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CHAPTER ONE

New York City

December

EIGHT MONTHS INTO MY pregnancy, I awoke with a swift kick to the gut followed by what had to be one of the loudest farts ever heard in human history.  

It was one for the record books.  It tooted out of me in a way that sounded oddly cheerful and triumphant—as if I’d just crossed a finish line after winning a grueling 5K run and some helpful individual had sounded a horn three enthusiastic times to announce my victory.

It couldn’t have been more humiliating.

Not daring to move because I was hoping that Alex had managed to sleep through it, I laid there in bed staring up at the sunlit ceiling, fearing and dreading what was about to come—the odor itself.  

It’s going to escape the sheets, I thought in horror as I looked over the dome of my belly, which strained against the bedspread in ways that seemed almost cruel to the fabric.  It’s only a matter of time.  And what if this one smells as bad as the rest of them have been smelling lately?  What then?  If I’m not careful, there’s the very real possibility that I might fart Alex into oblivion...

He stirred next to me, which was just enough motion to unleash the toxins from beneath the sheets and let them loose like a plume of rancid darkness into the air.  The odor was alarming—like rotten eggs sweating it out with a pile of refried beans at the bottom of a sewer—and it gave me pause as it rolled over my face and assaulted my senses.

What’s become of me? I thought.  I’ve literally become the poster child for flatulence.  This is supposed to be a time of celebration, and yet it feels as if I’m being tested at every turn and at every fart.  How can Alex possibly want to be anywhere near me at this point?  And I still have another month to go! What’s going to become of me then?  I don’t even want to think about it.

“I can hear you thinking,” Alex said.  He was on his side, his bare back facing me, and his deep voice sounded weirdly muffled, as if he was talking into his pillow.  “Stop fretting.  It’s not as bad as you think it is.”

“The hell it isn’t,” I said.  “You don’t have your face buried into your pillow for no reason—not that I can blame you.  Actually, I can’t blame you.  I’m sorry, Alex—I really am.  I can’t help it.  I’m so full of gas, I’ve officially become a human whoopee cushion.”

And with that, Alex turned and faced me with a smile.  It was morning, sun slanted through the floor-to-ceiling windows at the foot of the bed, and after he leaned forward and gave me kisses on the neck and mouth, he propped himself up on one arm and placed the palm of his hand on my stomach.

“What you’ve become is more beautiful than you’ve ever been, Jennifer.”

“Then allow me to make an eye appointment for you when we get to work.”

“I’m serious.  It’s true.”

I could tell by his genuine smile that he was being serious, and I loved him for it.  Throughout all of this, he’d been a terrific, patient, loving, and supportive husband.  But as for me?  As hard as I tried to rein in my emotions, my hormones were increasingly getting the best of me, and I hated myself for it.  Being overly emotional just wasn’t who I was—but it nevertheless was whom I’d become.

“Beyond a strongly scented candle, do you know what I’d kill for right now?” I asked him.

“Are we talking food here?”

“How did you guess?”

“Doesn’t matter.  What would you like?”

“You tell me.”

“Well, recently you’ve certainly been appreciating pickles dipped in mayonnaise, so is that it?”

“Oddly delicious, but no.”

“Doritos slathered with mustard and peanut butter?”

“A perfectly sound option for breakfast, but wrong again.  What I had in mind was a real cup of coffee.  A pure shot of caffeine.  Something that would give me the energy I’ve sorely been missing lately.”

“I don’t think you’ve had a cup of coffee since you learned you were pregnant...”

“No, I haven’t.  No coffee.  No martinis.  You have no idea how much I miss them both.”

“When the baby arrives, I’ll make you that first cup of coffee myself.”

“And I look forward to it.  Since I’ll be nursing, I can only have caffeine in moderation, but I’ll take it anyway.”

At that moment, the baby kicked—and naturally with the kick came another blast of gas that rumbled deep beneath the sheets.

“Jesus,” Alex said, his hand still on my stomach.  “That was a whopper.”

All I could do was close my eyes in shame.  “The kick or the fart?”

“The kick—don’t worry about the fart.”

“Trust me—both of us will be worrying about it in about ten seconds.  I’ve officially become a grotesque.”

“You have not.”

“A heifer who should be put out to pasture.”

“Come on...”

“An overblown whale who can’t see her own feet.”

“How about if I rub them for you?”

“No!  If you go down there now, you might pass out from the fumes, and in my condition, I’d never be able to resuscitate you.”  I shot him a look.  “Alex, if our child turns out to be a boy?  We are so calling him ‘Bruiser.’  Because when this kid kicks, it kicks hard.”

“Bruiser Wenn,” Alex said.  “That should make for some interesting headlines.”

“We’ve made our share of them in our day,” I reminded him.

“And so we have.”

I glanced over at the clock on the bedside table.  Now that I was sitting on Wenn’s board, my duties had only increased since the board voted me in six months ago along with another woman, Sherry Wasserman.  Pregnant or not, there was work to be done, and I needed to get a move on.  

