind of knew how to make me smile or die laughing.

The butterflies that have made a colony in my stomach are probably just the hormones. I know it’s the hormones, because the only other explanation is that I’m developing a crush on Aidan Riles . . .

Nah, it’s definitely the hormones.
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“AIDAN JACKSON GRUENNEL Riles, who is that little blond thing in our guest room?”

I open my eyes to see Grams standing over me, her grey hair pulled up in a ponytail, her hands on her hips, and a scowl on her face. I sit up in bed, letting out a yawn. “Oh, she’s not a random girl, Grams. That’s Lisa.”

“Lisa . . . Lisa, Lisa?” she asks, her abrasiveness slowly sliding away.

“That’s the one,” I say, turning on the lamp and closing my eyes. “Glad you’re back. Are you making breakfast?”

She pulls the covers off me, and I squint at the light.

“How is she? I’ve missed her around here. The only girl who can keep your ass in line.” She chuckles, and I roll my eyes. “How long is she staying?”

I realize she’s not letting me go back to sleep, so I sit up in bed. “Until she gets a job. I sort of gave her the guest room,” I say, putting on the T-shirt she tosses at me.

“She’s back?” Grams sounds as surprised as I was when Lisa arrived on my doorstep.

“For a while at least.”

“What’s wrong?” she asks me suspiciously.

“Nothing, she just needed a change of scenery, I guess.” I shrug, making sure not to look her in the eye. My grams can always tell when I’m lying.

“I’ll ask her myself. You get washed up. I’m going to make a big breakfast to celebrate,” she says before leaving the room.

As soon as she does, I fall back into bed.

“I mean it, Aidan,” she shouts from down the hall. That lady has freakin’ superpowers.

By the time I’m out of the shower, I can hear Lisa and Grams chatting away like two old friends.

“I’ve always wanted to go to California. Maybe John and I will go this year.”

I roll my eyes as I walk into the kitchen, and Lisa raises an eyebrow at me.

“Don’t mind him. Aidan would prefer that his old grandma doesn’t have a sex life.”

“Ugh, Grams, no one wants to think about geriatric sex.” I pretend to vomit before she slaps me on the back of the head.

“I’m in my prime, and John makes me feel young again. Not just young, but young and happy.”

I look at Lisa, who seems to love seeing me squirm.

“That’s awesome, Grams! How did you guys meet?” she says, egging her on.

“Please, not before breakfast.”

“Oh please, you’re probably sharing your man juice with the whole county.” Grams laughs.

I scrunch up my face and ask in disbelief, “Man juice?”

Lisa is laughing her ass off now.

“You’d think he’d be more progressive about his old grandma having a little fun,” she says as she sets a plate of waffles and bacon in front of me.

I want to indignantly push it away, but it smells so good. Who am I kidding? I’m not the type to be indignant about anything.

“All the while, I’m still cleaning up his room, picking up his undies, and feeding him like he’s a little boy.”

I stuff a whole waffle in my mouth and shake my head.

“Aww, Grams, stop. He’s turning red,” Lisa says.

I give her the middle finger but put it down before Grams sees.

“I am going to miss him next year though,” Grams says, squeezing my cheeks. “So, Lisa, what are you interviewing for today?”

I look at Lisa, surprised. She didn’t mention anything to me about an interview.

“I have a meeting with my old boss. Not really an interview, but he may be able to get me one,” she reveals, seeming embarrassed.

“Which one?”

“David Kelly, the principal at Madison Elementary.”

“That’s great,” I say, genuinely excited for her.

Lisa hasn’t talked about her decision about her pregnancy, but her talking to her old boss at the school rather than at her last bar gig is a good sign that she’s leaning toward keeping it. Well, at least having it. I don’t know how seriously she’s considering raising it.

“You must have the patience of a saint. I love kids, but being a full-time teacher, I’d probably shoot myself.” Grams chuckles.

“Trust me, I’m far from a saint,” she mumbles.

“Lisa’s always been good with kids. You should see her with Willa.”

Lisa looks at me, a little surprised.

“That cute little girl the Scotts adopted? She’s a beauty. I’m so glad they went ahead and bit the bullet. Gwen always wanted a little girl, and it’s perfect timing. She’ll grow up with the other grandkids.”

Lisa and I look at each other, her eyes silently questioning me. I hope she can read that I’m kicking myself in the ass about bringing up Willa. I don’t know what Lisa thought the Scotts told anyone, and we haven’t talked about it, but as far as the town knows, Willa is a little girl they adopted to expand the family. I assume Lisa would prefer that to everyone knowing what the circumstances really were.

“That’s another reason I wish Mr. Bachelor here would settle down, so I can get some grandkids who live in the state.”

“I’m not a handful enough for you?”

“You know what I mean. Some little ones that I can spoil to pieces, then I can send home when I want,” she adds, winking at Lisa, who looks about as comfortable as a deer in headlights. “What about you, Lisa? Do you want kids?”

I swallow the hard lump in my throat. Lisa’s face is red, and she’s fiddling with the tips of her hair thrown over one side of her shoulder. Her eyes dart to mine as if saying, “Save me,” but I’ve got nothing. Grams will pick up a lie from me almost instantly.

“I-I think I have enough on my plate already,” Lisa answers slowly and adds an almost quiet laugh at the end.

I smile at her, and she lets out a relaxed breath. Lisa is a terrible liar, she always has been. I guess when you’re like us and say what you feel whenever you want, you don’t really develop a knack for lying.

“Well, remember the clock’s ticking. It’s not going to turn backward for either of you,” Grams warns us playfully.

“Poor ol’ grandma has been trying to kick me out the house since I was eighteen. Soon she’ll finally get the house to herself though,” I remind Grams, changing the subject, and she winks at me. “I’m going miss the old girl.”

Lisa smiles at me. “I know you will.” She gives my shoulder a quick squeeze.

“Maybe he’ll finally find a nice girl to settle down with like your friend Chris did.” Grams sits on the seat between Lisa and me.

I let out a frustrated breath. I can’t help but notice whenever Chris’s name is mentioned, Lisa looks as if she’s stepping on broken glass.

“Hey, don’t you get annoyed with me, boy. I’m not going to be around forever, and it’s going to take a special kind of woman to put up with your shit.”

I stare at the ceiling. “Why couldn’t I have a grandma who stays home all the time, knits, bakes cookies, and thinks I’m the greatest thing in the world?”

“Because you would have given her a heart attack a long time ago,” she retorts.

Even though we bicker, I wouldn’t trade my grandma for the world. She’s tough as nails. She had to be, raising my dad and his three brothers after my grandpa passed away, and she was an ER nurse for over twenty years. Then she stepped up when my dad kind of went off the rails after his last tour. She’d wanted to swoop in and save me earlier, when we bounced from city to city, but my dad insisted on us staying together. He was the only one who felt that way.

“And I do think you’re the greatest thing in the world,” she adds grumpily.

I flash her what she used to call my prince charming smile.

“Aww, look at you guys. I missed this,” Lisa says.

“So what’s your story, Lisa? The real story.” Grams shifts her attention to Lisa, honing in on her like a lion does a gazelle.

Even though I’m ecstatic to be out of the hot seat, Lisa hasn’t had a grilling by grams in years, and the woman is like a human lie detector. If Grams hadn’t been pulling so much overtime at the hospital during my senior year, she would have sniffed out Lisa’s Mr. Robinson romance before it even started and set her straight. Lisa’s eyes dart over to me, but if there’s one person I can’t save her from, it’s this one.

“My sort-of boyfriend-slash-boss dumped-slash-fired me and kicked me out of his house,” Lisa answers, picking at a piece of toast.

“That asshole. Do you want Aidan to go kick his ass?” Grams asks angrily, ready to send me to California.

“I already asked, Grams.”

“No, it-it actually was my fault,” Lisa answers quietly.

Grams is quiet for a moment. “What’d you do?”

Lisa looks at me before returning her attention to her toast. “I-I told him that I had slept with another guy.”

My eyes nearly bulge out of my head. She didn’t tell me that.

“It was a lie though,” she adds quickly.

“Why would you do something stupid like that?” Grams asks in a way that only she could. It comes off as hilarious but concerned.

“Because I’m an idiot sometimes.” Lisa laughs and looks down at her picked over toast, apparently embarrassed.

Grams sighs, shaking her head. “What am I going to do with you two? So what are you going to do to get him back?” Grams asks in the no-nonsense tone only she could make loveable.

Lisa chuckles. “I don’t think that’s happening.”

“Hey, one thing I want you two to remember is that you never give up on love. I don’t care what it takes. True love, real love, is worth some groveling and embarrassment.” Grams’s expression becomes serious, and she points at both of us to drive home her point. “Real love can bounce back from anything.”

I roll my eyes.

“One day you’re going to find the girl that will make you crazy, that you’ll hate and love so much it’ll make your skin itch,”

“Great, love’s like an STD.” I cringe.

Lisa hides her chuckle.

“Listen, if there’s one thing I wish for you, it’s that you find your other half who, no matter how bad things get, can make you smile every day, even if you want to crack their skull in sometimes. That’s the type of love that makes you feel complete,” she says with a reminiscent smile.

I wonder if she’s reflecting on my granddad.

“Shouldn’t you feel that way regardless of another person? You shouldn’t need anyone else to complete you,” Lisa says.

I grin. Now there’s the controversial, opinionated girl I know.

“No, you should never need anyone to make you feel good about who you are. You always have to love yourself, because if you don’t do that, when you meet that other person, it’s going to make their job a shitload harder. But when you have that love that makes your insides feel weak, when you have a person who will go to hell and back for you, it’s like putting a pretty little bow on an already beautifully wrapped gift box,” Grams says.

“So it’s like when a girl is hot, then you find out she’s a gymnast?” I deduce.

“You’re a pig,” Lisa scolds me playfully, and I make a snorting noise. “I didn’t know that you were into love stuff like this, Grams. You’re always so tough and kickass.”

“Us hardasses need love too, and you never got to meet Aidan’s granddaddy. You’d have seen true love right in front of you,” Grams says sadly. “So you going to get this boy, back?”

I snicker, and Lisa cuts her eyes at me.

“What was that for?” she asks indignantly.

“You don’t love Brett,” I say before stealing a piece of bacon off her plate.

“Oh, and you’d know because you’re so in love with Hillary?” she counters.

“Who’s Hillary?” Grams asks, and I frown.

“You know,” I say with a tense laugh.

“No, I don’t know,” she reiterates.

Lisa bursts into laughter. “So your grams doesn’t even know about your pretty-much girlfriend?”

I haven’t mentioned her once? “I’ve been kind of seeing her the past year,” I tell Grams, rolling my eyes at Lisa’s smug grin.

“Goddammit, when am I going to get to meet the girl?”

Shit, Hillary meeting Grams? I don’t even want to imagine how that’d go, or the ideas it’d give Hillary about us.

“I’ll think about it,” I grumble. Grams frowns, so I shine the spotlight back on Lisa. “What about you, Lisa? Going to run and fight for your true love?” I can’t even make it through the sentence without bursting into laughter.

“Brett is a really great guy!” she spits back, even though he kicked her and his soon-to-be child out of the house.

The thought makes my fist instinctively ball up.

“The whole thing was my fault,” she adds defensively.

“The guy’s a douche and has been since you dated him in high school.”

“Aidan hates Brett because he’s everything he’s not: charming, sensitive, and a man instead of a little boy,” she says, then sticks her tongue out at me.

“You two are still the same. As much as you fought when you were younger, I swore you’d grow up and marry each other.” Grams laughs as Lisa and I look at her as if she’s grown two heads.

“That’d never happen, Grams. Aidan likes his women dumb and psychotic,” she teases.

“And Leese likes her dudes with vaginas and issues out the ass,” I say.

“Very funny,” she says with an eye roll.

“Watch your mouth, Aidan,” Grams mutters with a grin.

Me and Lisa? I hope the old girl isn’t getting dementia or something, but something can’t be right up there if she ever saw Lisa and me as anything but friends. I watch Lisa break off a piece of bacon. She and Grams continue to chat, and when Lisa’s eyes hit mine, they lock for a minute. I ignore how my heart jumps over something in my chest.

It’s just heartburn.
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THIS IS THE second time today I’ve felt as if I was having a panic attack. The first was sitting at breakfast when I felt as though I was going to spew my guts. If I didn’t know Grams, I’d swear she was like some type of psychic sent from hell to extract all of my secrets by alluding to them, just waiting for me to spill all of my sins. I guess she’s been like that since we were kids, but then it didn’t matter. The only sins I had then were cheating off Chris’s homework and sneaking wine coolers at parties.

Now my second panic attack is coming from walking through the halls of Madison Elementary. It’s eerie, almost as if I’m stepping back into my old life. It seemed fine at the time—well, before everything came crashing down. I was content with my life then, I’d worked here, then at the bar. I had both of my best friends in my life, it was my first real job out of college, my grandparents were still alive, and I didn’t really think about the future. I especially didn’t think about the past. The secrets that I had buried were buried deep.

Now though, it’s as if the past and future are stacked on my chest, suffocating me, while the present sits neatly in my belly. I’ve decided to go through with the pregnancy. My conscience is already so weak that adding abortion to it would crack it completely.

But it’s a trade-off. I’ve moved the weight from my conscience to my sanity. Everything is different now. I’m going to be the only one making decisions, there’s no one to help shoulder the burden. I thought about calling Brett this morning, before the whole true love debate. I haven’t attempted it since I got here. But after Grams talked about true love, I couldn’t bring myself to make the call. If love makes someone go to hell and back for a person, if it’s a feeling that makes you crazy, I don’t think Brett and I were ever in love. I’ve never exactly been crazy over him, and I can’t see Brett going to hell and back for me. I think my level of hell would be way too hot for him.

I take another breath and remind myself that even though I’m not ecstatic about being back, I need this job; I’ve got to have health insurance. I try not to think about what everyone will say if I get this job or what they’ll think as my stomach grows. That’s something to think about another day. The only thing to think about today is making a good impression and getting steady employment.

“Lisa Gregory! It’s so good to see you!”

I give Claire the warmest smile I can. She’s David’s secretary, a plump woman in her late forties with hair a little lighter than a cherry, and she always smells as though she’s been baking something. That’s probably because she always does. She used to bring in cookies and brownies at least twice a week. I gained ten pounds when I used to work here.

“Hi, Claire! How are you?” I tell her in my most chipper voice.

Before I make it to her desk, she’s gotten up from behind it and pulls me into a big hug. “It’s so good to see you. How are things? How was California?”

“It was great. Great.” I feel as if I’m nodding like a robot.

“You look amazing. All grown-up.” She chuckles, and I smile tightly and give her a little shrug.

I do look grown-up. I’m a freakin’ Stepford wife today.

The last time I worked here, even though I had to take out my nose ring whenever I was working, I had red streaks through my white-blond hair, which was cut into a bob. I wore super bright colors and pushed the dress code in every way possible. Now my hair has grown out to a few inches past my bra strap, and it’s styled neatly in unoffending loose curls, no red streaks in sight. The piercing’s gone, I have clear polish on my nails, and I’m wearing a white blouse and navy skirt. The perfect picture of a model all-American school teacher.

I wonder what happened to the girl who wanted to stand out and bend the rules. She was sort of badass, even though I don’t know if that’s who I was. I’m way too tired to figure it out now.

“Thanks,” I tell her.

She catches me up on office gossip, which is tame. Not much happens at our little school. A few people have changed grades, there are two new teachers, and the budget they were pushing for was approved by the school board. The one thing I actually take an interest in is that John Byers, the other second grade teacher I taught with, has gone on leave. Before I can inquire about that, David opens the door and calls me in.

“It’s so good for you to be back,” Claire says before I head into David’s office and shut the door.

He stands to greet me. “Lisa Gregory.”

David Kelly is a big man, tall and wide enough that if you saw him outside of the office, you’d assume he used to play basketball or football. He’s at least six three and over two hundred pounds. He has a bright white smile that contrasts against his dark chocolate skin, and his personality is just as big.

“David, I’m so glad see you!”

I never made a lot of friends while working. Most of the teachers here were a lot older than me and waiting for their retirement. The only teachers my age were Tina and Mark, who taught fourth and fifth grade and were already married. David had started only a few months before I arrived, and both of us being newbies, we became instant work buddies. That is, until someone started the rumor that he and I were sleeping together and I was getting special treatment. I’m pretty sure it was Tina—that chick seriously needed to get a life. After that, David and I kept our distance. It was ridiculous that we had to—there wasn’t an ounce of truth to the rumor and David was furious about it—but it was for the best.

“Lisa Gregory in the flesh. How are things?” he asks jovially.

For the first time in a long time, I’m able to relax and breathe without it feeling caught in my throat. I tell him about California—the good parts, at least. I give a few details about having had a bad breakup and coming home to get away from it. I leave out the part about being knocked up and feel a stab of guilt, but unless I want to bunk with Aidan and Grams indefinitely, I’ve got to get my old job back. It didn’t make me a millionaire or anything, but the salary would be more than enough for me to get my own place, pay the bills, and give me a cushion for after I have the baby.

“That’s great, Lisa. It’d be good to have you back,” he says so easily my eyes widen. “The only thing is, I don’t have any full-time positions available, with it being the middle of the school year already.”

My stomach drops. Shit. What am I going to do now?

“But John Dwyer is on leave for surgery. He plans to be out for the next month or two, and I could put you down as one of our permanent substitutes,” he offers sadly.

I’m smiling like a Cheshire cat. A substitute position would be great! I wouldn’t have to work all the time, but I could make enough money to save up, and the schedule would be flexible, so I could go to appointments too. I could even sign up to sub at a few other schools. Why didn’t I think of this?

“Thank you, David. That would be amazing actually!”

He looks shocked but relieved that I took his bad news so well. “And we have two teachers set to retire next year, so I could get you back on no problem then.”

My smile fades almost instantly. I don’t know where I’ll be next year, after I have this baby, but being here makes my stomach feel sick, like putting on a pair of underwear that haven’t been washed. But I force a smile. Things could be a lot worse. I tell myself to just be thankful for once and not worry about next year. I just need to get through today. I have a job now, and that’s a big accomplishment for today.

When I arrive at Aidan’s, I park my car next to Grams’s black Trailblazer. Once I’m on the porch, I notice the cute red Corolla parked in front of Grams’s car.

“Hi!” The door has swung open, and Hillary’s standing there with a wide grin.

She’s baaack.

Hillary is Aidan’s sort-of, supposed-to-be girlfriend. Yay!

“Grams said you’d be home soon,” she continues, standing aside for me to walk in.

I wonder if she can see the complete shock on my face, not only from her being here but the fact that she’s calling Grams Grams.

“I bet you didn’t expect me back so soon, huh?” she asks. Her long blond hair is up in a bun with noticeable purple streaks. I approve. They look really good.

“I don’t know what to expect nowadays,” I try to keep the sarcasm out of my voice.

“You just come from church or something?” she asks, giving me a once-over.

That makes me chuckle. “No, a sort of job interview actually.”

“Cool. How do you think you did?” she asks as if I’m one of her oldest friends.

“I sort of got it, technically. It’s subbing where I used to work, but it helps.”

“That’s great . . . so you plan on staying here a while?” She squints at me as she asks, but she keeps her plastered-on smile and her peppy tone.

But I understand the undercurrent of her statement. She wants me out, and that’s why she’s back. Not that I blame her. I’m the girl who slept with Hillary’s best friend’s husband’s dad, so I can’t really blame her for not believing I’m no threat, but she has nothing to worry about. “In Michigan or here?”

“Both.” She sort of cocks her head to the side, and I let out an audible sigh.

“Didn’t we just speak her up earlier?” Grams bounces in, looking at Hillary as if she’s her best friend.

Hillary smiles back in the same buddy-buddy way, and I fight against rolling my eyes. “Yeah, we sure did. I guess.”

“I can’t believe Aidan has finally introduced me to her. She’s crazy. I love it!” Grams slaps her thigh.

I smile and nod. Maybe Aidan is more serious about her than I thought.

“Wow,” Grams says her face full of realization. “You girls look a lot alike.”

Hillary and I smile at each other tightly.

“You’re both beautiful and blond and tall, and you used to wear those crazy colors in your hair too,” Grams continues.

I glance at Hillary, who has an annoyed smirk on her face.

“You don’t see it?” Grams asks, apparently oblivious to the tension in the air.

“Um, you’re really pretty. It’s a total compliment,” I say, playing the peacemaker.

“Oh, so are you. I actually sort of thought the same thing when I first met you at Chris’s parents’ house,” she says quickly.

I swallow hard. I can’t wait for the day Chris’s name doesn’t give me a mild panic attack.

“So you guys met before?” Grams asks, sounding surprised.

“Long, long story,” I say before Hillary can respond.

I don’t know exactly what all Hillary knows, but I’m pretty sure Grams doesn’t know the exact details of my past and I’d much prefer to keep it that way. It’d be really great to have someone who used to know me and doesn’t look at me as if I’m the devil.

“I have your stuff for you,” I say to Hillary, sounding more nervous than I intend.

“Oh, yeah? It’s fine, I don’t need it back.” Hillary waves me off.

“No, I can’t keep your things. If you follow me to my room, I can give them to you.” I hope she picks up on the fact that I’d like to speak to her alone.

Her eyebrows lift a bit, then she nods and shrugs. “Okay, sure.”

“Be right back, Grams,” I say, hoping she’s not offended.

“I was actually heading out. Hillary, it was so good to meet you. Don’t let Aidan keep you hidden again,” she says.

“Don’t worry. I won’t,” she says with absolute certainty.

“Bye, Grams,” I call, and she says the same before leaving.

“I haven’t said anything to her,” Hillary answers as soon as the door shuts. “I-I don’t know what all she knows, and I just wanted you to know I’d never say anything about . . . well you know.”

I let out a small relieved sigh. “It’s not that I want to lie to her . . .” I scratch my head.

“No, I get it. No worries,” she says reassuringly.

“Thank you, Hillary. I really appreciate that,” I tell her, hoping she hears the sincerity in my voice. I haven’t exactly been the most welcoming to her. Usually I love meeting new people and am the first on the welcome wagon, but I’ve been so stressed lately I think I’ve come off as a complete bitch.

“I meant what I said the other day about us being friends,” Hillary continues. “I know I can come off a little . . . brash, but it’s just how I am. I don’t mean to be.”

“It’s cool. I can come off the same way.”

“And Lauren said you’re really cool. I totally grilled her about you as soon as I got back to Chicago,” she admits.

I can’t help but laugh. “Lauren was really awesome. I wish . . .” I don’t want to get into all the past stuff, but my friendship with Lauren is one of the many things that went up in smoke when the truth came out about Will and me.

“She’s not mad at you or anything. Lauren’s not really one to judge, none one of us are,” she continues.

“It’d just be kind of awkward to call her up when her husband pretty much wishes I was dead.” I add a laugh to make myself feel better.

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense,” she says through an awkward chuckle.

“How is she doing?” I ask a little apprehensively.

I miss my old life when I was a part of the know. I wish I knew what the babies’ names are. I wish I knew what Chris and Lauren are doing with their lives, but I almost feel as if talking about them with Aiden is off-limits. So if Hillary is willing to share, I’ll take whatever she gives me.

“Honey! Going crazy. Did you know she’s having twins?” She laughs.

I nod. That was the one snippet Aidan shared. “Yeah, that’s amazing.”

“So it’ll be like she has four kids. The twins, Caylen, and Chris.”

I’m about to ask about Chris when Aidan opens the door.

“Hey, babe!” Hillary says, jumping into his arms.

His eyes dart to mine, confusion written all over his face. Before he can answer, her lips are on his like a vacuum cleaner. I look away, feeling my face turning red, and excuse myself, realizing that this is probably a prelude to their all-night bang-fest.

Maybe I’ll just sleep in my car tonight.
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HILLARY IS HERE. She’s fucking here. Again. It’s like she doesn’t understand English. Do men and women speak two different languages?

Before she left, I told her I had feelings for her but I needed to sort them out. That I was tired of fighting and just needed to clear my head. Now less than a week later, she’s back at my house, uninvited, and she has the nerve to look hurt when I ask her what she’s doing here?

“You can be an insensitive asshole, you know that?” she screeches.

I let out a deep breath and throw my head back. “I told you I needed some space and then we could pick up where we left off,” I tell her slowly so that she understands this time.

“I gave you a week. Have you not noticed that I haven’t called or texted you?” she asks.

I feel my face scrunch up. I really hadn’t noticed that, but even I know not to say that out loud.

“Look, Aidan, I’m just going to ask you flat out. Am I what you want or not?”

It’s a simple question. It should be simple. I’m a simple guy, but when it comes to relationships and girls and anything outside of sex, figuring out what I want is like putting together a puzzle written in a foreign language. Do I like Hillary? Yeah. Do I like a lot of Hillary? No. Would I be pissed if I saw her with another guy? Yes. Do I want to be able to date other girls? Yes.

Things weren’t supposed to get like this with her. We were supposed to be fun—like have a good time and “oh my God, the sex is so good I think I’ve died and gone to heaven” fun—but instead we’re this painfully irritating mess because she wants too much and I want too little. Even worse, our mess has tangled around my entire life due to our mutual friends.

Her eyes are on me, and her stare makes me want to crawl out of my skin. I feel as if I’m on a game show and the clock is ticking and if I don’t give the right answer, I’m going to be dropped into a pit of sharks.

“Yes and no,” I finally answer, and she scoffs.

“What the hell does that mean?” she screeches, adding a stomp.

She’s way too animated. When she said she wanted to move to Hollywood and be an actress, I always thought that she had a good shot. She is the queen of drama.

“I don’t know, but I think it means that. We probably shouldn’t be . . .” I’m afraid to say the next words. As a soldier who’s faced more horrors than the average person can imagine, that says a lot.

“You know what? Don’t say anything. I have had enough bad news today, and you know what I want to do?” She’s surprisingly calm for someone who just spazzed out. She walks toward me, her hips swaying, and bends down so her tits are only inches away from me. “I want to go get a drink, maybe more than a few, and then I’d like to screw. Slow and long. Then maybe we can talk about it afterward.”

Even though my head is confused, my dick definitely isn’t. This isn’t how this is supposed to work. I’m an adult; I tell him what to do, not the other way around.

“And maybe, just maybe, if you’re lucky . . .” She moves her lips to my ear. “It’ll be you that I do it to!”

She pulls back with a wide smile. I swallow hard and let out a deep breath. She saunters out of the room, and I can’t help but smirk.

“Lisa, babe, we’re going out to celebrate you. Get sexy. We’re partying tonight!”

“Huh?” Lisa calls, sounding a little surprised.

“Drinks and food on me,” Hillary adds.

I scratch my head. Since when are Lisa and Hillary friends? And why are we celebrating? Lisa can’t even drink.

Hillary stops in the hall. “I’m going to hop in the shower. Don’t join me.” She says the last part pointedly before heading up the stairs.

I head into Lisa’s room, and she looks at me with an amused grin as she shuffles through her clothes.

“Don’t look at me.” She laughs.

I frown, closing the door behind me. “Why did she say we’re celebrating you? Did you tell her about the . . .”

Her eyes widen in horror. “God, no. I just sort of mentioned I got the job at the school. Well, sort of. I landed a permanent position for at least a month or two, and I’ll sub after that.”

“That’s great!”

She nods and smiles lazily.

“You’re happy, right?” I ask.

She looks up at me, and I can tell something’s bothering her because her eyes look past me instead of at me.

She rolls her eyes at herself. “It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing. What’s up?” I tell her, folding my arms. I spot something glittery on the bed behind her. “What’s that?” I walk toward it, but she snatches it up before I can see. “Now I really want to see it!” I reach behind her, and she scoots back. I hold up my hands. “Okay, you don’t have to show me.”

She relaxes, and I snatch it out of her hand.

“It’s stupid, Aidan. Gosh,” she huffs.

I open up the book with glitter all over the cover. On the inside, I see a title page saying Falling Princess.

“What’s this?” I ask, flipping through the pages.

“It’s stupid, I told you,” she mumbles.

“Is this what Willa was talking about?” I glance at her, and she nods. “Leese, this is really good.” I look at the drawings, skimming the story.

She grabs it back from me. “Don’t be a jerk, Aidan.”

“I’m serious!”

“You haven’t even read it,” she mutters.

“Well, the drawings are pretty awesome. Let me read it,” I say, and she looks at me in disbelief. “No, really.”

She looks surprised. “Well, you could, but . . . if your life is so boring and you have to read something of mine, I’ve been working on this story, kind of.”

Lisa’s nervous about my opinion? I never would have thought it. “Like a book?”

“Yeah, I write here and there. I don’t do it as much as I used to, but seeing as I’ve been unemployed until today, it’s been helping me sort of.”

“I’ll read it, and you know I’ll tell you if it sucks or not,” I admit, and she giggles.

“Okay. Text me your email address, and I’ll send it,” she says begrudgingly.

I start to head out of the room. “Oh, and are you hanging out with Hillary?” I’m sort of annoyed but intrigued to see the two of them hanging out, especially with alcohol thrown in. Well, only one will be drinking . . .

“I’m sort of afraid to say no to her.” Lisa giggles, and I nod.

“I know what you mean.”
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I CONVINCED HILLARY that instead of a night club, we should head out to a bar and grill. I know without a doubt that Lisa won’t be drinking, so a club probably isn’t the best place for her to be right now.

“Oh my God, we are going to have so much fun tonight,” Hillary squeals. She turns to Lisa. “If I end up dancing on a table or two, don’t let him pull me down.”

Lisa just laughs.

The restaurant isn’t packed since it’s a Tuesday night. We tell the hostess that it’ll be the three of us, and we’re seated pretty quickly in a booth. Hillary slides in first, I sit next to her, and Lisa sits opposite of her.

“I’m so glad you came out with us, girl. I am so ready to let loose,” Hillary announces.

I roll my eyes. “Let’s just keep in mind this place is Michigan laid-back not Chicago laid back. If you get on a table, you probably will end up arrested.”

She rolls her eyes dramatically. “Whelp, it’s a good thing you’re not my boyfriend and don’t get to tell me what to do.” She gives me a bright smile, but her tone is sweet as an angel’s.

“Hi, guys. Welcome to Jack’s Place. Can I start you off with something to drink?” the waitress asks. She’s cute, with naturally curly hair pulled up in a ponytail and soft brown eyes.

I want to kill myself. Hillary can act psycho if we go out and get a waitress, especially a halfway decent one. Apparently in Hillary’s head, every girl wants to screw me and in actuality it’s only more like 80 percent that want to screw me.

“We’ll start with three shots off Patron,” she tells the waitress shortly.

“I’ll have a coke,” Lisa adds.

“A beer. Tap’s fine,” I tell her.

“Our tap’s pretty good,” the waitress says.

I swallow, knowing Hillary is staring a hole into the side of my head.

The server looks between the three of us. “And any food?”

“I’ll take some wings,” I say quickly.

“Quesadillas,” Lisa adds.

“They’re amazing,” Lisa tells Hillary.

“I’ll have an order of those then,” Hillary says, nicer than she’s ever been to a waitress before.

The tension leaves my chest. Maybe this will be a good night.

After the server leaves, Lisa breaks the tension at the table by saying to Hillary, “I really like your color. Did you do it?”

“Yeah. I get so bored though. I don’t use anything permanent, so I’ll have to redo it soon.”

“You did a really good job. I miss my color,” Lisa says solemnly.

“I could do it for you. It’s super easy,”

“Oh my gosh, that would be . . . no, actually I can’t get any color.”

“Why not? You think your job will be weird about it?”

Lisa nods. “Probably.”

Hillary and Lisa talk about all the colors they’ve worn. Between the two of them, they’ve hit almost the whole rainbow. Then they talk about California, where Hillary lived for a few months before starting college. Their conversation is easy, not tense or awkward like it was at breakfast, and I’m barely able to get a word in.

The waitress appears with our shots and passes them out to each of us.

“Oh no, I’m not going to have any,” Lisa says, sliding hers to the middle of the table.

“Oh yes, you are. We’re celebrating!” Hillary protests.

“I’ll take hers.” I pull hers toward me.

Hillary scowls at me. “She’s an adult. She can take her own freakin’ shot!”

“I can take it back,” the waitress offers.

Hillary eyes her and says sarcastically, “I bet you would love to take his shot.”

Here we go.

The waitress looks confused.

“Um, we’ll figure this out. Thank you,” Lisa frees the poor waitress, who scurries from the table as fast as she can.

“Don’t do this today, Hillary,” I mutter.

“Do what? She was totally ogling you. You’re so oblivious. ‘Our tap is so good,’” she mimics the girl’s voice before taking the shot from me and giving it back to Lisa. “We’re doing this, hon.”

“As much as I’d love to, I’m on medication where I can’t drink,” Lisa says regretfully.

Hillary pouts. “Ugh. Well, Aidan and I will toast for you. This would be so much more fun if you could drink though.” She lifts her shot glass, so I lift mine too. “To Lisa and her new job.”

“Hear, hear,” I add.

Lisa grins at me, lifting her Coke.

I down the first shot, and Hillary does the same. I pick up the second shot glass and toss it back too.

“And to me getting fired,” Hillary says cheerily, almost making me choke.

“What?” I ask, confused.

Lisa looks between us, obviously uncomfortable.

“I sort of got fired from the club. It’s no big deal. I can work at any club in Chicago. You’ve seen this body?” She laughs.

“You’re a stripper?” Lisa asks, seemingly serious.

“She means fitness club,” I tell Lisa.

“Hell, maybe not. One of my clients dances, and she told me she’s bringing in over ten grand a month,” Hillary exclaims.

She can’t be serious.

She must be able to tell I don’t like that idea, because she says, “What? It’s my body and I don’t have a ring on this finger.”

Hell, I’m not touching that statement with a ten-foot pole.

“You’re right. You can do what you want,” I say, shaking my head.

“Really? So you don’t care if I dance naked in front of other guys?” she asks angrily.

“You just said it’s your body.”.

“You’re a prick,” she hisses at me.

Lisa giggles nervously. “Um, you guys are making me pretty uncomfortable right now.”

“Okay, tell me, Lisa. If you’ve been dating a guy for almost a year, don’t you think it’s normal, with all of us about to approach thirty, that he wouldn’t stutter at calling you his girlfriend, that he wouldn’t freak out when you show him a ring in the jewelry store you happened to want earrings from . . . ?”

I cover my face with my hands.

“It’s like he wants to break up with me every single month. I’m starting to think he’s bipolar,” she continues.

“You think I’m bipolar?” I ask, confused, laughing now at how ridiculous she sounds.

“What is it then? I just don’t get it. There’s nothing wrong with me wanting to know where this is going. I’ve been sleeping with only you for the past twelve months. That’s longer than I’ve been exclusive with anyone else, so tell me if I should be screwing other people.”

Lisa looks as though she’s trying not to laugh her head off.

“What do you think, Lisa?” Hillary asks, shifting her body away from me and giving Lisa her full attention.

I shake my head to tell Lisa not to say anything, and Hillary glares at me.

“Um, I think that you guys should both be honest about what you want. Maybe it will make things clearer,” Lisa says, clearly ignoring my “don’t say anything” glare.

Hillary whips back toward me. “Yes, that sounds like a fantastic idea. Where do you see us in a year?”

All I want to do is eat some wings and have a few beers. Is that too much to ask? Maybe get sort of drunk and have sex before the night is over with. I take a swig of my beer, ignoring Lisa and Hillary staring daggers into me.

“You see? This is what he does. Whenever I try to have a serious conversation with him about our future, he clams up and then makes me seem as if I’m crazy!” She throws her hand in the air as if she’s victorious. “Lauren got proposed to after a year, Aidan. A year!”

“And here we go!” I say angrily. “I’m not Chris, and you’re not Lauren. Is that the only reason you’re pushing so hard, because you want to be married because Lauren is?”

“No! How could you even say that? It’s because . . . because I love you, Aidan. God! How can you be so oblivious?”

I look at her, stunned. She loves me? Where the hell did that come from?

She’s never said that before. She tells me she’s crazy about me, and that I definitely believe, but love? I’ve never said that to anyone . . . I don’t even know what love is.

She turns to Lisa. “See? I tell him I love him, and he sits there like he’s trying to figure out a hard math problem.” Hillary turns back toward me. “Give me the keys, and let me out.”

I look at her and see her eyes are full of tears. I feel like a jerk and an idiot. “Hillary, I-I didn’t know . . .”

“Let me out!” she shouts each syllable louder than the last.

Other people in the bar are starting to look at us. I slide out of the booth, and she pushes past me.

“Dinner’s on Aidan,” she says to Lisa before storming out of the restaurant.

“Well, this has been really interesting,” Lisa mutters before drinking the rest of her Coke through the straw.
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BY THE TIME I catch Hillary, she’s almost at her car.

“Don’t defend him!” she warns me, and I laugh.

“I’m not. Aidan is an overgrown man-child who can act like a stupid boy sometimes,” I say.

She smiles weakly. “Keep going.”

“He’s just not used to dealing with feelings and emotions. I know he’s almost thirty, but he didn’t really come from a family where relationships were the greatest. He’s just scared,” I tell her sincerely.

She bites her lip and rolls her eyes.

“He means well,” I say meekly with a shrug as she gets in her car.

“Yeah, and if I had a million dollars, I’d donate it all to charity,” she exaggerates. “Make sure to run up the tab really good.”

I laugh at that, and she winks before pulling off.

Shaking my head, I go back inside and slide into my seat at the table. “Good thing I drove, huh?”

Aidan’s head is down. He looks confused, as if he has no idea what’s going on. “See? This is what I’m talking about. She’s never said she loved me before, then she storms out before I can even say anything.” He lets out a long, frustrated breath and throws his head back.

I keep sipping my Coke.

“Here you go. An order of wings and two orders of quesadillas.” The waitress sets down the food, and he snatches up the wings and starts to take his frustration out on them. “Anything else I can get for you guys?” The waitress stares longingly at Aidan.

I can’t help but snicker. I know for a fact if Hillary was still here, the waitress would have disappeared into thin air.

“We’re fine,” I tell her.

She smiles at me, then lets her eyes linger on Aidan. He nods.

“Let me know if you need anything,” she adds, touching his shoulder before leaving.

He looks confused. “Hillary was right?”

“Yeah, she’s into you,” I say before taking a bite of my quesadilla.

He rolls his eyes. “She’s acting crazy, right?”

“The waitress or your sort-of girlfriend who just told you she loved you and you said, ‘I didn’t know’?”

“You’re siding with her?” he asks in disbelief.

“I’m not siding with anyone, but to be with someone an entire year and think that she just kind of likes you seems a little odd since she’s so . . . passionate.” I shrug.

He lets out a long sigh and leans back in his seat. “Have you been in love before?” His voice is even, but I can tell he’s nervous.

“Yes, I think so,” I say quietly.

“God, don’t say Mr. Scott,” he says, sounding disgusted.

“I didn’t say him. You said him.” I pick at the last of my quesadilla.

After a stretch of silence, as if trying to disassociate our conversation from the person mentioned, he asks, “How do you know you were?” His eyes lock on mine and for a moment it feels as if I’m falling from a building, my stomach is all wobbly and my skin is warm. I snatch my eyes from his and glue my sight to my plate.

“It’s sort of like your grams described. Well, except for the itching part,” I joke, and he grins. “You’re crazy over them. You do things you wouldn’t do for just anyone. You think of them in almost every decision you make, and you’ll do anything to be with them . . . regardless of who it hurts. You want them to be happy even if it means sacrificing your own happiness . . . but that was an eighteen-year-old in love. I think if I fell in love now . . . it’d feel different, not as selfish, not as wild or idealistic. That’s why I convinced myself I was in love with Brett, I think.”

“I’ll tell you a secret,” he says, leaning toward me. His grin is huge and makes me smile. His eyes are bright and remind me of when we were young and our biggest problem was if we could get a car to go to a party. “I had a crush on Lauren.”

My eyes widen in disbelief. “Really?” I ask with a laugh.

“Yeah, I mean, it wasn’t a big thing. Obviously she’s beautiful, but there’s something about her that I think makes guys see the best in themselves,” he says quietly, his cheeks red.

“Chris would’ve killed you,” I say jokingly.

He shrugs. “It was when she first got here and he was with Jenna, so it was harmless.” He chuckles. “Totally over it now. It’s like she’s my sis or something. But the way they look at each other, how he is with her and how she is with him . . . I want that one day.” His tone is warm and he seems focused.

There’s no reason why he can’t have that. Even rough around the edges, Aidan’s genuine and fiercely loyal, and looks-wise, he is a certifiable ten. Not only does Aidan have a beautiful face—well, beautiful isn’t the word because his features are so masculine—but he has broad, wide shoulders, a strong jaw, lips that look as though they could make you say anything, and eyes that try to steal your soul. It’s easy to believe Hillary convinced herself he loved her even if his actions said otherwise.

I feel my skin heat up, and my stomach does flips, and I swallow hard. This is Aidan, not just a cute guy. Aidan can’t even commit to a girl he’s been with for a year. I am seriously tripping.

“You don’t think it’s possible that Hillary could be that person?”

“I-I guess I never really gave her a chance, to be honest,” he says, seeming lost in thought. He shakes his head. “It doesn’t scare you? To feel that way about another person?”

I look at him, a little confused.

“I mean, people usually let you down. Or if they don’t, the world intervenes and makes it all shitty. Even with Chris and Lauren, look at all the shit they’ve had to fight through . . .”

“And I bet they’ve never thought about ever giving it up,” I say.

He nods.

“Well . . . we’re not getting any younger.” I chuckle.

“To finding love . . . and not screwing it up.” I lift my glass to toast.

His smile stretches for miles as he does the same. “To not screwing it up.”
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Aidan and I get home about an hour later. Grams has turned in. I drove since Aidan had three shots and a beer. He’s pretty good at holding his alcohol, but after the third shot, which the waitress juiced up to impress him, his eyes were glassy and he started to talk slower. After our optimistic conversation during dinner, I realized I have a lot to live for and preferred to make it home without any incidents.

When we get home, Hillary’s car is still parked in the back. When I park, I give him the go-ahead to go talk to her, and I tell myself to hope for the best for them. That’s not usually something I have to do with my friends. I’ve always only ever wanted the best for Aidan and Chris, but I can’t shake the bittersweet feeling I got when Aidan walked toward her car to meet her.

“You are clearly tired,” I tell myself as I head into the house and to my room.

It’s a little past eight thirty, and my phone has died. Keeping it charged isn’t really important since not many people call me these days. Once it powers on, I’m surprised to see I have a missed call and text message.

They’re both from Will.

Willa is asking about you again. It’s probably time to talk about you seeing her.

I read over the message several times before opening the keyboard to respond.

When?

My stomach sinks when I see three little bubbles flash across the screen. Then the phone rings, and I almost drop it before I answer.

“Hi.” I sound choked out and strangled.

“I wanted to wait until Gwen was back so we could talk to you together, but she’s probably going to be up there awhile,” he says, straight to the point. “Look, we both only want what’s best for Willa.”

“I know,” I say.

“So before . . . I just don’t want Willa to get attached to you if . . . are you ready to be . . . I don’t want Willa to get hurt.”

“I don’t want to hurt her, Will. Please think more of me than that,” I almost beg.

There’s silence on the other end.

“I know you’d never intentionally hurt her,” he finally answers.

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. “Whatever I say doesn’t matter. I gave you and Gwen custody, so it’s up to you to do what you think is best. I could tell you all day that I thought giving her to you was what was best for her, and that it wasn’t easy for me to do that, and that I was scared but now that I’m back, I would love to have a relationship with her, but ultimately, you get to decide it. So I don’t know what it is you want me to say.”

There’s another length of silence.

“I’m going to Chicago with Gwen. I was going to take Willa with me, but it’s a long drive for just a weekend . . .”

“She can stay with me!” I say quickly

“Where are you living? I know Aidan picked her up but . . .”

“I’m at his house for now.”

“Down the block?” he asks in disbelief.

I don’t respond since he already knows the answer to that question. I can practically hear his frustration.

“Okay. If Aidan could pick her up Friday after school, that would be great.”

“Okay.”

Realizing the conversation is over, I hang up and let out a deep breath. My chest isn’t as tight anymore, and I don’t have the nervous pit in my stomach that I did the last time he and I spoke about Willa coming to visit. I grab the unfinished storybook from out of the dresser and pull out my supplies.

I want to have it done before she gets here.
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IF ANYONE HAD told me earlier I’d be apologizing to Hillary and asking her to stay the night, I would have thought they were high, but after my conversation with Lisa at dinner, I’m trying to look at things differently. Maybe I have had my head up my ass. Hillary’s here, and she has to be crazy to have sat in her car all this time.

I knock on the window, and she wakes up a scowl.

When she lets the window down, I say, “I’m really, really sorry.”

She almost looks caught off guard by my apology. “Are you drunk?”

“No, I’ve had a few, but they just helped me see clearer . . . can I get in?”

She pops the lock on the car. I walk around and climb in on the passenger side. She glances at me, her face like stone.

“The only question I have for you is if you love me,” she says bluntly.

It catches me off guard, but I try to sound sincere and confident when I say, “I think I can.” Her face balls up in disbelief.

“You think that you can love me. One day?” She laughs.

I try to give her a smile that will make her forgive me. She shakes her head.

“If that isn’t the most romantic thing I ever heard . . .” she says, her voice cold and angry. “I don’t want you to love me out of pity,” she spits at me angrily and I realize how bad what I said may sound. Shit!