“We should get ready,” I said.  “I know it’s early, but lately, it’s taking me forever to make myself presentable.”

“How about if you shower and I’ll make you breakfast?  You’ve got to eat, Jennifer.”

“That’s the problem,” I said.  “When aren’t I eating?  I always seem to be eating.  Hell, I even eat in my dreams.  A couple of nights ago, I dreamt that I was sitting alone at Per Se, I had the entire restaurant to myself, and a whole host of attentive, nonjudgmental waiters just kept bringing me dish after delicious dish, which I pretty much inhaled.  And do you want to know what’s even worse than that?  One of servers was either asked by me or by the management to stand at my side and wipe my mouth with a linen napkin, because apparently I was eating so quickly, I had no time to do so by myself.”  I shook my head at Alex and sighed.  “I’m a wreck.”

“What you are is pregnant.”

I reached for his hand, which was still resting on my belly, and interlocked my fingers with his.  “And I wouldn’t change it for the world,” I said.  “Not for anything.”

“Just one more month to go,” he said with a grin.

“I know—and I can’t wait.  I seriously can’t.  I can’t believe that the big day is almost here.”

“A little Wenn,” he said as he helped me out of bed and took me into his arms.  “So, let me ask you this for the hundredth time.  What do you think it will be—a boy or a girl?”

“I don’t care.  I just want it to be healthy—and to have your dimples.”

“My dimples?”

“Oh, yes,” I said.  “Your dimples.  The ones that took my breath away when we first met.  And there’s one other thing I hope our baby has.”

“What’s that?” he asked.

“Isn’t it obvious?” I said as I placed my palm against his chest.  “Your heart.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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WHEN WE LEFT OUR APARTMENT, it was seven-thirty, the early December air was brisk, and Alex took hold of my hand as we crossed the busy sidewalk to the double-parked limousine waiting for us on Fifth.

Standing beside the rear passenger door was our head of security, Mitch McCollister—otherwise known as Tank—whom I thought looked especially handsome in his charcoal-gray suit and black overcoat.  He greeted us with a smile as he opened the door for us.

“Morning, Tank,” Alex said.

“Morning, Alex.  Jennifer, how are you today?”

“Feeling like a champ, my friend.”

“Good to hear.  How about if you let me take your other hand before you step off the curb?”

While I was perfectly fine on my feet, I knew that helping me was important to Tank, especially since he knew that I’d lost our first child to a miscarriage and that it had taken Alex and me forever to get pregnant again.  And so I gave him my other hand as I stepped off the curb, and then I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before I got into the back of the car.  Because my belly was so big, this was no small feat, but with Alex and Tank’s help, I managed to scoot over so Alex could sit next to me.  

“Look at me,” I said to Alex.  “Already huffing and puffing.”

He furrowed his brow at me as Tank got into the driver’s seat, looked in the side mirror, and then eased into traffic.  “How long are you planning to work?” Alex asked me.  “You know you can stay home, Jennifer.  In fact, I wish you would.”

“And pull my hair out over the next month?  No way!  You know how I am—I’d die of boredom if I left work now.  And my doctor says that going to work is fine as long as I don’t overdo it.”  I put my hand on his knee and squeezed it.  “But I know that you’re concerned, so here’s my promise to you—the moment I feel that work is becoming too much, I’m out.  Because I’m not about to put our child at risk.  All I ask is that you remember that I’m pregnant, not sick.”

“I know, I know—I just worry.”

“Here’s how I see the next month playing out,” I said in an effort to calm his nerves.  “I plan on sitting behind my desk at Wenn and doing paperwork.  I’ve already asked Ann to cut way back on my meetings—as in none, unless you need me somewhere.  When I feel like taking a breather, I’ll either stop in and visit you, Blackwell, Ann, or Madison.  What’s even better is that Lisa and Kate have offered to come by my office and have lunch with me on those days that you’re unavailable.  So, you know, I’ll get a solid dose of girl talk and we’ll order in.  What all of this means is that I’m pretty much not leaving my office until you and I decide to go home for the day.”  I patted his knee.  “I just want to keep busy, Alex.  I’m so anxious when it comes to going into labor that I want to keep my mind off it as much as I can until the big day comes.  Working will help.  And besides, you’re as type-A as I am.  You get it.  I need to work.”

“I know that you do,” he said.  “And if that’s your plan, I have to admit that it’s a pretty reasonable one.”

“I can sit on my ass at home, or I can sit on it at work and be productive.”

“I’m going to hold you to sitting on your ass, you know?”

“I expect you to.  And trust me on this—the moment this future mama is feeling too tired to haul her fat ass around, she plans on staying home, turning on Netflix and binge-watching Sex and the City.”

“You don’t have a fat ass.”

“And you are a terrible liar, but I love you for it,” I said, wanting to change the subject.  “We’ve yet to discuss the holidays, which are just three weeks away.  Obviously we can’t go anywhere this year, so I was wondering what you had in mind?  Since I’m due seven days after Christmas, I think it’s safe to have our extended family and friends around us, which I’d enjoy.”