“That’s not what I’m saying.”

“That’s what it sounds like! ‘I can love you one day’? All of the time we’ve spent together hasn’t made you feel that way yet? What’s going to change? Let me guess—you’re going to open your heart? This isn’t a Disney movie!”

Well, this isn’t how I imagined this conversation going.

She sighs. “Maybe we aren’t meant for relationships.”

Now I’m really confused.

“At least with each other,” she replies.

“Are you breaking up with me?” I ask. I’m usually the one who breaks up with people.

“ . . . I don’t want to have to force someone to be with me, you know? I want someone who is so deeply, madly in love with me that being with me isn’t even an option. I was happier seeing other people. At least there were possibilities. I had fun!”

“You’re saying I’m not fun?” I ask, surprised.

“You used to be. We both were. Now I feel like you think I’m a psychotic stalker, and you’re like this grumpy old dude who I’m bothering. I don’t want to feel like that,” she says, her exasperation apparent.

When I think about all the things I’ve done and how I’ve treated her, it’s a little exaggerated, but I can’t say that’s not an accurate description. “I never meant to make you feel like that. I’ve been kind of an asshole, I guess.”

“I know you don’t mean to, but you have,” she mutters.

“So you don’t want to see me again?” I ask a little confused.

“Of course you’ll see me again. Actually, I really like having sex with you and hope we can still do that when the need arises.” She giggles, and I can’t help but laugh.

“So you’re saying, like, we just date? No strings?”

“No strings, no titles. Let’s just go back to it being fun. If love is meant to happen, it will, and if not, we can be open to finding it with someone else without things being bad.” She shrugs.

“O-okay, if that’s cool with you . . . I guess.”

She brings her hand to my mouth, then climbs on my lap. “Don’t overthink it. You’re hotter with your mouth closed.”
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TODAY I WOKE up with a slight headache but definitely a smile. Nothing does that better than a night with Hillary. I told her I wasn’t weird about her staying a day or two if that’s what she wanted, but she decided to leave after we had sex. She joked about being able to enjoy her singleness again. I don’t know exactly how I feel about that, but I can’t say I don’t feel like a dog let off his leash. I haven’t been in this good a mood in a while. Hillary always puts me in the best or worst mood, but today, I feel as if I’m walking on clouds. I’ve finally got the Hillary I’ve been waiting for back, and I feel good.

When I get up, I already smell bacon and eggs, and I know it’s going to be a great day. What I’m surprised by is seeing Lisa in the kitchen, wearing a big smile and setting down the food.

“You’re cooking?” I ask, surprised.

“I’m in a good mood, and you look like you’re in a good mood yourself,” she says, sitting at the table.

I join her. “Well, you share your news first, my lady,” I tell her in my most chivalrous voice.

“Will wants me to take Willa this weekend,” she says, her face lit up.

“The whole weekend?”

“Yeah, he’s going to Chris and Lauren’s and doesn’t want Willa to take the long ride since he’s only going to be there two days . . .”

“That’s awesome, Leese.” I’m thrilled by how happy she looks delivering the news. Last time, she was like a deer caught in the headlights.

“So if you could pick her up Friday after school, that’d be great,” she says in a pleading tone. Except it’s not needed. I’d do whatever necessary to get her and Willa’s relationship back on track. “So what about you? Did you and Hillary work things out?”

“Yup,” I say, digging into my breakfast.

“Wow, so you’re officially official together?”

“Nope, we broke up actually.”

She looks at me in shock. “I thought you wanted to make it official, take the next step?”

“I mean . . . it seemed like the right thing, but Hillary felt like it wasn’t right and I think she’s right.”

“So you guys are just . . . done?” she asks, almost bewildered.

“No, actually we’re better than ever. We’re going to go back to how it was—no strings, just fun.” I take a gulp of the orange juice she poured.

She looks at me in disbelief.

“What?” I ask.

She shakes her head. “She said she’s in love with you,” she tells me as if my problem is obvious.

“Yeah . . . ?” I don’t get her point.

“Hillary doesn’t seem like the type who’ll be cool with seeing you without strings if she really is in love with you.”

“Ah, she’s totally cool with it. She convinced me all night.”

She gives me a disgusted look and laughs. “Okay,” she says sarcastically.

“It is okay,” I say adamantly.

“And you’re going to be cool with her seeing other guys?”

“I mean, I wouldn’t want it right there in my face, but yeah, why not?” I shrug, and she shakes her head again.

“This is going to be interesting,” she mutters.

I decide to ignore her . . . and the nagging feeling that she’s right.
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“AIDAN, YOUR PHONE’S ringing.”

I wake up to Lisa falling asleep on my shoulder and Willa on my lap. I lazily grab my phone and see it’s Tara, a girl I’ve been on a date or two with. I hit Ignore and lie my head back on Lisa’s. She smells good, like strawberries and vanilla.

“Why don’t you answer?” she says groggily.

“I’ll talk to her later.”

“Aidan, you should go out,” she says through a yawn.

“Why?” I ask, closing my eyes again.

“Because it’s a Friday and you’re single and dating.”

I can’t think about anything but how comfortable I am right there. She shifts and stands, stretching. Her belly’s just starting to poke out. She’s wearing an oversized sweater and her hair is styled messily after Willa gave Lisa her best attempt at Elsa’s braid. I smirk at her.

“What?” she asks, picking up Willa.

“I got her, Leese.” I take Willa from her arms.

Lisa follows me into her room, where I lay Willa down.

“I think you should go out. What’s this one’s name? Tonya?” she asks, sitting on the bed next to Willa.

“Tara.”

She nods with a smile that makes my heart speed up. “We’re okay here.”

I don’t know if it’s the light or the myth of the pregnancy glow, but her eyes are bright and there’s a calm to her—a calm I’d like to be in.

“If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’re becoming an old man,” she says, squeezing a pillow in her lap.

“It’s just getting a little old,” I admit, sitting beside her.

She looks shocked. “You were ecstatic last month when you and Hillary went on a break.”

I nod. I think I had about seven one-night stands in two weeks between here and Chicago. “I was. To be honest, I felt like a dog that just got off its leash.”

She rolls her eyes at me dramatically. “And now . . . ?”

Her green eyes lock on mine, and I ignore the slight squeeze in my chest. I shrug. “Maybe I am getting old, but seeing multiple women is taking a lot out of me and trying to actually date one, starting over . . .”

“God, I don’t want to even think about doing that . . . well, I won’t be able to for a while, but . . .” She laughs awkwardly.

“Leese, after you have this baby, you’re not going to have any trouble getting guys. Shit, I bet some guys would even be into you with the stomach.” I laugh and cringe at the same time. I’d kill a dude who tried to come near her while she’s pregnant, and afterward . . . thinking of her dating . . . I ignore how my stomach drops.

“You know, after all that’s happened, the last thing on my mind is finding a boyfriend.” She shrugs. “I’m sort of happy now.” She gives me one of the most beautiful smiles I’ve ever seen on her.

It’s funny how much can change in a month. Lisa has started getting Willa some days through the week and weekends. Mr. Scott has been going back and forth to Chicago, and when he does, he lets Willa stay here. He’s not going this weekend, but Willa wanted to come over, so she’s all ours until tomorrow morning. I’ve gotten used to her being here. She’s such a great kid, and with her being here, it’s an excuse to keep all kinds of junk food in the house and watch cartoons without getting grief from Grams and Lisa. I’ve gotten used to Lisa being here too. I never realized how boring coming home to an empty house could be until Lisa started to take on evening work at the school. I look forward to the days she doesn’t work in the evenings, and I’ve gotten a little selfish with that time. Staying home with her and Willa over going out on a so-so date is a no-brainer.

“So what time is your appointment tomorrow?” I ask.

“It’s at nine forty-five, and it’s the ultrasound,” she says with a small grin. I can tell she’s trying to hide her excitement.

“Okay, you’ve got to let me come.”

She still looks surprised whenever I tell her I want to go with her to the appointments. “I’m not finding out the sex.”

“But it’s the first time you’re going to see him.”

She tilts her head to the side a little with a grin that makes me do the same. “Him?”

“Or her . . .” I laugh.

She nods. “Okay.”

The rest of the night, we follow our sort of ritual of watching TV while she eats BBQ chips and popcorn in handfuls out of one big bowl and I gorge on ice cream with almost a half a bottle of chocolate syrup. We watch Step Brothers and Talladega Nights because it’s Will Ferrell night on TBS. We laugh at the most insane parts and both quote the movie. She calls me a big man-child and I tell her she’s only one step away from being a teenage boy . . . aside from the kid inside her.

When she falls asleep, I pick her up off the couch, and she throws her arms around me and snuggles into my chest. I lay her down beside Willa on her bed and remind myself that she’s Lisa, my best friend, the big pain in my ass, and not just a beautiful girl. That’s why I don’t kiss her. It’s why I tell myself that tomorrow, I’ll go out with Tara even though I doubt a night out—even with a cute girl who will probably want pretty good sex—will measure up to this.

The next day, after we drop Willa off at school, we head straight to the doctor’s office. I can tell Lisa’s in a good mood because she sort of hums to the song on the radio. When one of her favorites come on—something by Selena Gomez—she starts to sing. I tell her she sounds like a dead cat and she swats me on the arm before singing even louder.

The nurses know her by name now, and they all smile at us as she checks in. It’s the third appointment I’ve been to with her. The last two were pretty boring, but I’m really excited about this one. The clinic is full of people today, unlike the other times we’ve come.

“It’s packed in here, huh?” Lisa says, reading my mind.

“Yeah, it is,” I tell her as we spot two open seats. We head over and sit down.

“I want to go to IHOP after this, if you’re free. I’m starving all of a sudden,” she whispers in my ear.

I ignore how my skin warms up when she’s so close to me. “I’m always free for IHOP.”

She smiles as if she’s hit the lottery.

“You two are so cute together,” a woman across from us says, rubbing her stomach. She has to be in her late thirties, and her stomach looks like a giant beach ball. “Are you two expecting?”

“We’re not—”

“You’re fifteen weeks, right, babe?” I ask, putting my arm around Lisa.

She stiffens at first, then relaxes and I ignore how right it feels to have her in my arms. We get asked this question at every appointment, and it’s always awkward when she has to answer. Today’s a good day, so I’m not letting difficult questions throw us off.

“You’re so cute together,” she squeals.

“Lisa Gregory?” the nurse calls.

We get up and walk to the door.

“You’re heading all the way to the back for the ultrasound. Are you excited?” she asks.

Lisa smiles weakly.

“She’s ecstatic,” I answer for her, and Lisa grins back at me.

I wait outside the room as Lisa changes into her gown. She calls me in once she’s changed. She’s lying on her back, and I can see her small bump. Most people who don’t see her every day wouldn’t even be able to tell she’s pregnant though. Grams hasn’t noticed, but I do, I’ve started to notice everything about her. Her pregnancy doesn’t just show in her stomach. It’s in her eyes, her glow—she’s beautiful.

“Are you nervous?” I ask, because my heart’s beating fast. I’m excited. I know something’s in there, but to see it is a totally different thing.

She cracks a small smile. “Sort of.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I tell her playfully, and she laughs.

She hasn’t said it, but with how things have been going and how she’s growing closer to Willa, I know she’s decided to keep the baby, and I’m going to do whatever I can to help her. I’ve even been thinking of suggesting she look at places in Chicago. I’m sure Willa will be going back and forth a lot since the Scotts will be helping Chris and Lauren. I know Lisa will need help when the baby comes. I’ve never made a bottle or anything, but it can’t be too hard. I might even change a diaper or two.

“Knock, knock.” The door opens and a middle-aged guy who sort of looks like Santa Claus comes in. “I’m Greg Brake. I’ll be checking on your little one today. Lisa Gregory?” He glances at the chart, then at us.

“Yup, that’s me.”

“Great! I’d hate to end up in the wrong room again,” he kids. He boisterously sits down near three large monitors. “This is your first ultrasound, right?”

“Yup. Well, for this pregnancy,” she answers quietly.

“They’re always exciting. I think I get to do the fun part . . . well, aside from delivering the baby,” He laughs.

I like that Greg is funny and has an easiness about him. He makes small talk and cracks jokes while he fires up his equipment and preps Lisa by pouring some weird goo on her stomach.

“This will probably be a little cold,” he tells her.

“She smiles anxiously.

“Let’s see what we’ve got here,” he says happily as he starts to move the instrument across Lisa’s belly.

The speakers attached to the machine are loud with white noise. I watch him move the wand across her belly as she looks at the ceiling, her eyes darting across each tile as if she’s counting. I try to peek at the screen but it’s angled so that Lisa and I can’t see it.

“So do you get a picture with this one?” I ask.

Lisa looks at me and smiles. I look at Greg, but his whimsical expression has changed. His brows are furrowed together, and he’s concentrating intently. Lisa glances at him, obviously expecting for him to have answered as well.

“It’s probably based on hospital policy or something, right, Greg?” I ask, wanting to hear him say something.

“Um, it always depends.” He clears his throat, squinting at the screen.

My eyes dart to Lisa. She’s now looking at him instead of the ceiling tiles.

“Greg, buddy, everything okay? Do you need your glasses?” I joke.

He clears his throat again. “Just double-checking some things.”

His double-checking goes on in silence for fifteen minutes. I count each minute on my phone.

“I’ll be right back. You both sit tight,” he says, his voice higher than before as he pushes off the stool. He smiles, but it’s empty and seems forced.

Then he rushes from the room. I look back at Lisa, who seems completely still. When he closes the door, I ignore the tightening in my chest. Lisa sits up and rests on her elbows. She looks at me but doesn’t say anything.

“Is that normal?” I ask.

She only shrugs, scratching her head. I fight the urge to frown, and I swallow all my nerves. To end the silence eating up everything around us, I talk about IHOP and how I’m going to demolish some hash browns and eggs.

About ten minutes later, the door opens. This time it’s not smiling Greg; it’s one of the nurses.

“Hi, Lisa, we’re going to bring in another sonographer just to check things out,” she says quickly.

“Is everything okay?” Lisa asks with a sharp edge to her voice.

A short woman with thick glasses comes in, and the tension increases. She sits where Greg did and gives us a weak smile.

“Who are you?” I ask.

“I’m Malory Edwards, a diagnostic sonographer. I just wanted to go over some things that Greg didn’t.” Her voice is still and unwavering, not giving a hint of warmness.

She stares at the screen and moves the wand over Lisa’s stomach. Lisa’s eyes are closed now, and her lips are pressed tightly together. After what seems like the longest time, Ms. Edwards stops.

“Is something wrong?” Lisa’s voice breaks the stillness in the room.

“The doctor will be coming in to speak with you in a bit, but we’re going to move you over to the waiting room for right now, okay?”

Lisa’s eyes lock on mine, and my stomach drops several floors.

“Um, okay,” Lisa answers hesitantly.
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EVERYTHING WAS NOT okay. The doctor explained it as disappearing fetus syndrome. She said that Lisa no longer had a fetus, but just a sac. It all sounded foreign to me. How could a baby just disappear? How could they not be able to do anything about it? The doctor did her best to explain to me how these things happen, but it seemed as if she was only explaining it to me. Lisa sat there, completely still with no expression on her face, like a mannequin. Dr. Morris went over everything in detail and what would happen next. It brought knots in my stomach that I hadn’t felt since being in Iraq. She explained that Lisa would have a procedure to finalize everything. Her words, not mine. Finalize, as if Lisa’s baby was a bad business deal coming to a close.

“Lisa?” Dr. Morris asks.

She gives the slightest nod to let us know that she’s heard us. Dr. Morris looks at me, and I’m at a complete loss. Lisa hasn’t said a single word since we left the ultrasound room. Dr. Morris stands and places a hand on Lisa’s shoulder.

“Is it . . . is there any chance he’s wrong?” Lisa’s voice is so weak, it doesn’t even sound like her.

Dr. Morris puts her head down. “I’m sorry, Lisa.”

I clench my fist, wanting to hit something, but this isn’t a problem I can fix.

“Take all the time you need,” she says quietly before leaving Lisa and me alone.

Lisa’s vacant eyes look past me. I let out a long breath. I don’t know what to say to her, what would be the wrong thing or right one. I don’t know what she’s thinking. I can’t imagine how she’s feeling. I wish I had someone else here, someone who could get through to her. Who could say something profound and tell her convincingly that she’ll get through this.

She was just starting to be okay, starting to convince herself that she could be a good mom. The Lisa before all of this happened was peeking through, the Lisa who laughed and didn’t seem as if she was carrying a weight around her neck, who used to be happy and optimistic. Right now, it looks as if that girl’s gone, and I don’t know who this one is.

I lean forward, setting my arms on my knees. “Leese, what do you want to do?”

She’s still, and brings her eyes to mine to let me know that she hears me. I see her hands are shaking on her lap, but she hasn’t said anything.

“I can’t go through seeing it . . .” Her voice is barely more than a whisper. “I’m not strong enough to handle . . .” She stops, her shaky voice on the cusp of breaking, but she presses her lips together and a single tear leaves her eye.

I nod, letting her know I understand.

“I’m so sorry.” Her eyes are watery, but I think she’s doing everything she can to not let them fall. I notice she’s looking at her stomach, her hands cupping it.

“Lisa, the doctor said it wasn’t your fault,” I tell her, commanding my own voice to steady.

“I’m so sorry,” she says again. This time, her voice breaks and tears pour from her eyes.

I run over and pull her into me. She’s limp in my arms, and it’s not just her hands trembling now. It’s her whole body. She keeps repeating those words over and over.

I want to tell her it’s going to be okay, but after my father passed, everyone kept telling me that and it was as useless as toilet paper to a dog. They didn’t know if my family would be okay. After the funeral, no one even came to make sure that we were.

So instead, I just hold her and tell her, “I’m here. You’re going to get through this.” My words aren’t empty; it’s a promise. No matter what, I’m going to make sure she gets through this.

They schedule the procedure for Lisa that evening. After we leave the clinic, we go straight to the hospital, and Lisa barely says a word before the procedure. Afterward, barely turns to nothing.

Dr. Morris said that she’d be a little out of it due to the drugs she was given, and she let me know the things Lisa would need. So while Lisa is in surgery, I go to the store and get everything Dr. Morris wrote on the list. I’ve never been in this aisle before and it’s confusing, but one of the workers helps me out. I’ve never been so thankful for help in my whole life.

Our ride home is quiet except for the music on the radio. I keep it on her favorite station, but this time, there’s no humming or singing. I help her into the house and to her room. I try to think of something to say, something important enough for her to respond to, but everything seems so trivial. I wish she’d say something, but then I remember she probably wishes that what happened tonight never did. Nobody’s wishes are coming true tonight.

She sits on her bed carefully and stares at her lap.

“Oh, I got you the stuff.” Nerves spread from my stomach to my throat like bile that needs to come up.

I run out to the car and bring her the bag of stuff Dr. Morris told me to get. I hand it to her, and she opens it and looks through it quickly before setting it on the floor.

“Thank you Aidan.” Hearing her speak shocks me. Her voice is low and hollow and almost unrecognizable.

“It was nothing.” I stand around feeling like a bump on a log. “Do you need me to get you anything? Something to drink, a snack or something?”

She shakes her head. “I’m just going to lie down.” Her eyes are red and downcast, her despair contagious.

I wish I could take it all for her. I’d carry it all to see her eyes light up again.

“Okay. If you need anything, let me know,” I say before I head out the door.

She doesn’t say anything this time.

I wander around the house aimlessly. I open the fridge and look at the groceries she bought yesterday. The fridge hasn’t been this full since Grams started dating her boy toy. I wipe down the kitchen counter even though it’s clean and sweep up the stray glitter that must have come off the book Lisa made for Willa. She brings it every time she comes over and makes one of us read it to her. I know the story like the back of my hand by now, and it’s actually pretty good.

I collapse on the couch in front of the TV. I want to sleep, but my mind is reeling from everything that happened today, how everything was good and just flipped in an instant. Then I remember I left my phone in the car and I haven’t looked at it all day. I go grab it and scroll through text messages from the girls I’ve been seeing. I have one text from Chris, asking if I’m coming up this weekend. I text him back no. A boob pic from Hillary sort of gets me to smile, and I see one message from Tara.

Shit, I was supposed to meet her for drinks.

Thanks for standing me up.

I sigh. I can’t call her now. It’s ten, and I was supposed to meet her at eight. I sit up on the couch and decide to tell her the truth.

I’m really sorry. It’s just not a good time for me to date anyone.

I head to my room and stop as I hear crying. I stop at the guest room door and hear that she’s stopped. I contemplate knocking, but fuck it. I crack open the door. It’s dark except for the lamp illuminating her face. Tears are coming down it as she stares at the ceiling. She covers her face, her blond hair sticking to it.

“Leese,” I say quietly. I don’t know if I should leave or say something. So I do neither.

I walk over to the bed and carefully climb over her. I lie down next her and pull her toward me and tell her to let it out. She wraps herself around me and lets go completely. I hold her and rub her back until she falls asleep.
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THE LAST TIME I felt anything close to this type of loss lasted only briefly. It was after I left Michigan and stayed with Aunt Danni in Chicago. I was pregnant with Willa; my heart was broken into a million pieces. I had left the only life I had ever known and was shell-shocked. As my stomach grew, the pit of despair I was in seemed to grow deeper each day. I felt as though I was losing my identity each time I looked in the mirror.

I wanted to hate Will with everything in me. I wanted to be over him, but each month that passed was a reminder that he was the only person who made me feel alive. Even though I was in a new place where people didn’t know my mother’s sins, they read my own. I was a teenager and pregnant, and the father was nowhere to be found. I felt like a statistic, a walking billboard of my mistakes. I was in a nightmare I wanted nothing more to wake up from, yet I couldn’t.

When I hit six months, everything changed. Willa kicked me so much every day that I swore she was going to be a championship soccer player. I could sometimes see the imprint of her foot or elbow through my skin, and even though at first it looked like something out of Alien, eventually it became normal. I grew accustomed to it and almost welcomed it. I stopped seeing her as a problem I couldn’t wait to pass along to Aunt Danni; she had become my friend. A friend who knew all that I knew and would never judge me. She was the only piece I had left of the one man I loved and sacrificed everything for. She was my internal diary. I told her how much I missed home, and for me, home was my friends: Amanda, Chris, and even Aidan. She’d listen to me talk about what I wanted to do to the people who gave me looks at the school I went to.

I tried not to look at her as a daughter because I knew when she came, she wouldn’t be mine, and I knew with everything in me that was what would be best for her. So when I made it to seven months and she stopped kicking or elbowing me, I was terrified. I waited hours to tell Danni because I didn’t want to worry her even though I was scared out of my mind. After dinner, when she still hadn’t moved, I broke down in tears and told Danni. She tried to stay calm, but I could see in her eyes how afraid she was. As we drove to the hospital, I saw her hands trembling on the steering wheel. Yet she kept telling me it was going to be okay, that everything would be fine and to stop crying and we were going to laugh when the doctor told us we were two big scaredy cats.

When we made it to the ER, I felt as though I had to make myself breathe, and when they did an ultrasound and Willa was okay and I heard her heartbeat, I let out the longest breath I ever had. It was the first time I had ever cried out of sheer joy. I realized that as bad as my life looked and even though the circumstances that brought Willa into our lives weren’t the best, I wouldn’t have changed anything I’d done. I wanted, more than anything, for her to take her first breath and wrap her little hand around my finger.

The day she was born, I knew it was all worth it, even though I knew I wouldn’t be called her mom and she’d only know me as big cousin Lisa. I knew that I’d done the right thing by giving her a chance at life. She was the best parts of me, and without me there to ruin her, she’d be a better woman than I could ever hope of being. I wanted to name her Hope, because she was that to me, but Aunt Danni hated the name. She thought it was cliché, and when she asked what other names I had picked out, the first word that popped out of my mouth was Willa. That was the name I had picked during those days before my common sense kicked in and I realized the baby I was having wouldn’t create a happily ever after for Will and me.

I realized hope and fate had gotten me through, but today I realize that fate has caught up with me. She’s exacted her revenge, reminding me that I gave up my chance to be a mother and it was for a good reason. The little fantasy I had about actually giving it a try and being able to pull it off was laughable. I don’t have what it takes. The blood that runs through my veins comes from a mother whose best advice was to give my child away and a father who walked out and never looked back.

I had begun seeing myself as someone I had never imagined, and it was all because of Aidan. I thought he was my lifesaver, but he wasn’t. He was a pawn in fate’s sadistic game. I’d seen a glimpse of what I thought could be something . . . but Aidan and me as possible family was a fantasy, and a stupid one at that.

Me and Aidan? Yeah, right.

He’s never even looked at me as anything but a friend, and to think he would have been okay with raising Brett’s kid when he can’t even commit to a girl he’s been with a year was ridiculous. The worst part is . . . just as my life . . .

He makes me feel.

Even when my emotions were like a storm around me—hurt, pain, loss, regret—he steadied me and made me feel as though I was somewhere else. He made me feel as though even after everything that’s happened, something good could still exist.

But that’s just another one of fate’s cruel tricks. I’ll only ever feel something for men I have zero chance to be with. At least I see that now. She won’t ever get me again with dreams of a family, of true love. I had imagined it with Will, hoped for it with Brett, and saw glimpses with Aidan. Now I’m done with it. No more mirages for me.

I see things very clearly now, and I’ll never get things misconstrued again.
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AS HUMANS, WE get used to things. We come to rely on routines, patterns to make sure things are okay. At least that’s what I do. Disruptions to patterns throw me off. I think that’s what threw me from Hillary more than anything. She went from being the cool, fun girl, to being overbearing and demanding, and it came off to me as kind of psycho. Well, maybe psycho is too strong a word, but things like that rattle me. But if there was any pattern I’ve ever wanted to break, it’s the one Lisa fell into . . . after.

The first night was her hardest.

I know because as she lay beside me, pain radiated off of her. I could feel her holding on and trying not to float away. I tried to be her anchor, her reminder that it’d pass and she could get up and keep going. That’s what I always did.

I didn’t want her to let go of the person I’d seen her becoming. I wanted her to hold on to her hope and let it bring her out of the darkness that seemed to be swallowing her.

At that moment, she just needed me there. She didn’t want to hear words or for me to try to fix it; she just needed me. So for two weeks straight, I’d climb in beside her at night and she’d drift off to sleep.

Until the night the door was locked when I tried to go in.

I was shut out. Scared she couldn’t handle her pain alone, convinced that she wanted to drown in it, and I didn’t want her to drown. I wanted to be her lifesaver.

I think she wanted to learn to swim alone.

Letting her felt wrong, and I missed lying beside her, having her near me in bed. Holding her was a pattern I started to like. It never felt awkward or uncomfortable. It was easy, nice, and I wanted to be there.

I thought maybe it was a step in the right direction though, her getting her getting peace back. Maybe she needed to handle things alone. But I wanted to tell her she wasn’t by herself in this, that as long as I was breathing, I’d do whatever I could to help her get through it. But patterns are hard to break and habits even harder. I had a pattern of not getting close enough to girls to miss them, and a habit of not sitting around and moping about it.

I’m not the guy who pores over feelings in his head. I want to tell her that I see her differently, that I miss being around her, miss us hanging out with Willa. Even though I’ll never get the extent of what Lisa’s dealing with, I just want her to let me in and let me help her. I want her to talk to someone who will understand what’s going on, and I can think of only one person who can do that, but it complicates everything.

I pull my head from under the hood of the 1962 Chevy Bel Air I got last week. It’s a mess, a broken but beautiful catastrophe, and it’s exactly what I need to throw myself into to get my focus off a girl who’s locked me out of her thoughts and room.

“Hey.” Her voice throws me off because I haven’t heard it in so long.

I turn around. She doesn’t look anything like how I expected her to look right now. I kind of imagined that when she ventured out of the house, she’d be in clothes too big for her, her eyes red and her hair a mess, but instead, she looks right out of a dream, a sort of X-rated one.

Her black jeans might as well have been painted on, her white leather jacket is unzipped low enough that her cleavage is out, and her long blond hair falls over one shoulder. She walks toward me, and I take a deep breath as she gets closer. Her green eyes find mine. They’re not red and puffy; they’re bright with a black line along the lids. She looks seductive, her lips covered in kiss-me-up-against-the-wall red.

Fuck.

What the hell is wrong with me? This is Lisa. Lisa, who just went through a traumatic experience, who should be in pajamas and eating ice cream, not looking as if she’s on the way to get fucked.

“Whose is that?” she asks.

I glance behind me, having totally forgotten about the car. I clear my throat. “Mine. I bought it last week.”

“Cool,” she says as she walks around it.

I try to rip my eyes off the way her ass pokes out in her jeans and the way her high-heeled boots make her hips sway. She slides her hand across the car as she examines it.

“You’re doing it. You’re living your dream, huh?” she says with a soft smile that makes me forget for a minute that this is strange.

Where the hell did this one-eighty come from?

“Right now she’s a nightmare, but with some work, who knows,” I say.

She grins, leaning back on the car. “Or you could keep her. One man’s nightmare is another man’s dream.”

Her eyes are seductive, as though I’m being ensnared, but I know that’s not what’s going on.

“Um, where are you going dressed like that?” I ask, trying to hide the surprise in my voice.

“Oh, I got a job.”

“Don’t you have a job? And when did you do this?” I ask.

“I had the interview last week,” she answers as if it’s not a big deal.

“What about working at the school?” She hands me a towel from the trunk of the car, so I wipe oil and dirt off my hands.

“It wasn’t really me.”

“What do you mean not you?” I ask, walking toward her.

For a second, the confidence in her eyes disappears and she seems caught off guard, but it doesn’t last long. “I was doing that for . . . it doesn’t matter anymore.”

For a second, I see a flicker of the pain she’s in and trying to hide behind the red lipstick and leather boots. A distracting disguise, but I see through it.

She swallows hard and tosses her hair, giving me a self-assured grin. “Things have changed, and this is a better fit.”

I let out a deep breath and run my hand over my head.

“Don’t you want to know where my job is?” she asks in a playful tone.

“Do I want to know?” I ask with a chuckle, and she frowns at me.

She rolls her eyes. “It’s just Ardeby’s.”

“So that’s why you’re dressed like that?”

She looks a little hurt, and I instantly feel bad. It wasn’t a dig. I think she looks good—too good. Ardeby’s is one of the only places in town that isn’t a franchise bar and grill, and it’s the most fun place in Madison, not that that’s saying much. We all used to hang out there when she worked there . . . before.

It’s also where I had to, more than a few times, threaten to kick a dude’s ass for “accidentally” grabbing hers.

“I always dressed like this when I worked there. You know, better you look, the better the tips?” she sings, flashing me a wide smile that I try to ignore.

I don’t remember her dressing like this before. Or did she? I think back. I guess she did; it just never really bothered me before.

“I just . . . I figured you’d want something that would work with Willa’s schedule. Do they have you on days?” I ask.

She squints and looks down at her boot, sliding the tip back and forth in the dirt. “No, Thursday through Sunday nights for right now.”

I keep from rolling my eyes. That’s the best shift in a place like that, so I don’t see her wanting to change it, but it conflicts with the times we were getting Willa.

“So you’re not going to be able to keep Willa on the weekends anymore?” I ask.

She looks away from me, turning her attention to the side mirror on the Bel Air. “It’s not a big deal, Aidan. It’s more of a matter of convenience.”

“Matter of convenience?” I ask her in disbelief. “For who?”

“For them, Aidan!” Her words are loud and short. She fiddles with the black purse on her shoulder, then pulls out a little black tube of lipstick and rubs it against her lips.

I want to snatch it from her, spray her with a hose, and tell her to cut this bullshit out and go see a therapist, but I don’t know if that’s too harsh for the state she’s in. I can be too harsh sometimes, I’m told.

“When Gwen gets back, the visits would have stopped anyway. Lauren’s due soon, right?”

I notice how hard she swallows, and her chin falls briefly. I walk closer to her, but she doesn’t look up.

“Willa loves you, Leese. That’s why Mr. Scott even let her come. Don’t do this,” I plead.

Her head snaps up. “Don’t do what?” Her tone is sharp, but her expression is revealing. Beneath the sexy clothes and heavy makeup, she’s hurting, and if I’m not careful, she’s going to break.

“I’m not pushing her away. But unless I want to be Grams’s roommate indefinitely, I need more money than I was making being a substitute. The teacher I was covering for is back from medical leave, and the other jobs are at other schools and different grades, and they’ll suck!”

She stares at me intently, as if she’s desperate for me to agree with her and tell her this new job is awesome and not to worry about it if she can’t see her daughter much or at all . . . actually, what daughter? I cross my arms. I won’t do it. I refuse to. I’m trying my best not to push her, but I won’t be a fucking enabler.

“Aidan, you’re going to be in Chicago soon . . . I-I have to start thinking about me, what I’m going to do for myself.” Her voice is quiet.

I look at her, trying to hide my disgust. “Maybe you should talk to someone, Leese.”

Her face screws up as if I just suggested she eat her own vomit. “Talk to someone about what?”

“About what happened with the baby.”

Her face turns red. “This is my life. I told you as a courtesy. My decisions are mine to make, okay!” She takes a few breaths as if she’s trying not to cry.

I wish she would. I’d rather see her feel than keep this wall up around her.

“I’ve got to get going. I’ll talk to you later,” she says before stalking off to her car.

I throw my towel at the car when I see she’s reached her car.

“What baby?”

I turn around to see Grams standing behind me, her hand on her hip and looking confused.

“Not now, Grams,” I tell her, heading back under the Bel Air.

“Aidan Riles, you get in this house right now and you better start explaining.”

I trudge inside, and Grams makes me sit at the kitchen table. I finally break down and tell her about how Lisa ended up on our doorstep and how she lost the baby.

“That poor girl,” Grams mutters. “I’ve never been through anything like that. I can’t imagine what she’s going through . . .” Grams looks off into the distance as though if she looks hard enough, she can see the answer.

“I don’t know what to do, Grams. I know this isn’t something that she can just shrug off, and I don’t want her to make a lot of bad decisions because she’s mad at the world.”

She lets out a long sigh. “Pain like that can change a person, that’s for sure.” Grams shakes her head a little bit. “You’re her friend. You can’t let her push you away, and you don’t push her away.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” I say.

“Well, you can be pretty stubborn, and that isn’t exactly a way to let someone know you’ve got a shoulder for them to lean on.”

I let out a deep breath. “So what do I do?”

“You be there for her. You can’t make her do what you want her to. If you want to stop someone from jumping off a cliff, you have to know when they’re going to do it, and if you’re a hardass with her, you won’t have a clue which cliff she’s jumping off of.”

“I don’t want to sit back and watch her screw up her life. I want to tie her to a chair and yell at her until she gets better.”

She chuckles. “Well, unless you want to go to jail, I suggest you try the less bull-headed route.”
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THE LOUD MUSIC, booze, and energy isn’t enough to take my mind off the argument I had with Aidan earlier. Well, not argument, I guess. More like a lecture. He couldn’t just tell me he’s happy I’ve gotten out of my funk. No, that would be too much like right for my hardass best friend. Only someone as insensitive as him would bring up what is supposed to be the elephant in the room. Why can’t he just be one of those guys who goes over his thoughts in his mind, who’s sensitive instead of just laying it out there?

“Here you go, boys. Two off the tap, and 9-1-1 wings,” I tell the two guys as I pass them their order.

“You just started here?”

“Um, sort of. I used to work here a while ago, but I’m back now,” I tell them with a fake smile.

“Lucky us,” his friend says.

I fight against rolling my eyes. Snotty chicks get shitty tips.

“Let me know if you need anything else,” I say, trying to be as upbeat as I can.

The rest of the night goes by in a blur. I scurry through the crowded room, dropping off wings, beers, onion rings. Smile here, flirt there, wink again, and repeat. My feet are killing me thanks to the boots I’m wearing, and my shoulder sort of hurts. I forgot how hard being a waitress is, but I’ve made about a hundred fifty dollars in tips, which isn’t bad for a Thursday night with a non-local basketball game playing.

Only a handful of people are left. We close in the next hour, and this is the perfect time for me to sneak away to the back. I let out a long breath as I sit in the employee lounge, which is really just two tables and a TV set up in the corner of the room, but it’s heaven after being out there. I don’t remember the job being like this. It used to be fun. Well, that was when I still knew people who worked here and my two best friends would come and hang out.

“How’s your first night going?”

I look back and see Emily, another waitress. The owner, Joey, introduced me to Emily when I came back and sort of begged for my old job. She’s a cute brunette with a smile that makes you feel as though she’s your best friend.

She sits beside me with a plate of Cajun fries. “Oh my God, it was so busy today.” She groans before pointing at the plate to ask if I want some.

I shake my head. “Yeah, at least it made the day go by fast.”

“At least tomorrow is team day, which means we can wear gym shoes.” She winks, and I let out a sigh.

“Yeah, that’d be pretty great,” I say with mild enthusiasm.

There’s an awkward silence between us.

“So how’d a girl like you end up in a place like this?” she says with a laugh.

I giggle. “I don’t know, but it’s getting kind of old.”

Emily looks down awkwardly.

“I’m sorry. I’m not in the best mood,” I tell her apologetically.

“No worries. Trust me, we all get like that here. I know I do. I’d much rather be home with my little one than here dodging guys who want to grope me. It’s like, ‘Hello, the strip club is about fifteen minutes from here.’”

“You-you have a daughter?”

She nods enthusiastically and pulls out her phone. She shows me a little girl dressed up in princess costumes. She looks a little younger than Willa.

“She’s beautiful,” I say, feeling a headache developing.

“Thank you,” she says, putting away her phone. “Her name’s Megan, and she’s the reason I put up with the crap here.”

I wouldn’t have thought she’d had a baby. She looks like she can’t be no older than twenty-three. “Are you married? Or is that rude to ask?”

“No, not at all. No, I’m not. I had her when I was 16. It wasn’t the ideal situation, but her dad helps out a lot. It could be a lot worse, and she’s my joy,” she says genuinely.

I swallow hard.

“I’ve got one more year before I get my bachelor’s, then hopefully I can make it out of this place.” She smiles.

I look at her, surprised, and want to put my own foot in my judgmental ass. I assumed that this girl was me two years ago—here for fun, always down for a party, and working at a place that serves alcohol as a cherry on top. Turns out Emily is miles ahead of me in life.

“What about you? Married? Boyfriend? Kids?”

How do I even begin to answer that? I feel bad since she’s been so forthcoming. “I just had a breakup and umm . . . yeah . . .”

She nods. “Well, you’re bound to meet someone here. We get all types of guys. Most are just looking to hook up, but one of the waitresses, Fiona, met her fiancé here. They’re getting married next month.”

“I’m not exactly looking for my knight in shining armor.” I know now my life isn’t necessarily meant for a happy ending.

She gets up from the table and gives me a half smile. “Well, that’s usually when they find you,” she sings before leaving.

I linger in the break room for an extra five minutes before building myself up enough to head back out. I think this used to be easier because I drank first. I head out to the floor, rubbing the back of my neck, and plaster on my flirty smile.

Then I see Aidan sitting at a booth with a beer in front of him. I fight the real smile that spreads across my face, my spirit leaping because I’m so happy to see him. But I force my spirit to sit down and remember our conversation from earlier. He’s probably here to try to drag me home or tell me how selfish I’m being. I put my guard up and head over to his booth even though he’s not in my section. His eyes drag up my body. I’d swear he’s checking me out, but Aidan doesn’t look at me like that. It still doesn’t stop my cheeks from flushing.

“What can I get you?” I ask him playfully.

His blue eyes reach mine and they smile at me, warming my entire body. My heart does jumping jacks, and my stomach feels as though it’s been dropped down an elevator. His signature dimples are showcased, and his red baseball cap makes me zone in on his eyes, eyes I can read sometimes so easily. I instantly know he’s not here to scold or annoy me. I’m reminded how hard I fought not to kiss him each night he lay beside me, rubbing my back and telling me everything was going to be okay. Even just wearing a baseball cap and T-shirt, he’s one of the sexiest men I’ve ever seen, and behind his rough, rugged exterior is a sweetheart. I bite my lip, almost nervous from looking at my best friend.

“I missed you.”

His tone is warm, and it heats me up. It’s absent of any innuendo as he says words I never expected him to say so easily. I fight the urge to hug him.

“I missed you too, A.” I smile and put my hand on his shoulder. He grasps it and leans a little into my side, and my stomach tightens. “What are you doing here?”

“I told you I’d always be here,” he says casually, as if it’s no big deal, but it means everything to me and my heart warms itself.
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I’VE BEEN TRYING to do what Grams told me to do. I really, really have, and it has been the most frustrating experience I’ve ever had. I watch Lisa go to work at the bar every night, and she hates it. I can tell. She hides it pretty well—she laughs, she jokes—but there are moments when she’s quiet and I can tell it’s bothering her. The pain or sadness she’s bottling up is eating her up inside. She looks at me sometimes as if she wants to say something, but then she doesn’t. I’m so frustrated, and it doesn’t help that I haven’t had sex in about a month and a half.

I knock hard on her door to wake her. I hear her groan and mumble. “Up, Gregory.”

After a few minutes, she cracks open the door with a scowl. “It’s five thirty in the morning. Are you on crack?”

I just flash her a million-dollar smile. “Hit the shower. We’re going running.”

She looks at me in disbelief and tries to shut the door. “Noooo,” she whines.

She’s so cute I want to kiss her.

“I’m serious. Throw on some sweats or something,” I say.

She throws her head back and groans. “You’re not going to leave me alone unless I do this?”

“Nope.”

“Give me fifteen,” she says before closing the door.

“Five,” I tell her through the door.

I sit on the porch for fifteen minutes waiting for her. I’m about to go back in the house and drag her out when she appears on the porch, a pout on her face, in a T-shirt and tiny pair of shorts. I rethink this being a good idea.

“You are insane,” she says through a yawn.

“You love it,” I tell her as I jog in place. I’m surprised when she doesn’t throw a sarcastic comment back. “Come on.”

She starts the most pathetic attempt at a jog I’ve ever seen. “You should have made coffee before you came up with this brilliant plan.”

“When you start moving, you’ll wake up.”

She rolls her eyes dramatically but jogs a little faster. “Why are we even doing this?”

I jog backward in front of her. “I’ve got a lot of energy I need to get out.”

“You mean you’re horny, and instead of jerking off like a normal person, you wake me up to run like I’m GI Jane?”

I feel my cheeks heat up, which is weird because I’m not easily embarrassed. It’s not even that she talked about me jerking off, but more that I didn’t want to do that because of who I was thinking about. So instead I brought her out to run.

“Shut up and run, Gregory,” I tell her through a laugh.

We make it about five minutes before she asks for a break. I stop and laugh at her.

“This isn’t funny. I feel like I’m going to pass out,” she scolds me, holding her knees and taking deep breaths.

I pull a water out of my backpack.

“Thank God,” she says, snatching it from me. “Next time, how about you just call Hillary and leave me to my sleep?”

I ignore her and pull out my own water, only taking a sip. “Don’t drink too much. You’re going to cramp up.”

She frowns. “So, how are you and Hillary?”

I shrug. “We were supposed to hook up when I went to Chicago last week.” As I stretch my hamstring, I notice Lisa watching me as though she’s drifted off into a daydream. “You there?” I ask with a chuckle.

She nods and tosses the bottle back to me. I put it in the bag.

“Do you miss her?” she asks, taking off again.

I shrug. “I do. I don’t. I’ve just had a lot on my mind, I guess.” I sprint past her. Watching her bounce in front of me was the dumbest idea ever.

“When’s the last time you had sex?” she asks, and I let out a cackle.

“Are you propositioning me?” I ask her jokingly. Then I kick myself for having her put that image in my head.

“I was just curious.”

I smile at the thought of her thinking about me having sex. “I didn’t know you felt that way about me, Leese,” I tell her through a laugh. I glance behind me, and I swear she’s blushing.

“No, it . . . you’re such jerk.” She laughs, brushing me off.

I glance back at her again and hold in my laugh. She’s definitely blushing. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think that’s a tiny smile on her face.

“Besides you wouldn’t be able to handle it. We’d have to get you a gym membership first,” I say.

She stops completely and puts her hands on her hips. “What does that mean?”

There’s a challenge in her voice, and I tell myself not to get too excited. This isn’t going where he’d like it to. “It means that you need a break every five minutes and we’re jogging at a snail’s pace.”

Her eyebrows shoot up as I walk over to her with an amused grin. I lean down so I’m at her eye level, and when her breath hitches, I almost lose it. I didn’t expect that reaction. I’m so close to her I can smell the strawberry scent she showered with. Our eyes lock, and for a moment, it’s like she’s begging me to kiss her. But she glances at her shoes, I wake up and realize I’m in the real world, not a dream.

“You’d pass out from exhaustion,” I tell her with a sly grin before returning to my run.

“Race you back to the house. Loser buys breakfast,” she says before breaking into a full-on run.

From there, our friendly jog turns into a sprint to the house. Shit, I forgot she ran track in high school. She almost beats me. She would have if I hadn’t picked her up and carried her onto the porch.

“Aidan, that’s cheating!” she scolds me between giggles.

I let her down, our chests touching, and her eyes are wide and bright. She looks genuinely happy. My arms are still around her back, and her hands on my shoulders. If she were any other girl, I’d kiss her. I’d take the lips that are parted just right for me to slide my tongue in, and I’d listen to her moans as I backed her against the wall.

But she isn’t any other girl. She’s Lisa, my best friend. Not only that, but there’s all of this stuff going on in my head and actual feelings I’ve been trying to deny and she still isn’t the Lisa she needs to be and it’s complicated, so complicated. But with her in my arms like this, looking at me as though she’s begging me to kiss her, it seems so simple. I just want to be the guy who gets to kiss the girl who’s been running around in his dreams every night.

“Hey, you two, I made breakfast!”

Grams has the worst timing ever. We both jump out of our embrace as Grams looks between us with amused suspicion.

“Aidan’s such a cheater.” Lisa laughs awkwardly before moving past Grams into the house.

Grams eyes me knowingly.

“I didn’t cheat, you were taking too long,” I call to Lisa, ignoring Grams snickering behind me.

For the rest of the day, I try to push thoughts of Lisa from my mind. How her eyes looked into mine, how her lips seemed like magnets pulling me toward her, how I’ve been thinking about her every night. She’s working a double today at the bar, which I’m glad about. It gives me time to get my thoughts together. I spend most of my day working on the Bel-Air.

My phone rings, so I pull out my phone and see that it’s from Ms. Red. She hasn’t called me in about a month. I know she’s had her hands full with Lauren and Caylen, so my stomach drops as I answer.

“Ms. Red, tell me something good,” I say playfully.

She laughs. “How are you, Aidan?”

I smile, trying to hide the hint of worry in my voice. “I’m making it. Is everything okay?”

“Well, that’s what I wanted to call and talk to you about.”

I take a deep breath and prepare for the worst. After everything that’s happened, I don’t know what the worst is.

“I know we’ve all had so much going on, but Chris’s birthday is coming up and I want to throw him a party.”

I let out a sigh of relief. Thank God there’s no crisis to avert. “I think we could use a party.”

She fills me in on the details. It’s going to be at their house in three weeks, and it’s sort of a surprise. Ms. Red is handling everything since Lauren’s still heavily pregnant.

“You know the party wouldn’t be the same without me. Of course I’ll be there,” I say happily.

“There’s one other thing,” she adds, and I can tell it’s something worrying her.

“What’s up?”

“Well, I know that Willa has been seeing Lisa since she’s been back.” Her voice is high, and I can tell she’s trying to be cheerful.

“Yeah, Lisa’s actually kind of crashing with me.”

“I’m glad. I was really worried about her from the last time I talked to her. But the thing is . . . I don’t know what’s happened, but Will says that Lisa hasn’t been responding to his texts or calls about her seeing Willa again.”

Her voice is tight, and my chest tightens too.

I let out a deep sigh. “Yeah, I know.”

“Willa has been asking about her a lot. Both of you actually.”

I feel like the biggest jerk in the world.

I’ve thought about Willa every day, but I don’t know how to go see her without pushing it on Lisa. “I know, I’m a big jerk.”

“Is-is something going on?” she asks. I can hear the worry in her voice. “I know that . . . I’d hope that it would be something important . . .”

I know that she’s thinking it better be something important for us to have pretty much backed out of Willa’s life.

I don’t have any intention of abandoning Willa. I’ve been trying to give Lisa time to realize that her presence is good for Willa, but after losing the baby, I don’t know how to approach her about it. I think she doesn’t believe being in Willa’s life is good for her anymore.

“Lisa . . .” I want to explain, but it doesn’t feel right, as if I’m betraying her.

“Will says this has really been bothering Willa. I wanted to talk to you before he approaches Lisa,” she says apprehensively.

My face scrunches up. I’m surprised he’s not ecstatic that Lisa’s backed off. Whenever I went to pick Willa up, he seemed about as enthusiastic as a dude about to get a prostate exam. He and I haven’t been close since Chris and I were kids. After finding out what Mr. Scott did with Lisa, I lost all respect for him, and we keep things as short as possible with each other now.

“I’ll talk to her,” I promise Ms. Scott.

“I don’t want her to feel forced about this. I only want her to be involved if she genuinely wants to,” Ms. Red says hesitantly.

“She does, it’s just . . .” I try to figure out how much I should say. It’s not for me to tell her about Lisa’s life, but I don’t want her to think Lisa has just gotten too busy or changed her mind.

“Everything was going so well, Aidan. What happened?” she asks.

“If I tell you something . . . could it just stay between us?” I ask quietly.

“Of course.”

“I mean, you can’t tell anyone else.”

There’s a stretch of silence.

“I promise, Aidan,” she says compassionately.

“Lisa was pregnant, and it didn’t go well. Since then, she hasn’t . . . she was doing really good at first, but since . . . I think she’s taking it as a sign she shouldn’t be a mom.” I shrug.

“Oh no,” she says, sounding genuinely upset. “How far along was she?”

I tell her what happened at the ultrasound appointment and afterward, about how Lisa’s been acting, how she stopped teaching.

“Do you know if her doctor assigned her a grief counselor?” she asks.

“I don’t know. I know she went to her follow-up appointment a few days ago. Sometimes she’s happy and seems fine, then there are other times where she just seems . . .”

“Closed off,” she finishes my sentence. “She really needs to talk to someone.”

“Well, she’s not talking to me, and I’m pretty sure I’m not the best person to help her. I’m pretty sure she hasn’t talked to anyone else about it either. She’s just holding it all in, and I’m afraid if I bring it up, she’ll shut me out and it’ll just be worse for her.”

“I know that it’s an uncomfortable topic and you don’t want to hurt her, but if it’s affecting her, then she’s already hurting. She can’t take what happened as a sign she shouldn’t be in Willa’s life,” Ms. Scott says sorrowfully.

“I know, I just . . .”

“I know. I know how Lisa feels.”

I don’t know what to say to that. I don’t want to imagine Ms. Red in that kind of pain.

“I’ll tell Will to back off and just give her some time. Try to get her to talk someone if you can. Willa really misses her,” she explains.

“I’ll do my best,” I promise.

“Thank you, Aidan.”

Talking to Lisa should be easy—it’s not like I’m usually one to hold my tongue—but this is different. The whole situation is different. But if I don’t do it, there’s really no one else. As far as I know, she doesn’t have any other friends, and her mother is a complete waste of space.

Tonight, I’m just going to man up. If she tries to shut me out, I won’t let her. She lives with me, so it can’t be that hard.

Who am I kidding? Lisa can be stubborn as hell when she wants.

It’ll all work out. It’s going to be fine.

That’s what I tell myself at least.
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“THE GUY OVER there stopped me to send you a drink.” Emily smiles at me teasingly.

I laugh, already knowing who she’s talking about.

She giggles. “Whaaat? He’s cute in a just-turned-twenty-one sort of way.”

“Not my type,” I say, waiting on my next orders to come up.

“I guess you’re right, especially when you have such a hottie waiting at the bar for you to get off every night,” she says slyly.

She isn’t the first of the waitresses to ask about Aidan. Last year, or any time before that, if any girl wanted to know about Aidan, I’d lay the red carpet out for her, but now there’s a pulling in my chest that feels strangely like jealousy. Especially since Emily is cute and nice and would actually be one of his better choices. Even thinking that makes me feel as if a hole has been dug in my stomach.

“Aidan’s my best friend,” I say quickly.

“Just a friend?” she asks, seeming a little more interested than I’d like her to be.

“Yup.”

“That man is seriously single? Is he gay?” she asks in disbelief, and I laugh.

“Pretty sure he’s not, but you never can tell these days, huh?” I say flippantly, grabbing my tray of orders.

I immediately feel bad. Aidan isn’t mine to be jealous over. I try to focus on the customers, but it’d take a million of them to keep my mind off of what happened this morning. When he knocked on my door earlier, wearing his charismatic smile and a T-shirt that showcased every muscle in his body, it made me think about sex for the first time in months. When he leaned into me, our lips just inches apart and our hips even closer, it took everything in me not to kiss him. These thoughts I’ve been having about him have been driving me batshit.

I don’t have these kinds of thoughts about him. I don’t feel this way about men at all, not since . . . I don’t even want to think about that. I just hate that it’s happening when Aidan and I finally have a solid friendship. He’s been there for me so much lately, even after I was an emotional mess. He’s my anchor, but as much as I want to be near him, I can’t use him as a crutch—he deserves more than that—but that’s what I’ve been doing. It has to be, because if not, that means I really do have feelings for Aidan, which would be terrible.

I know he doesn’t see me that way. Yeah, he loves me as a friend and he likes the way I look. I used to catch him staring at my boobs and ass, but now he stares into my eyes. That’s so much scarier. I can’t risk losing the only friend I have now over my stupid feelings. Feelings have gotten me in trouble my whole life.

“Hey, Lisa?”

I’m knocked out of my thoughts by Melody, a tall blond waitress who’s barely said a word to me since I started here, not that I make much effort to talk to people these days. Melody has always given me a vibe that if I were into becoming chummy with the girls, she’d have a problem with it.

“Emily mentioned that your friend is single,” she says, then bites her bottom lip.

I feel my cheeks heat up. She’s squinting at me as if she knows my secret—that I’m sort of falling for my best friend. But since I’m too chicken to say anything, she doesn’t care.

“Um, yeah, is it, like, bachelor night or something?” I laugh, trying to play off my irritation.

She giggles in a way that’s obviously fake and flips her hair. “I noticed him checking me out, so knowing you two aren’t together makes that a lot less awkward.”

I feel a scowl settling on my face as I turn to look at her. She’s about five six, the same height as me. She has long, obviously bleached hair, but it’s a good job. She’s cute—well, more like a nine out of ten. The type of girl who’s used to getting guys’ attention without doing as much as batting an eyelash. Aidan would do her in a heartbeat.

“You think he’d be into me? You’re his best friend and all, so I’m pretty sure you know his type,” she asks, but from her arrogant grin, she already knows the answer. “I’m just asking because I think Emily and Marie are into him too, so I’ll back off if they’re more his speed.”

Of the three, she’s definitely more Aidan’s type, unfortunately.

“I won’t say anything of course. It’d be our secret.” She flashes me a grin, displaying her perfectly straight, freshly whitened teeth.

I let out a deep breath, trying to maintain my composure. This girl must take me for an idiot. She’s barely said a word to me since I started, but now that she’s heard Aidan’s my best friend, she wants to be buddy buddy. She’s so transparent.

“You don’t have to say anything. I think I can read you answer.” She rubs her finger across her mouth as if it indicates her lips are sealed before sauntering away.

Ugh, why did I open my big mouth and tell all of these desperate, half-naked chicks that my hottie of a best friend is single and free game? It’s not like I should care though. He is single and fair game. That’s what I keep telling myself, but the knot in my stomach isn’t going away. After I drop off my order, I head to the back, grab my phone out of my locker, and send him a text.

Hey you don’t have to come by tonight, it’s going to be super busy. See you at home!

I think back to high school, when Aidan called me a cock block and I’d laugh it off. All these years later, that’s exactly what I’m doing . . . but as guilty as I feel, a huge part of me is relieved. If these vultures want him, they’ll have to make more of an effort. I’m not just going to serve him up on a platter.

When I have an hour left of my shift, I take one of the shots that we get for free. We get three a night, to be exact. I haven’t had anything to drink in so long, and tonight, it’s much needed. I had two super-rude customers—both women who probably assumed I was into their guys. They made my job hell by sending back dishes, telling me their drinks were weak, and on top of it, not leaving a tip.

I head to my next table. It’s another couple, and my stomach drops. I hope they’re siblings, or at least that the girl isn’t insane.

“Welcome to Ardeby’s,” I say with a fake smile.

“Lisa!”

Her squeal is familiar even years later.

“Amanda!” I squeal, ecstatic to see her.

It’s Amanda! My best friend from high school! She jumps up from the booth and almost knocks me down with a hug.

“Oh my God, you’re harder to find than Where’s Waldo!” she says, swatting my arm.

I laugh at her. She still looks the same, except her blond hair is cut in a cute little pixie cut. She has on a white sweater and blue jeans and looks to have picked up about ten pounds that look awesome on her.

“Lisa, this is my husband, Isaac,” she says, introducing me to the guy sitting across from her.

He looks at me with a wide smile, obviously accustomed to his wife’s excitement. “I’ve heard so much about you.”

I can’t help but smile.

“I have looked all over Facebook, Instagram, and even LinkedIn. You’re like a social media ghost!” she says with a pout.

“Yeah, I’ve never really been into that stuff.”

She rolls her eyes. “Oh my gosh, you look great!”

“So do you!” I say, giving her another hug.

“What are you doing here?” she asks.

I giggle. “I’m at work.

She flips her bangs out of her face. “Right, oh my God, you’re at work,” she says with a laugh.

“What are you doing here?” I ask. When she went away to school after I got back from having Willa, we lost touch.

“It’s my mom and dad’s anniversary, so coming back wasn’t really optional. What time are you off? We have to catch up! I leave in two days. We’ve got to get together before I leave!” she says in a way that lets me know she’s not taking no for answer.

“I have another hour in my shift,” I tell her.

“That’s perfect! Isaac and I can have dinner, then we can drink until we can’t stand up straight and he can take us home afterward.”

Isaac chuckles.

“Are you sure?” I ask, still shocked to see her.

“Of course! You’re my MIA best friend. We are having drinks!” she demands.

“Well, I guess I’ll get you guys started with an order.” I giggle.

After I finish my shift, Isaac leaves and Emily becomes our waitress. Amanda orders two rum punches and tells Emily to keep them coming.

It turns out after Amanda graduated from college, she did a six-month tour around Europe, then lived in Edinburgh of all places. I never imagined her choosing Scotland over Italy or France, but she tells me I’d love it there, that it’s a beautiful city and the people are nice. She lived there for three years, then came back and got a job as an accountant at a firm in Seattle, where she lives now. Turns out she’s fallen in love with rainy places after living in Edinburgh. Isaac was one of her clients, and three years later became her husband. I can’t help but smile at how much has changed but is still the same. She’s still her bubbly, optimistic self.

“I’ve rattled your ears off. Now tell me about you! I never would have expected you to be back here. You hated this town,” she says.

I try to think of where to start. “Well, I went to college, graduated, and from there, I found a job teaching here. I don’t know, it was scary to leave,” I say.

“You became a teacher?” She looks confused. Obviously the years apart haven’t made her feel awkward about prying.

I chuckle. “Yeah, who’d have ever thought?” I’m glad to see Emily appearing with our rum punches.

“Don’t get me wrong, you’ve always been super smart, but you never talked about wanting to be a teacher when we were kids,” she says, still in disbelief.

“Yeah, it was one of my wacky ideas.”

“So if you’re a teacher . . . what are you doing here?” she asks in a way that only she could make cute and not offensive.

“Well . . . I-I . . .”

She looks at me, her eyes wide and hopeful and completely non-judgmental. I think back to the nights I spent at her house. She always made me feel at home, like I could leave my baggage behind and truly be a teenage girl without a care in the world except for how we could mimic the latest makeup looks our favorite stars wore. I want to tell her everything, but I’m afraid to. I have to remind myself that even though she’s Amanda, she’s Amanda ten years later. She’s Amanda with a husband and a career and life experience, and I still feel like a teenage girl making the same mistakes over and over.

“Hon, are you okay?” she asks, taking my hand.

She makes me want to pour out everything. “I got pregnant senior year, that’s why I went away. I had a baby, and I gave her to my aunt Danni.”

“What?” Her eyes widen like a scared cat’s. Her disbelief is mixed with curiosity and excitement.

For the next hour, I tell her everything, with the aid of rum punches, from what happened with Will, to me coming back and Chris ending our friendship, to going to California with Brett and even losing the baby.

That was the hardest part.

She listens intently, taking big gulps of her rum punches—she’s on her third now—without interrupting. I guarantee she’s going to talk Isaac’s ear off when he picks her back up.

“I cannot believe that. How . . . oh my gosh, I don’t even know . . .” She shakes her head in disbelief.

“Please say something. You’re the first person I’ve ever told all of this to,” I say, starting to feel embarrassed.

“Oh my God, oh my God . . . Chris’s dad was the mystery dude I told you to go after!” She looks horrified.

I remember how I told her about the mystery guy I’d fallen for. I feel really guilty now. I felt guilty then.

“You didn’t push me. That was all on me.”

She still looks guilty, then her eyes widen. “You seriously need to write a book. This is a lot. I can’t believe you’re not in some psych ward. You and Chris’s dad, him and his wife raising your baby, then you getting back with Brett, and now you and Aidan practically living together and you falling for him. Wow!” She heaves a dramatic sigh.

“The craziness of my life,” I say with a dry chuckle.

Her face softens, and she takes my hand. “I’m really sorry about the baby.”

I fight the tears welling up in my eyes.

“I’ve had a miscarriage. I was only nine weeks, but Isaac and I had been trying.” She’s looking off in the distance and her voice is low, and I hate that I’ve brought her back to a place it looks like she’d gotten away from.

“I’m sorry for bringing this up. I didn’t . . .”

She gives me a look to shut me up. “We named the baby Peyton, since it could have been a boy or a girl.”

I squeeze her hand.

“Did you have a name picked out?” she asks.

I blink away the tears. “I never said it out loud, but if it was a girl, I was going to name her London, and if it was a boy, Marcus.” I stop, feeling my throat tighten. I quickly wipe away my tears, remembering that I’m still at work. I don’t need anything else to make me a topic of conversation here.

She takes a napkin and wipes her eyes as well. “Lisa, you should talk to someone about this. You have to. I did for almost six months, and I had Isaac with me every step of the way. You’ve been holding all of this in?”

I pick up my rum punch and take a sip. “I just . . . I felt like since at first I didn’t want to be pregnant, it was my fault.”

She gets up and comes to give me a big hug. “This was not your fault; you stop thinking that this minute. You do not let this make you feel like you can’t be a good mother, or aren’t meant to be one. We’re human. Every one of us on this planet has made a mistake.”

Her words and the comfort she’s giving me make me want to hug her and never let her go.

“You need to talk to someone.” She reaches across our table and grabs her phone. “This is the doctor I spoke to afterward. It really helped. I can’t imagine healing while keeping it all bottled in.” She hands the phone and makes me key the doctor’s contact information into my phone. “She’s out of the state, but she can refer you to someone here or maybe offer Skype sessions or something like that.”

I nod.

“You still have a beautiful little girl who needs you. Don’t take what happened as a sign to close her out, but as a sign to let her in.” She hugs me again.

Her phone begins to ring. It says Hubby, and there’s a really adorable picture of the two of them that makes me smile.

She answers as she gets back into her side of the booth. “Yeah, I’m good. We’re having a blast. Another hour before they close, then you can head back. Love you babe.” She hangs up.

I look at her, and she beams.

“What’s it like to have that?” I ask. She smiles in a way I’m a little jealous of.

“It’s amazing, and worth all of the toads I had to kiss and bugs I had to step on,” she says. “So you and Aidan . . .” She smirks.

I roll my eyes at her.

“I knew it. In high school, I sensed the chemistry then,” she brags.

“There was no chemistry then, and there is no me and Aidan now.” I say the last part with melancholy that surprises me.

She pouts. “But you want there to be.”

“I don’t know . . . it’s just right now, he’s the only real friend I have. I can’t risk telling him how I feel, not to mention my feelings have never helped me make the best decisions.”

She frowns at me. “Well, girly, now you have two real friends, even if I’m a few states away.”

I have to admit that makes me feel better.

“And then you were a teenager, and that was just a really bad situation,” she admits, but her expression is forgiving, not full of contempt. “Now you’re a grown woman who has learned from her mistakes, and Aidan has known you longer than even I have. What if this is real?”

Her question gives me butterflies. I shake my head. “Aidan’s my best friend, and that’s sort of the problem. I know how he is with women; I know that the idea of commitment or someone professing their feelings for him will send him running in the other direction. Aidan is the quintessential playboy. Plus he knows everything I’ve done. How could he love me after all of that? I’m still surprised he’s even friends with me.”

“Lisa, would you stop convincing yourself that you deserve to die alone and unhappy? Do you really believe that?” she asks, sounding irritated.

I shrug. “I hurt a lot of people. What if that is my fate?”

She frowns at me. “I believe we make our own fate. I bet Aidan believes that too.”

The rest of our night isn’t so heavy. We reminisce about high school. She tells me about all of the people who annoy her at work and updates me on her snobby sisters. I give her some of the gossip from the restaurant, and she rolls her eyes at all the right parts and smiles when I do, and I feel as if we’re back in her room ten years ago. My one earlier shot and watered down rum punch did nothing for me, but she’s more than tipsy when her husband comes in to walk her out. She fusses at him that she’s not drunk, and he agrees with her but gives me a knowing smile. She hugs me tightly before she makes me promise to call her and to come visit before the end of the year. I promise her and mean it.

Before they’re out the door, she tilts her body halfway back into the restaurant. “And don’t let those sluts get their hands on Aidan.”

Isaac affectionately pulls her outside.

I go to the back and grab my stuff, then I head out with a real smile. I pull out my phone before getting into my car and pull up Will’s name. I text him, asking if I can pick up Willa from school on Monday and have a girls’ day, and my night literally feels complete.
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I HAD PLANNED on going to the bar to wait until Lisa got off work, but when she sent me the text saying to not come, it kind of stung. Especially after what happened this morning . . .

I want to see her. I hate her working at Ardeby’s—it just seems like a step back—but I can’t lie and say I hate the way she looks there. She’s always in outfits that cling to every curve on her body, and she does herself up in a way that makes her look like the definition of sex without showing much. I’ve always thought that girls with more clothes on make you want them more, when they reveal just enough that you can’t stop thinking about what they’re hiding under there. With Lisa walking around the house in oversized T-shirts and baggy shorts, it gives me a lot of time to think about what she’s covering up.

Today when she gets home, I’m going to talk to her. I’m going to suck it up and tell her that she needs to see a shrink or something and start seeing Willa again and she needs to figure out what she’s going to do for a real job because she can’t work at a bar when she’s fifty. Well, she can, but she might not get such good tips.

I pull up to the house and see Mr. Scott sitting on my porch. My chest clenches, and I feel anger bubbling up in me. What is he doing here with Willa nowhere in sight? I push away the thought that he’s here for Lisa. My hand balls into a fist, and I make myself unclench it. I won’t read too much into this. There’s no way Lisa would be so stupid as to backtrack with this dude, and even if she did, he wouldn’t sit on my front steps flaunting it. I make myself calm down as I approach the steps and he stands.

“Where’s Lisa?” he asks, his voice coming off as authoritative and hard.

It’s laughable. I give him respect when I’m picking up and dropping off Willa just because she’s there, but I lost every ounce of respect for this dude the day Lisa told me he screwed her.

“Why?” I ask.

He looks at me indifferently. “I’ll just wait until she gets back.”

He starts to walk past me, and I grab his arm. He pulls away from me angrily.

“Keep your hands off me,” he says pointedly.

“Tell me why you’re at my house and what it is that you want with her,” I demand.

For a second, he looks amused before matching my scowl. “Look, I know Lisa’s staying here, but this has nothing to do with you.”

“Oh, it has nothing to do with me? I think it has a lot to do with me seeing as I’m the one who has to play the middle man since you don’t have the balls to let people know that she’s your little girl’s mother,” I say.

“Her mother’s name is Gwen. That’s who takes care of her, tucks her in at night, and cleans up her cuts when she falls,” he growls.

“Bullshit. You know exactly what I’m talking about!” I spit.

He looks at me as if he could set me on fire if he glares long enough. “Okay, how about this? You tell her that my daughter’s not a game. She’s not going to play hopscotch in and out of her life like it’s a fucking joke.”

“What are you taking about?”

“I’m talking about her texting me asking to see Willa next week like she hasn’t been missing in action for the past month. She gets Willa used to seeing her and being involved, then she just disappears with no explanation at all? I won’t let her do that again! Willa’s not a toy, and she won’t play with her like one!”

I hide my surprise that Lisa reached out to him and try to swallow my anger. I know kicking his ass won’t do anything to help her and Willa’s relationship and would just make things a hell of a lot harder.

“Look, Lisa’s been going through a lot,” I say, trying to be calm.

He scoffs. “Poor Lisa, always poor Lisa. She has so many problems and what she does is everyone else’s fault: her mother’s fault, my fault, the universe’s fault. No, not this time, she’s not the victim. I don’t care what the hell she’s going through. Leave Willa out of it until she’s gotten her shit together!”

The fist I unclenched earlier has instinctively balled back up. I close my eyes and have to laugh. Man, he’s asking for it, and he really doesn’t get how long I’ve been itching to give it to him. He’s not wrong, but how smug and self-righteous he’s being, as if I won’t knock out his teeth? It will happen.

No, it can’t . . . he’d use that as a reason to keep Willa from Lisa. But I’ve got to knock him off this high horse he’s sitting on as if he’s forgotten she isn’t the only villain in their story.

“You’ve got a lot of nerve.” I chuckle angrily.

He folds his arms and stares me down.

“You’ve got a lot of fucking nerve, man. You come to my house and make threats and throw out proclamations like your shit doesn’t stink, like I didn’t get the full story of what happened? You want to stand here and act like Lisa played the victim? She was the victim! She was a kid; you were the adult. I don’t care if she hopped on your lap and put her tits in your face. You should have stopped what happened, but you didn’t. You used her. You knew she came from a shit family, you knew that she had daddy issues, but did that stop you? Nope, you were too busy having the time of your life in some alleged fucked up midlife crisis.

“You say you were going to stop it, but how the hell should we know? You didn’t stop until you were caught. And let’s not forget you were never going to say anything about what happened. You were going to take that secret to your grave. And after all of it, things turned out perfectly for you. You kept your marriage, your son is still talking to you, and you got the daughter you always wanted. Looks to me like things turned out just fine for you. Lisa lost everything! She’s not perfect in all of this, but you for damn sure aren’t, and even to this day, she never blames you for anything. She has never pointed the finger at you, so you better not point it at her. I see through your bullshit, Will. When you’re around me, keep in mind I haven’t forgotten what a scumbag you are.”

He walks toward me, and I chuckle. “I swear to God, old man, if you come any closer, I will give you the ass-kicking Lisa’s dad should have given you.”

He stops in his tracks. I look at his clenched fist, and he looks at mine. I won’t lie, he looks to be in pretty good shape for a guy his age, but he doesn’t want to see what five years in the army and every morning in the gym will do to him.

He takes off his jacket as if he’s ready for a fight. I grin and start to take off my shirt. He really wants to try it? Okay then, bring it on!

“Stop it!”

We both turn to see Lisa. How long has she been standing there?

“Will, I get it. I’m not trying to mess up Willa’s life, I swear to God. That’s why I gave her to you,” she says breathlessly as she runs between us.

Will looks at her, his contempt and hatred toward me melting a bit.

“I’ve been . . . I really have had the worst time this past month, and today I had a little bit of sunshine brighten the storm that’s been my life and I realized that Willa is sunshine for me.” Her voice cracks a little. “I was wrong for not letting you know that I needed some time.” She turns toward me. “I didn’t tell him what was going on, Aidan. He’s been trying to reach out to me, and I just didn’t know what to say. I was wrong for that!”

She touches my chest, and I feel immediately calmed. Her finger tips soothing the wrath that’s itching to get out of me.

“Willa loves both of you, so beating the crap out of each other will not be good. Right?” she asks with a weak smile.

Will puts his jacket back on. “Let me know when you figure things out,” he says quietly before walking off to his car.

I wonder if he had a sudden change of heart because I was going to kick his ass or because of Lisa. We watch him walk to his truck, and she doesn’t move until he pulls off. She turns toward me and lets out a deep sigh. She looks at me with big bright eyes, puts her hands on my chest, then rests her head there.

“Thank you,” she says breathlessly.

I fight the urge to wrap my arms around her and tell her I love her, that I won’t let anybody treat her like crap again. I’ll kick all their asses before she deals with this alone again, but for now, I just pat her lower back. “I need a drink.”
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THE LAST THING I expected to see when I made it home was Aidan and Will in the middle of a confrontation. It was so heated, they didn’t even notice I was there. I didn’t know what to do, and when I heard that it was about me, I froze. It was just another bad thing that was my fault.

I had just wanted to see Willa. I didn’t think how Will would react after I ignored all of his text messages, but when Aidan started in on him, I was floored. I knew Aidan cared about me and that he’s always been protective about his friends, but hearing him defend me, I’d never felt more loved. To be completely honest, I even felt a little bit turned on.

When I realized they were about to come to blows though, I woke up and had to do something. I didn’t know if I could stop them, but I had to try. I was actually shocked when Will just left without berating me or telling me he’d never let me see Willa again. I guess Aidan’s verbal assault sort of got to him.

We’re quiet as we go into the house. Aidan turns on the lights, adjusting his shirt, which he was about to throw off to kick Will’s ass. I can’t help but grin. He heads into the kitchen and pulls out a bottle of tequila. I grab him a cup.

“On the rocks?” I ask quietly.

He nods, leaning his body on the counter. I swallow hard before grabbing ice out of the freezer. I drop a few cubes in his glass, and he fills it up halfway.

“You joining me?” His eyes smile at me, but his lips don’t.

His bottom lip is tucked between his teeth, and it makes me bite my own. I just nod. He pulls another cup out and sets it on the counter. I drop a few cubes in the glass before returning the ice to the freezer. Once I’m done, I see he’s only given me a quarter of a cup.

“Stingy, are we?” I ask playfully.

He releases his bottom lip and grins at me. His stare is playful and daring, and it makes my stomach feel as if it’s floating. I feel as though his silence is heightening the tension in the room. It’s not like Aidan to be quiet and still, and his silence is intimidating. Words need to be said—some from him, some from me—but none are being spoken. Our eyes just dance with each other.

“I’m going to turn on some music,” I say, sounding light and airy.

He nods, heading into the living room. I follow him, hit the music, and turn around to see him sitting on the floor, his knees up and his arms resting on them. I choose to sit across from him on the couch. I watch him take a long sip from his drink, and I take a short sip out of mine. My eyes trail down his shirt. I think of earlier, when I could see his physique in all of its glory. I take a longer sip of the tangy liquid. I’ve always been more of a whiskey sort of girl. I look at Aidan, whose eyes seem to be climbing steadily up my body, and I feel a wave of heat and tingles shoot down my back.

“Guess who I ran into today?” I say way too enthusiastically.

“Who?” he asks with the mildest curiosity.

“Amanda,” I answer, sounding like a cheerleader on crack. Tone it down.

He gives me a lazy smirk, licks his lips, and I let out a small breath.

“Is it hot in here to you, or is it just me?” I ask, waving my hand in front of my face.

“I read your story.”

My heart stops. I emailed it to him a while ago and he never said anything about it. I honestly didn’t think he’d be into it. I thought he’d think it was stupid and too girly, so my heart clenches now. I suddenly feel as if I’m sitting naked in front of him. His eyes have seen something no one else has, a little part of me that I’ve kept hidden.

“What did you think?” I ask, afraid to hear his words.

“It was amazing.”

It’s one of the greatest sentences I’ve ever heard.

The smile he gives me stops my breath. “It was really good. I’m not that much of a reader and it kept my attention.” He sort of chuckles.

My cheeks are on fire, and I fight off a smile.

“Do you have any more?” he asks.

I’m flattered, but I shake my head. “No, I haven’t written anything since . . .”

He nods in understanding. He shifts a bit, stretching out his legs, and my eyes trail up his long, hard body. It’s solid and perfect, like he was sculpted with the greatest care, as if he was God’s own special project.

“You kept saying that the girl, Kaitlyn,” he says, and I can’t help but smile. He actually knows the character’s name. “You said she never felt anything except for that one dude. How is that possible?” he asks, his head slightly cocked.

“She just never did,” I answer with a shrug.

I feel his eyes willing me to look at him, but I glue them to my lap.

“So she’s been out on all these dates and they make out, but she never feels anything . . . I guess what my question is, what is it she feels? Like, she never gets horny?” he asks in an almost innocent way.

I lean back into the couch and look at the ceiling for a bit. “No, she does . . . obviously she’s human. Before she meets Carter, she never felt butterflies or tingles. She never felt desire so strong it clouded her judgment.”

He looks into my eyes as if he’s trying to solve a puzzle. “And after him?”

I have a feeling he’s not talking about Kaitlyn anymore; does he realize that Katie is me?

“I haven’t finished the story yet.” I give him a half grin. It’s the coward’s way out. I can’t tell him that she has, and again she has feelings for a man she can’t explore anything with. She’s learned that some things aren’t worth possibly ruining a relationship that means so much to her.

“Why were you into him, Lisa?”

His question is like ice water thrown in my face. He has never been afraid to ask questions that make people uncomfortable; I used to ask the same questions, believing answers were for the greater good. Then I didn’t go over my answers in my head before saying them, and I never really believed my words mattered much to him, or it could be that I want them to mean something to him, because his words mean everything to me.

Things have really changed.

I start to ask which him Aidan is talking about, but that would be insulting to his intelligence. If he’s read my story, he’s figured out that it’s partially based on that long ago fall. The characters’ names have been changed to protect the guilty instead of the innocent. Our story, even his and Chris’s, is intertwined with words that should just be fiction but are really the parts of me that I wish weren’t real. When my eyes meet his, I expect to see disgust and contempt. Instead, I see slight annoyance and curiosity. I swallow hard. I don’t want to give him the answer; I feel as though it’ll change things.

I shift in my seat and cross my legs. “We don’t need to talk about this.”

“I want to talk about it.” His voice is low and husky.

There’s an energy buzzing in the room. It’s almost tangible, like waking up in a room full of gas and my answer could be the match that sets everything on fire.

He leans forward a bit and shakes his head. “Out of every guy you’ve dated, kissed, slept with, he’s the only one who gave you”—he makes air quotes—“‘the feels’?”

“Yes.” I try to read his face. I try to note the change when his curiosity changes to disgust, but it doesn’t. Instead his eyes hone in on me, and a sly grin spreads across his face.

“I don’t think you’ve been with the right guys.” He sort of shakes his head as he says this. There’s a defiance in his voice, as if I’ve just offered him a challenge, and the mischievous look in his eyes says that he’s accepted.

He pushes off the floor and walks toward me, each step making my heart pound as it never has in my life. He looks down at me as if he’s waiting for me to make a slick comment or ask him what he’s doing. But I can’t. My throat has literally closed up, and it’s taking everything in me to just keep breathing. I have to look away from him, my heart is pounding so hard.

Then I stretch my neck to take all of him in and see his face. I think back to the year that he outgrew me. When we were in the 7th grade, he and I were five one. Over the summer, his mom dragged him away as she always did, and he came back as five four. He reminded me of his height advantage in every argument, and as each year passed, his inches steadily surpassed mine. By high school, not only inches made us different—muscle was layered on him. Lean, beautiful muscle wrapped around his body, and there was no question of who could take who in a scuffle, unless I kicked him in the nuts, which I always reminded him.

But looking up at him today, not yet thirty, he is at the height of masculinity. His body is ripped to shreds, and he’s standing in front of me looking at me as if he wants to devour me. No, as if he’s going to devour me. My friend, not just a friend of a friend anymore. He’s my best friend, the only other man whose given me butterflies and made every muscle inside me clench and the only man who’s made goose bumps break out on my body like a rash with just a look.

He kneels so we’re at eye level, staring directly into one another’s eyes. His hands land on my thighs, and I remind myself to breathe as he pulls them apart and pushes his body between them. His strong arms wrap around my waist, and he pulls me toward him, so close our chests are touching. His fingers trickle up my back, and his touch shoots electricity through me.

I had the feels with Will, but this right here isn’t the feels.

It’s everything.

He looks at me with such intensity, a passion that’s intoxicating. Is this why girls go crazy over him? If he looks at other girls how he’s looking at me, I see why they don’t want to let him go, why they want him to promise to be only theirs. If he does this with a look, I’m afraid for his lips to touch mine, but they’re so close, I can almost taste the tequila on them.

“How does this feel?”

His voice vibrates through me. His heartbeat is slow and steady while mine is frantic. Can he feel it? I lean forward the tiniest bit, wanting him to take my lips, but he doesn’t. Instead, he pushes me back into the couch until my upper body is stretched before him. His lips find my stomach, and I let out a moan. He looks up at me, his eyes grinning as they trail upward, and with each inch, he lifts my shirt. Until my stomach is in full view.

He kisses my belly button and trails lower, undoing my pants. I’m literally frozen. I’m not the shy girl who sits back and enjoys the ride. I usually take control. I’m aggressive with my sexuality, but now I feel as though I’m not me, I’m someone else watching all of this happen. He pulls my pants below my hips, and my shirt goes over my head like I’m a ragdoll.

Moments later, I’m stretched out on the couch and he’s kissing every part of my body. Unable to speak, I can only whimper as his tongue makes his way inside me. I’m floating. Each stroke of his tongue goes deeper, faster, and I’m falling harder. Each moment is better than the last. I’m on a cliff and about to throw myself over into the deep end, then I let go. I’m afraid to fall, but I can’t stop it.

I can’t hold in the pleasure that explodes in me. I call his name so loud that I’m afraid the neighbors have heard it. When he stretches his body over mine, I feel whole, like I’m a puzzle piece missing its other half. He comes up with a mischievous glint in his eye and the sexiest smirk I’ve ever seen. His body is stretched entirely over mine. I can feel how much he wants me, and I want him so badly. I want to feel him inside me.

I’m desperate for it, but he pulls back and looks me in my eye. He still hasn’t kissed my lips and I want to beg him to. He seems hesitant, and it terrifies me. Why is he hesitating to kiss me after he’s kissed every inch of my body? My heart beats frantically and I feel his heartbeat as well. My skin has gone from warm to cold.

“What’s wrong?”

His voice breaks the spell. I lean up to get him off of me, but his body is heavy and solid and I can’t move him.

“This is wrong,” I choke out.

He shifts his weight so I can sit up. I feel tears in my eyes. He doesn’t say anything, and I almost start to cry right in front of him. Aidan never just shuts up; he regrets this.

I snatch up my clothing, close my eyes, and when I turn back around, I’m wearing a believable grin. “You’re drunk. We’re best friends, and I don’t want to mess that up.” I’m shocked by the steadiness in my voice.

He looks confused, and it cuts me deeper than a look ever has.

“Because eventually one of us would mess this up, right?” My tone is sarcastic, but I silently beg him to say that we won’t.

He’s sitting now, a bewildered look on his face.

I bite my lip. “I’m the daughter of a whore and a man who leaves at the first sign of trouble, and . . . well, you’re the guy who can’t commit to save his life. I don’t want what could happen to ruin us. If we’re good at anything, it’s fucking stuff up.” I sound completely sure and unaffected, even amused, but inside, I’m dying.

He looks at me as if he’s devastated, but it’s only for a second. Then he nods, almost in agreement. “You’re right.” He stands and walks toward me, and my breath hitches. “That’s what we do, isn’t it?”

His voice is like ice and sends a shiver down my back. He grabs my waist and pulls me toward him. I feel tears in my eyes.

“That’s how you see me?” He shakes his head. “Is that how you see yourself?” The hurt in his voice is apparent.

Seeing the confusion, hurt, and disappointment in his eyes, I want to smack myself. He lets me go.

“Good night,” he says with a shake of his head and a defeated expression.

I quickly leave the room. When I make it to mine, I break down. Emotion, lust, and damage crumble inside me, mixing in a pool of tears.
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THE NEXT DAY, I wake up and morning has melted into early afternoon. My head is light, my stomach is disgusted, and my thoughts . . . let’s not even go there. I grab my phone to confirm the time, and my heart drops when I see a text from Aidan.

Going to Chicago for awhile. Call me if you need anything.

I was wrong. We’re not both fuck-ups. I hold that title alone.
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I heard you’re back in Chicago . . . You should come visit . . . ;-)

I GLANCE AT my phone and see the text from Hillary. I let out a deep breath. I’ve been in Chicago a week, tying up things for my business and crashing at Chris and Lauren’s. Chris and I are at the bar. I’m on my third beer, and two months ago, a text like that from Hillary would have made my night.

“I’m about to have three kids. Me.”

I glance at Chris, who has a goofy smile on his face. He’s so ridiculously happy, I want to slap him. Not really, but when you’re around a guy who’s on cloud nine and your cloud is teetering around a two, you can’t help wanting him to shut up.

“I’m happy for you,” I say, trying to muster up as much excitement as I can.

He looks at me with amused disbelief. “What’s up with you, man?”

I let out a belch. “Nothing, that’s what.”

He laughs. “I’d think you’d be a little happier. You’re opening up your business—our business—doing what you always wanted before the end of the year. You’re single, not tied down as you say, and the waitress has been eyeing you all night.”

I shrug. I want to tell him the truth about Lisa, how I’ve fallen for her and she basically ran away from me with a cross as if I was a member of the undead. I want to tell him that I don’t understand why I feel like a chick on her period and I can’t get her out of my head, but I can’t tell him that because of our complicated history. He doesn’t even know Lisa’s staying with me.

“I just . . . I don’t know, I think I want something different out of life, man,” I tell him, shaking my head.

He doesn’t say anything. I look over at him and see he’s looking at me as though he’s shocked.

“Different like what? Are you trying to tell me you’re gay?” he asks.

I elbow him. “If I was, I’d pull more dudes than you.”

He chuckles.

“Let’s take the waitress over there. I could take her home, screw her brains out, and it’d probably be pretty awesome . . .” Through the course of the sentence, I realize it would be pretty good.

Chris shakes his head at me and laughs.

Maybe that’s exactly what I need to shake this funk I’m in. So what if Lisa doesn’t think I’m good enough? I know exactly who’d want to ride on the Aidan train tonight.
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“OH MY GOD, I missed this so much,” Hillary purrs as we fall onto her bed.

She smells good, she knows the right places to kiss me, and I tell myself this is awesome!

“Why have you been MIA?” she asks between trailing kisses down my neck.

“A lot going on,” I tell her, undoing her jeans.

“No, you first,” she tells me with a wide grin.

She climbs on top of me and starts kissing down my chest. Hillary’s an expert with her lips. I already know her tricks and my dick is already hard, but . . . something’s off. This is hot, Hillary’s hot, but why the hell am I in my head, instead of inside of her? Why doesn’t this feel right? She’s reaching into my underwear, and when I grab her wrist to stop her, she looks up, confused and amused. She stretches her body over mine and leans into my ear.

“Playing hard to get? I’ll play along,” she whispers before she nibbles on my earlobe.

I slide my hands up the backs of her thighs to her ass to try to get in the moment, to shut my brain off, but it’s not working . . . I can’t keep my thoughts from that night with Lisa and how different it felt, how charged the atmosphere was, how she felt, how I felt. I try to think of why this is different. Hillary is just as beautiful, her body is a ten, and she knows my body better than almost any woman, but this feels empty. Something is missing.

Shit!

I sit up, and Hillary stumbles back and looks at me as though I’ve lost my mind.

“The feels!” I say.

“What? Are you trying to tell me you’ve got something?” she asks with a perplexed expression.

I shake my head and stand up, pulling my pants back up. I know what she meant! I know what Lisa means, and I have the feels for Lisa.

“What the hell are you doing?” she asks.

I look at her. “I-I’ve got to go.”

“Are you serious?” she asks angrily.

“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have come. I just . . . I messed up?” I say, genuinely sorry. I shouldn’t have come. Lisa’s right—I do fuck up.

“Sorry? Are you kidding me? What are you talking about you messed up?” She asks frantically as she follows me down the hall to her door.

“You deserve a guy who’s really going to love you, Hillary. Who you feel everything with. You deserve that,” I tell her.

I shouldn’t be surprised when her hand comes across my cheek, but I am. She steps past me and opens the door.

“You’re full of shit. Get the hell out of my house!” she growls.

I do as she says. “I really am sorry,” I tell her before she slams the door in my face.

As soon as I’m out of Hillary’s apartment building, I call Lisa. She doesn’t pick up. I call her again and get her voicemail. I drive all the way home, and when I get there, Lisa’s gone.
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“YOU LOOK LIKE you’ve lost your best friend.”

I turn around and see Lauren wobbling toward me. She’s so big she wobbles now, but she’s still as beautiful as the first day I saw her. She sits next to me on their couch in front of their ridiculously huge TV. Chris is sleeping, and Ms. Red and their daughter, Caylen, are at the park. A trip I’d usually take with them, but today I feel weird, as if I’m in someone else’s skin, restless but tired. It’s been a month since I lost my other best friend, when she packed up and moved out, when she rejected me.

Every week since that week, when Lisa basically called me a fucked up womanizer, I haven’t been doing the things I’ve normally done. I do a good job of pushing my thoughts down, and ignoring the piece of me that feels like it’s missing, but I detect Lauren has a sixth sense about matters of the heart.

“I’m good. Lost a bet on the game,” I lie with a shrug.

She frowns at me. “What type of bet was it?” She eyes me knowingly but plays along.

I let out a big sigh, stretch my legs, and scratch my head. “A pretty big one.”

She nods. “Well, you have to play to win, right?”

“I don’t think I should’ve bet at all. Now she doesn’t want to . . . the-the team,” I correct myself.

She giggles. “You want to just tell me what’s going on, because I know as much about sports as I do cooking and I’m probably not going to be able to keep up with the analogies.”

I grin. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”

She looks at me with a frown. “I wouldn’t believe you . . . ?”

I laugh and nod, then let out a deep breath. I’m not the type to try to hide or sugarcoat stuff, so I decide to lay it out there. “I think I’m in love with Lisa.” I wait for her face to screw up in disbelief or disgust, but she only smiles. “You’re not shocked by this at all? Not even a little bit?”

She shrugs. “Should I be?”

I scratch my head. “Are you psychic?”

She lets out a little laugh while rubbing her stomach. “No, but Gwen told me that she’s staying with you and she thinks you’ve gotten pretty close again. I mean, you guys have known each other for years, so it’s not the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

I let out a deep breath.

“It’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever fucking heard.”

We both look behind us and see Chris scowling at me, his arms crossed. Lauren looks at me quickly.

“You and fucking Lisa?” he asks angrily.

Shiiit. I definitely didn’t need him to hear this, and it’s not something I want to discuss with him at all. Chris is probably the only person in this house who doesn’t know that Lisa’s been staying with me, or that she’s been seeing Willa.

“Are you serious?” he asks.

“Babe, can you not—”

He glares at her. “Can I not what? Wonder why my best friend is saying he’s in love with my father’s whore?”

I take a deep breath and clasp my hands together. Lauren looks at me sympathetically.

“I feel like I’m living in the twilight zone. My mom’s cool with Lisa, and now you’re in love with her.” He laughs angrily, condescension radiating off of him.

“I’m not talking about this with you, man,” I tell him, trying to maintain my composure.

“No, I want to talk about it! When did this happen? Is this why you’ve been MIA the past few months?”

“This really isn’t our business,” Lauren interjects.

“Yeah, it is. He’s sitting in my house talking to my wife about how he’s fallen in love with a chick who ruined my family!” he shouts.

“Ruined your family?” I laugh. “Your family looks pretty intact to me. Your mom and dad are still together, you have a little sister running around, an you’re expecting twins. Lisa lost everybody!”

“Who did she lose? She still has you, my mom is at her beck and call, and even Lauren seems to be on Team Lisa, right, hon?” he asks sarcastically.

“You’re being a real jerk right now!” Lauren shouts at him.

“Oh, I’m the jerk? Excuse me for being the one who just so happened to be affected by all of this!”

Lauren rolls her eyes at him. “If Gwen could move past this, why can’t you? No one is asking you to be her friend again, but do you have to be so horrible? She’s Willa’s mother. Can you just try to be civil?”

His lips are pressed together. “No, I don’t think I can be.” He turns toward me. “You chose her before.”

I wave him off.

“No, you did. When she told you what happened, you should have told me, but you didn’t. You hid it and let her slap me in the face with it!” he shouts at me.

I look at Lauren, who swallows hard. She shouldn’t be around this. I get up to leave the room.

“I’ve never forgotten about that,” he says.

“I see that now,” I say flatly.

“If you want to be with her, leave us out of it,” he says coldly.

I look at him in disbelief. “What? You’re making me choose?”

“No, he’s not,” Lauren says quickly.

“Yeah, I am. It’s her or us. If you want her to be your family, that’s fine, but you can’t have it both ways.”

Lauren stands, looking between us. “You don’t mean that.”

“I do. If you want to be with her, if you think she’s worth it, then stay away from me and stay away from my family,” he says quietly.

“Dude, seriously? You’re my brother,” I say with a disbelieving laugh.

He looks away from me. “Yeah, and I thought she was my sister.”

He storms out of the room, and Lauren looks at me, her face full of sympathy.

“He doesn’t mean it. He’s just been having a hard time lately,” she says quietly.

I sit on the couch in disbelief. My best friend has just given me an ultimatum, and it’s pretty ridiculous. Lisa doesn’t even want me, but for him to do that . . .

“I just want what you guys have,” I tell her quietly.

“Well, if you’re familiar with our story, you know it wasn’t easy.”

I groan. “They’re both fucking nuts.”

“You really love her?” Lauren asks.

I think about her question and how Grams said if you love someone, you’d go to hell and back for them. I should have fought like hell when Lisa started hiding behind into her new self-deprecating façade. She was trying to push me away. She’s still afraid to let herself be happy.

“I do. I love her. I’m in love with her. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her,” I say, the realization hitting me like a ton of bricks.

But in an instant, it’s as if a weight’s been taken off of me. I love Lisa so much that if I have to walk away from my best friend for her, I will.

Lauren smiles. “Well, you go deal with your psycho, and I’ll go deal with mine.” She grins at me before wobbling off in Chris’s direction.

And I’ll go find my girl, even if I have to drag her from hell kicking and screaming.
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Dear Brett,

I’ve thought about how to write this letter to you a million ways. I hope this is one way that doesn’t read terribly. First, I’d like to say thank you. Thank you for being there for me when I didn’t have anyone. You always saw the good in me when I didn’t see it in myself. You gave me the opportunity to start over, but I should have fixed the last chapter in my life before beginning a new book. I want you to know that I love you, even if you can’t find it in your heart to still love me. I’ll never forget what you did for me, and who you were. I wish I could have been the woman you saw me to be, but I was not. I am so sorry that I hurt you, and I do want you to know that while I was with you there was never anyone else. I made the guy I told you about . . . I don’t even remember what I named him . . . completely up. I was pregnant with our child. A child that I will think about everyday, who didn’t make it to this world, but will always live in my heart. I do believe you would have came around and been a great father. I know that one day you will be. I hope you find it in your heart to forgive me. Today I am working on being a better woman, and when I am you will be a big reason for me accomplishing that.
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I DON’T KNOW what hell is like, but living with Evie and Jack must be pretty damn close. The first couple of days were the worst, seeing what my mom has become, how Jack rules the house like a king with an iron fist. Seeing his smug grin when I returned. The worst part is that they love to argue and have loud, disgusting sex afterward. The good thing about that is the sex doesn’t last long, and this past week, Jack hasn’t been around much.

Each day I’m here, I have to remind myself why I left Aidan’s, even though being there without him was pretty much like hell. His missing presence was swallowing me whole. I missed him more than I ever imagined missing anyone, and it was because I’d pushed him away. This time, I can’t blame another person or circumstance; it was all me.

Maybe I’m back here because it’s a pretty good form of punishment. Handing over six hundred dollars to the disgusting human being my mother calls a husband made me want to vomit. The way he looks at me when she’s not around makes me want to vomit. The way she’s been trying to act as though we have an actual relationship since I’m paying her rent makes me want to scratch out my own eyes, but I put up with it because at least I can’t hurt anyone here. No one cares enough about me for my actions to even be on their radar.

I have enough money saved that next month, I’ll be good to move and get some actual furniture. Being so miserable here has given me enough time to finish my novel too. The longest month of my life. It still sounds weird to actually have written a novel. It’s really done. I found a few critique partners online who gave it a thumbs-up after my third draft. The biggest criticism I got was a request to change the ending so that Katie, the main character, doesn’t screw up her life and run off to California with a man she knows she doesn’t love. They want her to keep her daughter and develop her relationship with her sparring partner/best friend. If only I could rewrite life so easily.

Writing has been good for me. Dr. Marella, the counselor I’ve been speaking with, says it’s a much better outlet than drinking or locking myself away. It’s helped me get clarity on mistakes I’ve made. It turns out, I tend to blame people for the mistakes I’ve made, and I use those people as excuses to keep making them. She’s suggested I work on my relationship with Evie—we’re civil now, so that’s a step forward—and most importantly, Dr. Marella says I need to forgive myself.

Forgiving myself wouldn’t be so hard if I hadn’t pushed away the one person who truly cares about me. The one person I love so much I was afraid to drag him into the mess of loving me. Aside from Willa, nothing good has come out of anyone loving me or getting close to me. I don’t know if Aidan loves me, but I can’t think that I wouldn’t hurt him one day. He doesn’t deserve that. Still, I miss him, and I have to fight myself every day to not call or text him. I lost the one thing I was, in my own twisted way, trying to protect.

I get out of the car after making sure to put on my sweatshirt over the top I wore to work today. The fewer reasons Jack has to ogle, the better. The light’s off in the living room, and I’m surprised he’s not parked in front of the TV with a beer in his hand. A shiver travels down my spine when I hear crying. I lock the front door behind me and follow the crying to Evie’s bedroom. She’s weeping, her body shaking. It doesn’t matter how much your mom sucks; when you see her crying like that, it makes you worried.

“What’s wrong, Evie?” I ask, but she just continues to cry.

I scan the room, and I don’t see any booze besides beer. I’m surprised at that. I haven’t seen her in one of these crying spells since my stepdad kicked us out.

“I hate men, hate them!” she shouts.

I let out a sigh of relief. It’s only something about Jack.

“What are you two lovebirds fighting about now?” I ask sarcastically.

“He’s leaving! He’s screwing some whore in Midland. That’s why he’s been gone so much, even though she’s fat and I’m so much prettier than her. She’s a nurse and makes more money than I do. Her dead husband left her a bunch too. Jack said that I’m worthless and my life isn’t going anywhere.” She cries harder.

I let out a sigh for her broken heart and another for the fact that he might actually be out of our hair. I sit next to her on the bed. Wrapping my arms around her and pretending we’re close would be phony, but I do squeeze her shoulder.

“I know you probably don’t want to hear this, but you can do so much better,” I tell her.

She doesn’t reply, just continues to sniffle.

“It’s not too late for you. You’re not even fifty yet. You can go to school, take up a trade, meet a really nice guy . . . stop drinking,” I say.

“Nope, I’m sick of the bastards. All they do is hurt you. It’s never enough for them,” she says angrily.

“You’ll meet someone to fall in love with, I’m sure . . .” I try not to sound condescending. My mom falls in love faster than the electric bill comes.

She sits up and looks at me. “No, I won’t. I haven’t been in love since your daddy. I was so stupid, screwing it up with him.” She wipes her tears on her shirt.

“You didn’t screw it up with him. He walked out on us. He was an asshole!” I say angrily.

“No, he wasn’t.” She sniffs.

I stand up from the bed. “Yes, he was! He abandoned us!”

She looks up at me, and her face twists with something I’ve never seen on her—guilt.

“He-he abandoned us, right, Mom?” I say in almost a growl.

“No. Craig abandoned us. He left me when you were two because he found out you weren’t his. I abandoned your daddy. He would have been amazing if I’d just given him the chance.”

I feel my blood boil. “I’m sorry, what?” I don’t want to comprehend what she just told me.

She looks at me briefly, then back at her lap. “I was young and stupid. I thought I had it all figured out.” She laughs at herself.

My breathing speeds up, and I swallow hard. Evie has never talked about my dad—well, the man I thought was my dad. Whenever I brought him up, she’d shut down the conversation by saying that he left us. Now she’s telling me that the man I thought abandoned me and never looked back wasn’t my father?

“What happened?” I ask.

She lets out a sigh and waves dismissively. “It’s all ancient history now.”

I’m fuming. I stand in front of her and squeeze her shoulders. “No, it’s not! Do you know how much of my life has been spent thinking my father didn’t love me, that he was some jerk or deadbeat, and now you tell me that all of that was a lie? You lied to everyone and my dad was actually an amazing man that you abandoned? You better start explaining right now!”

She looks at me defiantly, then rolls her eyes. “I met him in Chicago. Me and your aunt Danni went to see a concert there. Back when we were friends. He was a club promoter, but not the typical type who only wants to get in your pants. He was so handsome. Thick, coal-black hair and a smile that set my heart on fire. Something about him seemed broken though. After we talked for a while, he told me that his fiancée had left him because she wanted someone with more stability. He was fresh on the market.”

She’s quiet. I want to push her to continue but try to give her space.

“I saw him for months, but he was afraid of getting serious. He thought I would be, like, the one that got away. I was pretty, from a prominent family, so he thought I’d never accept him for who he was and would ditch him for the first blue blood I came across.” She chuckles. “I loved him, or I thought I did. Then your stepdad came back in the picture. We had been high school sweethearts. He was everything your dad was, except Craig was passionate and fearless and confident . . . your dad was sort of broken. I was already pregnant when Craig and I got back together, and your dad was in a different state. Things just seemed easier that way . . .”

I can’t listen to her anymore. I go in the kitchen and splash water on my face. I can’t believe that she lied to me for my whole life like this. My mother has been a lot of things, but a liar? She’s never done that. Even if the truth hurt, she never lied to me. It was the positive trait she had.

I hear her footsteps behind me.

“You never told him about me?” I ask, my voice trembling and weak.

“Yes.”

I take a deep breath in. “And what did he say?”

“He wanted me marry him and move to Chicago.” Her voice is shaky.

I turn to face her. “And your response?” I ask bitterly.

She looks down guiltily. “I told him that I wasn’t going to keep you and I’d met someone else.”

I throw my head back in disbelief.

“Your stepdad was the safer bet. He lived in this state, for one. He had a good job, we knew more about each other!” She’s yelling almost desperately trying to get me to side with her.

“Your parents hated him!” I shout. I’m trying to figure out why in the world she’d choose Craig over my father.

“They saw things that I didn’t really recognize at the time,” she admits.

I shake my head. “Well, my real dad probably ended up being a prick too.” I laugh bitterly.

“No, he isn’t. I bumped into him a couple of years ago. He married the girl he met right after me. He became a pilot. I made a terrible mistake.” She starts to cry.

“Did you tell him about me?”

“I didn’t see the point,” she says quietly.

“Yeah, it’s not like meeting my father would be important or anything,” I say sarcastically.

She looks at me with almost pity. I’ve never seen my mother look at me with pity. Not when I got my first period in seventh grade while I was wearing a yellow skirt, or the time I cried because she couldn’t afford to send me on our eighth-grade graduation trip to Wisconsin, and definitely not when I told her I was pregnant and she figured out it was Will’s. But today she does.

She leaves the room, returns, and hands me her phone. I fight the urge to roll my eyes before I look at it. When I do, I realize she’s showing me a Facebook profile. I glance at her before really looking at it.

“That’s your dad,” she says as if it’s the simplest thing in the world.

I look at his picture. He’s smiling widely next to a woman and a girl about sixteen years old. I look at Evie, my lip between my teeth. “You’re serious? This isn’t some twisted joke?”

“Yeah, it’s a joke. Because my life is full of hilarity and good humor that I want to spread to all.”

I ignore her sarcasm as I sit down at our kitchen table and stare at his picture. He has grey eyes and thick dark hair and my nose. His name is Zachary Freely, and he lives in Naperville, IL.

I can’t breathe. Suddenly the large kitchen my grandmother used to make cookies in seems to suffocate me. I leave Evie’s phone on the table and make a beeline for the front door.

When I open the door, my breath is stolen again. Aidan is walking up the steps.

I freeze, because with him right in front of me, I realize that I’m dreaming.

This is a nightmare, a tease, because I’d give anything for him to be standing here right now, and fate isn’t that kind to me. I think about pinching myself, but I want to take him in a little longer, pretend that he’s really here and really looking at me as if he just found his water in the middle of a desert. I want to pretend he isn’t pissed at me for leaving and not saying good-bye, that he’s forgiven me for reducing him to a part of himself that he’s never been with me.

“So, funny story, Evie just told me my dad’s not really my dad. My real dad doesn’t know I exist,” I tell him, tears coming to my eyes.

He rushes up the steps, but I step away from him. I don’t know if this is a dream, but since it might be, I have to tell him more.

“And even after hearing something like that, I don’t think it’s the end of the world because you’re here. Even though I don’t know if I’m dreaming, whether you’re dream Aidan or not, I need you to know how sorry I am and how wrong I was to say those things to you. I was angry and scared, and I pushed away the one thing that felt like home, a real one, where I’m safe. You make me feel better in the midst of chaos and sadness. You’re the one person who has never judged me, but you call me out when I need it and you’re there to pick up the pieces when I crumble and you never ask for anything in return. It’s no excuse, but I was afraid. I was so scared because I want you so much and I know I don’t deserve you. Then I screwed it up because I felt somewhere inside me that it was better to do it then, before I felt something even more wonderful with you. I’m still scared, but if you’d forgive me, I promise that I will do whatever possible to be the woman you deserve, and whether you forgive me or not, I had to say this because nothing would be as terrible as you not knowing how I feel.”

I’m trembling, and my throat stings. That’s what lets me know I’m not dreaming. You don’t feel like this in dreams.

Now I’m panicking because I said all of that to the real Aidan. But it all goes away when his fingers slide through my hair and he pulls my lips to his. I smile for the first time in so long. I hold on to him for dear life, because I’m going to float away. I’ve never felt this light before. I’ve had the feels, but nothing as spectacular and as right as this.

He pulls away, our breath tangling together. His blue eyes wake up every piece of happiness I’ve buried because I felt as though I didn’t deserve it.

He lifts my chin up to make me look at him. “Marry me, Lisa.”

My mouth falls open. “Are you crazy?” I ask through tears and laughter.

“I think I am. I’m crazy ridiculously in love with you.” His entire face is lit up. “Don’t think about it.”

“How do you know?” I squeak, my voice breaking.

I’m afraid to hear the answer. He looks at me for a second as if I’m ridiculous, and I regret asking such a question. Even if he isn’t in love with me, I can love him enough for both of us.

But before I can even apologize, he snatches me back up in his arms and laughs. “Because if I had to go to hell every single day and drag you out kicking and screaming, I would.”

Through my elation, doubts and worries are fighting to the surface.

“Don’t think about it,” he says desperately.

“But what about—”

I’m stopped as his lips cover mine, and I let go of everything. I melt into his kiss, and every doubt and worry goes away with it. When he pulls away, his eyes are wide and his expression full of excitement.

“God, you’re going to be a pain in the ass, but you’re going to be my pain in the ass.”

“How romantic,” I say in a sarcastic tone.

That’s so us, or who we used to be. I’m not sure who we are now. Not friends out of convenience, best friends, or even lovers. I think we’re soul mates, or something like that. As long as I’m with him, we can be two people in a donkey suit.

“Yes!” I say frantically.

I don’t think about it.
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“NO, NO, NO, no, no!” I plead with the chocolate cake that’s just fallen as if there’s been an earthquake in the kitchen. It’s a complete mess.

Today is Aidan’s birthday. He’ll be home in two hours, and the cake I’ve made is a complete disaster.

“Shit!” I whine.

“Okay, hon, what are you in here talking about?” Grams asks as she come in wearing a grin.

I don’t find it amusing. “I just ruined Aidan’s cake. I’m probably going to ruin the dinner, and it’s just a bad sign.” I sigh, biting my finger.

She chuckles, patting me on the back. “I doubt a flat cake is a bad omen. I’ll make him another one. I’ll run out and get the stuff.”

I let out a frustrated breath. I just wanted everything to be perfect. I wanted to make it, but the cake Grams buys will be much better than mine.

Things have been so great over the past few weeks. I’m engaged. God I don’t even know how this has happened, but I am. Four months ago, if you’d told me Aidan would be the person who makes me happier than any other man in the world, I would have laughed in your face. Now I just want to be the person who makes him the happiest in the world. I let out a sigh and sit in the chair.

“Honey, what’s wrong, it’s just a cake,” she tells me squeezing my shoulder.

“I just wanted today to be good for him,” I tell her quietly.

“Today is going to be great for him. Lisa, I’ve never seen my grandson this happy,” she says with a soft smile, one that she usually doesn’t wear. She’s jovial, and it’s funny to see her so vulnerable.

“Aidan’s always happy,” I remind her.

She rolls her eyes. “No, Aidan’s fun, a jokester. He’s my blood, after all. But before this past month—before you got here actually—I’ve never seen him at peace. You bring him peace.”

I smile. “I don’t think peace is the word.”

She chuckles.

“Maybe the quiet before the storm, but we’re more of the storm,” I muse.

“He loves you,” she says.

I nod. I know he does, and there’s no greater feeling than knowing the person I love loves me back and it’s not a guessing game.

“Let me head out to get the cake,” she tells me, leaving the kitchen.

“Oh, try to find one that’s not frosted. I promised Willa we’d decorate it!” I call to her.

While she’s gone, I finish all the last-minute preparations. I’ve put balloons and streamers like this as a throwback to the parties his parents threw when he was little. The doorbell rings. It’s Gwen with Willa—I know because she always rings the bell a million times at once.

“Coming!” I call as I jog to the living room.

“Hi!” Willa squeals, jumping into my arms.

I freeze in place when I look up and see him. My best friend, my old best friend, standing in front of me.

“Hey,” Chris says, his voice low and shaky.

“Are you going to eat some birthday cake, Chris? Lisa says I’m going to decorate it!” Willa says, oblivious to the tension exploding on the porch.

Chris is here. My ex-best friend who hates me, who cut Aidan completely off and told him they’re no longer business partners because of me.

“Um, I need to talk to Lisa for a minute, Willa.” His voice is sweet and kind, how I remember him being so long ago.

“Yeah, why don’t you go look at the decorations? There’re some more balloons to blow up,” I tell her excitedly.

“Cool!” She runs past me, leaving Chris, me, and the tense awkwardness behind.

I look at him. He’s looking at me as if he’s obligated to see me but is hating every second of it.

“I know you hate me, and I deserve every bit of that hate, but shutting out Aidan, killing your deal, that’s not cool,” I say, trying to not be angry. I’m trying to understand that his hatred for me made him break their deal, but I’m so disappointed.

“I didn’t kill the deal. Aidan did when I told him he was a traitor for marrying you.”

I swallow hard.

“And I don’t blame him. If someone said to me about Lauren the things I said to him about you, I would’ve done worse than break a deal,” he mumbles, rubbing the back of his head.

I feel my cheeks heat up, and my stomach sinks for the first time it has since Aidan proposed. “Chris, I-I know my words don’t mean much, but . . . I am so sorry. I never wanted to hurt you or your family. I was stupid and young and selfish . . .” I feel tears come to my eyes.

He presses his lips together and I think I see tears in his eyes, and my heart breaks into a thousand pieces. The last time I saw him, after I told him everything that had happened between Will and me all those years ago, he was beyond furious. Now though, I see the hurt. I knew it was there, but seeing it is different than knowing.

“I don’t expect you to ever forgive me, I don’t deserve it, but please, please don’t hate Aidan. You know that neither one of us has a lot of family, and all of you guys are his family. Please don’t take that away because of me,” I plead.

He looks down at his feet.

“I didn’t have anyone, Chris. No one, and Aidan . . . I think he was just . . . he didn’t mean for this to happen. I’m sure if he could choose, he would’ve picked anyone but me,” I say.

“Lisa, stop,” he says, letting out a deep breath. “I can’t hate you anymore.”

I look at him, confused.

“I can’t hate you, or my dad, anymore. I can’t be who I need to be if I keep holding on to it.”

My eyes widen. Is he saying what I think he’s saying?

“It doesn’t mean I’m ready to be your friend again,” he says quickly.

I nod. As long as he doesn’t hate me, I’ll take anything I can get.

“I just . . . I can’t hate my best friend’s wife, I guess,” he mumbles.

I have to bite my cheeks to keep from smiling.

“So if you can convince him that I’m a jerk but a jerk who’s apologized . . . and hope’s hell forgive me,” he shrugs with a slight smile.

I nod. “I think I can do that.”

We look at each other, and I think we both see our childhood, all the times we laughed together, the times I cried on his shoulder and he cried on mine, and we mourn that. Our friendship . . . I killed it, he buried it, and we know that we’ll never have that back.

It’s an unspoken bittersweet moment for both of us.

He clears his throat. “I’ve got to get back to the house.”

I nod. We look at each other for a few more seconds, then he turns to leave. With each step he takes, I feel hope and heartbreak wrapped into one. Before he reaches the last step, I call out to him. He turns around hesitantly.

“Thank you,” I say, demanding myself to hold a small smile and not allow any tears to fall.

He gives me a small smile and a slight nod back before leaving.
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“ONE MORE PIECE!” Willa demands, bouncing around between Lisa and me. She’s started gymnastics at an afterschool program and is practicing her handstands in between sentences.

“Willa bear, no, I think you’re already about to sugar overdose,” Lisa laughs, and Willa frowns. She then looks to me for reinforcement.

“Aidan, tell Leese she’s being mean,” she pouts with the cutest whine ever. I pick her up and whirl her around.

“She’s being very mean, and I’ll make sure to punish her later,” I tell her, winking at Lisa who rolls her eyes at me but can’t help but grin.

“Tell Aidan happy birthday, and then I’m going to tuck you in,” Lisa tells her, taking her from my arms.

“Just five more minutes,” she whines as Lisa puts her down and takes her hand.

“You already outlasted grams; if you stay up any later her feelings will be hurt,” Lisa tells her and Willa finally relents.

“Happy birthday Aidan,” she tells me before giving me a big hug. I lean down and she kisses me on the cheek, before she takes off running to what used to be Lisa’s bedroom. We’ve painted it purple, Willa’s favorite color, and now she has her own room here. I clean up the kitchen which wasn’t very messy since it was just me, Leese, Willa, and Grams, but out of all the birthdays I’ve had, even the ones at bars, and house parties with tons of people, I’ve never been more happy than on this birthday.

“Look at you,” I turn around and see Lisa leaning in the doorway. Her arms crossed over her breasts, and I love that I get to stare at them without her calling me a perv.

“Perv,” she giggles.

I lied, I love when she calls me perv.

“I’m your perv,” I counter and her face breaks into a smile. She comes across the kitchen and wraps her arms around my waist and lays her head on my back.

“Is Willa asleep?” I ask curiously. I feel her nod.

“Out like a light,” she replies, swaying her body against mine slowly.

“Happy birthday, babe,” she tells me, squeezing her slender arms around my stomach. I let the water out of the sink and turn around, pick her up, and kiss her lips.

“You’re all wet,” she squeals.

“I bet you are,” I whisper in her ear.

“Maybe,” she giggles into my neck.

“God, we have to move,” I say with a groan, fighting the urge to lay her across the table and have her as my dessert. Her eyes meet mine and they’re mischievous as if she’s reading my mind.

“You look so sleepy, are you ready for bed?” she asks innocently.

“So ready,” I tell her, lifting her up and carrying her to our room. As soon as the door’s closed she pushes me away. I pick her up and run to the bed, and we both tumble unto it. She laughs as I start to pull at her clothes.

“Wait. Wait,” she mutters, as I pull her shirt over her head.

“Isn’t it my birthday?” I ask, giving her my best version of puppy eyes. She bites down on her bottom lip and kisses me gently, but pulls away as I try to deepen it. She pats the bed next to her and I groan, but I sit still.

“Chris came by today,” she says, holding my hand. I feel my body tense up and my eyes narrow in on hers.

“I wanted to tell you earlier but so much was going on,” she says climbing on top of my lap. She massages my shoulders, sensing how tense I’ve gotten.

“What did he say to you,” I ask her, my throat tight. My eyes are on her and I’m relieved to see that the light that used to be gone is there, and that I don’t have to go and kick my best friend’s ass.

“He wanted me to tell you that he’s sorry, and he wants you to forgive him,” she’s says quietly as she runs her hands through my hair. My eyes look into hers.

“Do you want me to?” I ask, and she gives me a look that says of course she does.

“I wish he could just get past everything that happened,” I tell her, caressing the small of her back, and the little moan she lets out makes me harder.

“That’s not going to happen, Aidan,” she tells me in a soft voice, but her tone is stern.

“You can’t ask him to do that because of what’s happened with us,” she tells me lifting my chin up towards her.

“I do think that we’ll be able to peacefully co-exist at least, from what he said, and that’s more than I ever dreamed of,” she says with a small grin, and then she gives me a long hug.

I hold her tight and rub her back and think of all the days I wanted to hold her like this but knew that I couldn’t or I shouldn’t. Now I can do it as long as I want. I get to run my fingers up her thighs, and slide them inside of her, and listen to her moan in my ear, kiss her breast, and suck on her like she’s my favorite candy. My favorite part out of everything is hearing her tell me she loves me though, and she gives me all of that and more, making it my best birthday ever.
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I’M GETTING MARRIED. Today. Me. When I woke up I swore there would be a thunderstorm or some sort of natural disaster that would keep this from happening because, let’s face it, fate and I have a love/hate relationship. Luckily, today in Chicago, one of the places with the most bipolar weather, it’s a beautiful, perfectly sunny fall day. I’m so nervous I’m shaking like something is going to go wrong.

“Lisa! You have to calm down,” Lauren tells me as we walk down to the arch she ordered for us in one of the most gorgeous parks in Chicago. It’s straight out of a fairy tale, a beautiful real live rose garden. I still can’t believe that she’s here, and that she’s helped so much. I think I was shaking even more when I asked if she’d attend our small courthouse wedding, but I nearly dropped the phone when she said she wouldn’t miss it and that she had a super cute place in mind if we wanted something simple but beautiful, and it’d be her wedding gift to us. Who could say no to that? I didn’t want anything big since my social network is comprised of so few, but even aside from that I’ve always wanted something intimate with those I care about most, and even if no one showed up today, just knowing that Aidan would be beside me was enough; everything else is icing on the cake.

“I can’t thank you enough for being here,” I tell her as I squeeze her hand. She smiles widely at me.

“I’m a big supporter of true love,” Lauren tells me, practically glowing. She’s seven months going on eight, but she’s still tiny and just looks like she has a giant beach ball under her dress.

“Thank you girls too!” I tell her, my face at her belly, and she laughs. Seeing the beautiful archway reminds me again that this is real. I’m a bride, seriously. Not only that, but I’m marrying my best friend, someone who knows me inside out, who makes me feel all that a woman should.

“You look like a princess!” Willa squeals, her smile wide and bright, her hair falling over the cute white dress she picked out to wear as she bounces towards us.

“So do you!” I tell her, picking her up and giving her a big kiss on the cheek. At first Aidan and I were set on eloping to Vegas and had all but booked our flights, but we realized we both wanted Willa to be with us, and after us having ‘grown up’ thoughts we decided Chicago would be perfect. It wasn’t far from Michigan, so Grams wouldn’t have to make a long trip, and afterwards Willa could stay with Mrs. Scott at Lauren’s.

As we get closer I see the minister, Mrs. Scott, and oh my God, Amanda!

“You’re here!” I squeal while running over to her.

“I didn’t think you’d come!” I tell her in disbelief as we give each other a big hug.

“And miss your big day? Not a chance. What type of best friend would I be?” she tells me feistily and gives me a hug. I’m still shaking a little and I feel tears watering in my eyes. “That’s not all whose here,” she tells me, and I turn around to see my mother approaching us with a middle aged woman by her side. My heart almost jumps out of its chest. She has on a conservative blue dress and her blond hair pulled into a bun. She looks beautiful, and her smile is wide. She gives me a small smile.

“This is Emily, my AA sponsor,” she tells me, giving us a quick introduction. Emily and I give each other quick hellos, and I hug Evie tightly. She looks good, and it’s the first time in years her eyes aren’t red with bags under them. She’s been in rehab a month and it has done her real good.

“Thank you for being here,” I tell her sincerely.

“It’s the least I could do,” she tells me, tears in her own eyes, and I think it’s her way of apologizing for all that’s happened between us, and I accept it. How could I not after all that I’ve done to people that I love, hold on to what she’s done to me. Especially not when Ms. Scott stands with a small smile on her face, holding Willa’s hand.

“Here he comes!” I hear Willa say, and I turn to see my best friend walking towards us. He’s wearing a black suit; it’s simple, with a red tie and vest and he’s still the most handsomely rugged man I’ve ever seen. His smile is so wide it causes me to tear up, our eyes lock and he gives me a wink and mouths, me and you and I do the same. It’s not until we’re up close that I realize Grams is beside him wearing a wide grin, and Chris is there too! That makes my mouth drop open.

“I couldn’t let him get married without his best man,” Chris says quietly, with a tiny grin and shrug. He gives me a quick kiss on the cheek.

“You look beautiful Lisa,” he tells me before stepping back. I look over at Lauren, who has a wide smile on her face, and they wink at each other.

“He sure as hell wasn’t, I’d have had to kick his ass on my wedding day,” Aidan says, elbowing Chris, and he laughs. Then Aidan grabs me by the waist and pulls me into a long kiss, and I hear the giggles around us, most prominently Willa’s. When he puts me down, my throat is burning and I can’t stop the tears flowing from my eyes.

“Babe, what’s wrong?” Aidan asks, pulling me into him. I hear a collective “Aww” from all the women surrounding me.

“I’m-I’m just so happy. I can’t believe you all are here, ” I say through a wail, and I feel multiple arms around me, causing me to ruin my make up as I cry harder, not because I never imagined today being like this, but because I know how important this all is for Aidan, how much he deserves this.

“You’re such a cry baby,” Aidan whispers in my ear playfully and I playfully push him in his chest.

“You got my mom and Chris here,” I whisper in his ear, still in disbelief. He lifts my head with his hands and looks me dead in the eye.

“I’d do anything for you,” he says, and we kiss again, this time resulting in catcalls.

The pastor finally gathers us to start the ceremony, seeing as we’re so eagerly displaying our excitement for our honeymoon. He gives a beautiful speech about marriage being one of the greatest gifts to humanity, and that how we love each other is a gift to God. He tells us that when married we’re choosing partners for the rest of eternity and every day we get to choose for it to be heaven or hell and that tomorrow is always another day.

“Aidan wrote his own vows,” he says, and my heart skips a beat. He looks up at me with those gorgeous blue eyes that make me smile and melt at the same time, and to know that I get to look in those eyes every day is euphoric. He lets out a deep breath and rolls his neck around as if he’s about to enter a prize fight and I laugh and pout at him and then his smile breaks it down in tiny pieces and rebuilds the biggest one I’ve ever worn.

“You know I’m not the most eloquent dude in the world,” he shrugs, clearing his throat. He’s nervous, his voice a little shaky, and it makes me kiss him on the lips quickly, and then he laughs.

“I don’t know how to be a husband. I don’t know how I’ve done being a fiancé.”

“Great,” I respond happily, and he grins and runs his hands through his hair.

“What I do know is, I promise to love you every day. When you burn the food, when you make me watch girly movies, when you tell me you’re too tired for sex,” he laughs and everyone else does too, even Mrs. Scott while covering Willa’s ears.

“I promise to never leave no batter how bad things get, I promise to always be there as long as I have breath in my body, and even when I don’t I’ll bug the hell out of whatever higher power I’d be with for a body to haunt to get back to you when I won’t,” he grins and everyone laughs, and then he takes my hands and holds them in his.

“I will work to be the man you deserve every day. Even when you hate me I will love you enough for the both of us.”

I never thought a day could be more perfect than today has been. The ceremony was beautiful, all of the people I cared about were there, and best of all, I’m married to my best friend, who just also happens to be unbelievably handsome and makes me scream in bed. After the ceremony Lauren catered a dinner at her house which was perfectly intimate. There were so many great parts of the night, but the stand out was watching Evie turn down wine. Out of all the people in the world I know only a few can say that. “Come here,” I feel my entire body heat up as he stands behind me and takes my hand, leading me upstairs. When he closes the door he picks me up and carries me to the bed and I burst out laughing.

“We are not having sex in their bed,” I tell him playfully pressing my body against his, and he bites his lip.

“Don’t tempt me,” he says, squeezing my waist and kissing my neck, and I feel myself giving in but then he stops.

“I’ve got a surprise for you,” he tells me, his eyes lit up with excitement.

“The first one is we’re getting matching tattoos,” he tells me and I laugh at him.

“Seriously?”

“Yup, and the second . . .” I ask him in suspense.

“We’re going to meet your dad,” he tells me, and my eyes widen as big as a cat’s.

“Shut up!” I tell him, pushing his chest.

He teases me back.

“Seriously, Aidan,” I ask him again and he laughs and I cover my mouth and scream. My dad and I have been talking for the past month by phone and face-time. He seems great, but with him being a pilot his schedule has been super hectic.

“How? When did you . . . ?” I ask, and he covers my lips with a kiss that makes me think we’re totally going to have sex in their bed . . .
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“SO YOU’RE TELLING me that you two just got married?”

I clench my teeth together as the needle pricks my skin.

“Yesterday morning,” Aidan answers from the chair next to me as a needle darts into his own skin.

“And you guys came straight here, as soon as you got up?” Aidan’s artist asks with a smile in his voice.

“We sure did,” I tell her as I watch her mark his skin.

One of the clients behind us asks, “So you’re getting a tattoo that matches hers?”

“Sure am,” Aidan replies.

“What does yours say?” he asks curiously.

“Well, it’s just two words: hope and fate.” I tell him.

“And in the middle, we’re adding us,” Aidan says proudly.

“Aww,” the female tattoo artist swoons.

“Don’t swoon too fast. He wanted to just add fuck, but since we have an eight-year-old around, he came up with this.”

They all laugh.

“So where are you guys headed for the honeymoon?” the female artist asks curiously.

“We’re actually here already,” I say.

“Chicago for a honeymoon?” she asks.

“I can see it . . . Navy Pier in the evening, the beach in the daytime, and pizza and hot dogs in between,” the guy says seriously.

“I haven’t been here a lot, but my dad lives here,” I say happily.

I look at the tattoo on my wrist and realize that whether fate is real or not, as long as I have love right there in the middle, my hope will never die.
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“AM I REALLY doing this?” she asks, looking at me for confirmation, but her eyes are full of nervous excitement.

I’ve never wanted to kiss her more. “We’re doing this.”

She squeezes my hand as we look across the street at the huge two-story house not more than forty minutes from Chris and Lauren’s place.

She lets out a deep breath and squeezes my hand again. My wife is squeezing my hand. One of the most beautiful girls in the world, a woman I don’t have to watch my words with, who I can be myself with completely, who stirred up hell but created my heaven.

She’s been waiting for this day since she spoke to him. She reached out to her dad, her real one. He was shocked but excited to meet her. They’ve been talking on the phone ever since, and today, she gets to meet him. Turns out her dad isn’t a deadbeat who abandoned his family at all. He seems like a pretty cool guy. He’s a pilot and has been married for twenty-five years. Lisa even has a little sister. They’re all excited to meet her.

“What if they don’t like me?” she asks quietly.

“Then fuck ’em!”

She laughs and rolls her eyes.

“They’re going to love you,” I assure her.

I get out of the car and open the door for her. She always looks amused when I do that. She clutches my arm as we walk to the door. We ring the doorbell, and after a minute, he answers the door. His smile is wide and enthusiastic, and he looks at her as though he already loves her almost as much as I do.

“Hi,” she says shakily.

“Get over here,” he says, pulling her into a big bear hug. When he lets her go, he looks at me as if sizing me up.

“This is my husband, Aidan,” she tells him proudly.

I’ve never been prouder to be called anything in my life.
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I ACTUALLY FEEL bad for even thinking about getting a tattoo that says “fuck fate,” because as terrible as Lisa’s life was with Evie, this side of her family tree is freakin’ awesome. Their house is huge. The first floor is as big as Grams’s entire house. Her sister looks like Lisa but with dark hair, and she’s not one of those whiny teenagers who only cares about myself. She’s enthusiastic and seemed genuinely happy to meet her sister. Lisa’s stepmom looks a lot like Evie, so her dad definitely has a type. Well, if Evie hadn’t spent every day for the past twenty years drinking and smoking, they’d look alike. But with Evie doing a stint in rehab, maybe she’ll come out better.

“I was sort of a wild child growing up. Well, not wild, just . . . I didn’t really take life seriously,” Zachary tells us as we sit on their large deck.

He and I have beers, Lisa and her stepmom, Jessica, are drinking wine, and Lisa’s little sister has half a glass of wine. Life seems different here. The air seems cleaner. Hopes and dreams seem easier to pick up and put in your pocket.

Lisa’s eyes have been bright and hopeful since we arrived. She’s fascinated by her dad, hanging onto every word about his travels, how he and Jessica met, and how he always wondered about the girl with the sad blue eyes but a smile that could light up Times Square. He says Lisa looks just like her. I wonder if Lisa is thinking about what would have happened if he’d have known about her, what type of life she’d have had, how different she’d be.

He tells her old stories, and I can’t believe she doesn’t know his entire life history already from how much we’ve all talked on the phone. He tells her about his three brothers. He never got along with them, but Zachary says that when she’s free, she can meet his parents in Florida. They’re still alive and kicking at seventy-four and seventy-eight. He talks about how wild he was in high school and how he ended up coming to Chicago with his best friend, Gwen, who came to live with her sister in college. He says that she ended up marrying her sister’s boyfriend and moved back to Michigan. I couldn’t help but ask if that best friend had red hair and when he confirmed she did, Lisa looked as if she was hit by a truck. I squeezed her hand and let her know that’s a story for another day and one situation at a time.

She tells them about her book, and her dad is excited about her publishing journey. Apparently, he always wanted to write a book. Lisa’s little sister plans to major in creative writing when she starts school, and Lisa is like a proud mom as she tells them about my car restoration business, which they seem impressed by. Everything is smooth, no drama or embarrassment lurking anywhere.

We sit and drink and talk for hours, and it’s not painful, aside from the fact that I’m on my honeymoon and want to drag her upstairs every five minutes. But the euphoria on her face from finally belonging to a family that’s not twisted or jacked up is going to be hard to beat with anything in the bedroom. After more talking, drinks, and barbeque, we all say our good nights. They show us to the guest room, which is about as big as my living room and kitchen combined.

When they leave us to ourselves, Lisa runs and jumps in the bed as though she’s five. I’m right behind her.

“Whelp, you hit the paternity jackpot,” I say.

She smiles and rolls around in the blankets, which are soft and probably cost hundreds of dollars, just like the ones at Chris and Lauren’s house.

“Today was just . . . amazing!” she squeals, her cheeks flushed and eyes bright. “I can’t wait for them to meet Willa.” Then her face falls.

“What is he going to think of me if he finds out about . . . everything that happened . . . with his old best friend’s husband.” She asks, worry all over her face.

“Hey, we don’t know if it’s her!” I tell her convincingly and she chuckles.

“Same name, same hair color, and same town. It’s pretty coincidental, don’t you think?” she asks exasperatedly, and I pull her to me and kiss her.

“Everything is going to be fine because . . .” I trail off and she grins.

“It’s us against everything,” she says quietly, nestling beside me. I hold her hand and we stare at the ceiling.

“What are you thinking?”

Apparently she can sense the sadness hidden in the corner of my mind. She rolls over on her side, looking at me with her head resting in her hand.

“I just think about how much better off you’d have been if Evie had told you the truth from the beginning, or if she’d just given you to him.” Even though she smiles, I feel really stupid for saying it out loud. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.”

I roll onto my back and look the ceiling. The bed shifts, and she climbs toward me, then swings her leg over my waist so she’s straddling me.

“Don’t ever say that. We wouldn’t be us if we didn’t say what we’re thinking. But it’d be a lie if I told you I didn’t wish he had been in my life earlier. It would have made things a hell of a lot easier,” she grins as she says this but leans down so we’re eye to eye. Her blue eyes could light up a city. “But if having a different life wouldn’t have led me here, to this moment with my husband, who I love to pieces, and a daughter who, after everything, still looks at me as if I can do no wrong, it wouldn’t be worth it.”
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AIDAN KISSES ME long and deep, and I kiss him the same way, with fire, with passion. We’re so different, yet the same.

He takes my body all night but gives me just as much in return. We’re fire and ice, each other’s beginning and ending. Different sides of the same coin

The next day, I wake up before he does. My dad’s house is beautiful, and our room is large and immaculate, with windows across the entire wall. We even have our own balcony. The little apartment we picked out in Chicago would fit inside this room, but it’s perfect anyway. Rent in Chicago is so expensive, but we managed to find an apartment with an extra room for Willa when she visits.

I sit up and look at the man who loved me back to life, who reminded me that I could be good even when I was content with holding onto the notion that I didn’t deserve good. Now life is so good.

So good that I get scared at least once a day that things will come crashing down. Then I realize that life is just days. We get to choose how they turn out. You can’t tie your past to every single thing that will happen. You just do the best you can. And most importantly, I’ve realized that even with all of the trouble I went through before, everything that’s happened has been worth it. Sometimes you have to endure stretches in hell, but it’s worth it for even a little piece of heaven, and if for some reason I fall back into hell, I have someone who will bring me back each and every time.

 

 

Thank you for reading! If you enjoyed The Trouble With Before please tell a friend and when you get a chance, leave a review where you purchased. If you would like to be kept up to date on other releases, promotions and giveaways from Portia Moore Books sign up here. Like Portia Moore on Facebook www.facebook.com/portiamoorebooks,  visit portiamoore.com

Follow Me on Instagram here.


[image: ]

 

I'M OBSESSED WITH blowing kisses. I guess that makes me a romantic. I love books and cute boys and reading about cute boys in books. I'm infatuated with the glamour girls of the past: Audrey, Dorthy, Marilyn, Elizabeth.

I'm a self confessed girly girl, book nerd, food enthusiast, and comic book fan. Odd combination huh, you have no idea . . .
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I CANNOT BELIEVE it’s been three years since I hit publish on my first book. I never thought that one action would change my life. I’ve gotten to travel the world and meet so many wonderful people, readers, other authors, bloggers and just an awesome community I never realized was out here. I want to thank each and every one of you for reading, even if you hated it. I thank every person who ever left a review, dropped me an email or just told someone about the book. You guys are amazing and I’m so grateful for you. I’d like to thank a few people specifically. First and foremost, I want to thank Cassie and her team for making my writing not full of errors and crappiness. My sister Reanna who read this in its worst form before anyone else. Neda at Ardent Prose for helping me show this to the world. Somer at Perfect Pear for a cover I fell in love with. My girls in my Party Posse, and every liker on my Facebook page. My family and friends who have supported me, even though I go in shut down and act like a crazy person when it comes to getting things out, and Lashawnda G who I will never forget encouraged me to hit the publish button, and last but certainly not least, God, who I owe absolutely everything to. I couldn’t end this without acknowledging all that he’s blessed me with. This has been such an awesome journey and I can’t wait to see what’s next.
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