“But are you sure that you’re even up for that?  You’ll be thirty-nine weeks pregnant.  Jennifer, how you feel now is not how you’re going to feel in three weeks.”

“I know that, but with help I can do it.  You know how much I love the holidays.  Being with you and our friends is important to me.”

“Christmas eve or Christmas day?”

“Both.”

“OK, now you’re overdoing it.”

“Not if we have everything catered, I’m not.  All I want to do is to decorate the tree with you, which we can have delivered a few days beforehand.  And then everything else can be hired out.  I won’t have to do a thing but to sit back and enjoy you and our friends before the baby arrives.  So what do you say?”

“That I’m worried you’ll want to do more.”

“Not seven days out, I won’t.  With the right planning, we can make this as stress-free as we want.”  I leaned toward Tank.  “Tank, do Lisa and you have plans for Christmas this year?”

He looked at me in the rearview mirror with determination in his eyes.  “I’m sure as hell not taking Lisa back to Nebraska like I did last year,” he said.  “That was a disaster.  This year, we’re staying here.”

“Oh good.  Would you two care to share Christmas eve and Christmas day with us?”

“I can ask Lisa, but I already know the answer—of course we would.  But if you go to too much effort, Jennifer, it might not be good for you and the baby.  Are you sure you want to do this?”

“We’ll keep it small,” I said.  “The other day, Madison told me that Brock had asked her to go home with him for the holidays to meet his parents, so they’re out.  And with Cutter and Daniella currently on the outs, it will just be the original group unless Cutter decides to come around.  So all I’m looking at is Lisa and you, Blackwell and Marcus, Daniella and Alexa, Alex and me, and possibly Cutter.  Oh, and Kate and Ben—I’m going to invite them.  That’s manageable.  And everyone can pitch in if they want.  Or not.  Whatever makes everyone happy.”

“I don’t think anything can make Daniella happy right now,” Alex said.  “If you remember, Cutter’s the one who needed the time off.  Daniella was pushing him too much.  She kept urging him to get an apartment together, which he isn’t ready for.  He thinks that she’s moving too fast.”

“I know,” I sighed.  “I also know how difficult Daniella is being right now—Blackwell’s told me the whole ugly story.  But we’ve all handled Daniella when she’s like this before.  And with that kind of ground training, we certainly can handle her now.”

“Jennifer, just a week ago, the man Daniella loves asked for a break.  Daniella’s a mess because of it.  Everyone knows it.  And we also know how she’ll be if things aren’t patched up between them beforehand.”

“He just needs some time and space to figure things out.  They’ll be OK.”

“How do you know that?”

“Because when he looks at her, I see love in his eyes, Alex.  I know that look.  Every day, I see it when you look at me.  Beyond that, the holidays are a powerful time of year.  In fact, it was just last Christmas when Daniella and Cutter decided to start dating, which will make this season especially nostalgic for both of them.  Three weeks is a long time for Cutter to decide what he wants.  I’m betting that he’ll cool off and come to his senses before the holidays.”

Tank looked at me in the rearview mirror.  “Jennifer, you do realize that the moment you mention this party to Blackwell she’s going to want to take over, don’t you?  Even if Alex and you are the ones who are officially hosting.”

“Let her,” I said.  “Because whatever Blackwell touches generally turns to gold.  And if she doesn’t want to be involved—which I hardly expect of her—I’ll make the necessary phone calls to hire the lot of it out.  Because I’m with Alex on this—at this point in my pregnancy, I’m not going to be in any shape to do anything more than fart, smile, and eat.”

“Jennifer...” Alex said.

“Please,” I said.  “As if Tank hasn’t caught some godawful whiffs from me over the past few months.”  I leaned forward and put my hand on Tank’s shoulder.  “The sympathy card will be in the mail by week’s end—I promise.”

“That will be unnecessary.”

“I’m still going to send one, if only for the joke.  ‘Dear Tank—no need to thank me for keeping the limo filled with gas.  It was all on me.’”

“Jesus,” Alex said with a smile.

“So, what do you say, Tank?  Will you and Lisa spend the holidays with us?”

“For me, it’s an absolute yes.  For Lisa, I already know that it’s a yes.  But just to be safe, let me call her later, and I’ll get back to you ASAP on that.  OK?”

“Do that,” I said.  “Because I already know what my girl is going to say.  This is such a done deal, I can’t stand it!”

*  *  *
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“I SHOULD SEE BLACKWELL,” I said to Alex when we stepped into one of the elevators with a group of others.  “You know—to get things into motion.”

We moved to the rear, and Alex put his arm around my waist.

“Are you sure about this?” he said in a quiet voice.

Whenever we were surrounded by our employees, we tried to be as discreet as possible.  

“I am,” I said.  “Before I deliver, I want a proper send-off.  I want to be surrounded by the people I love most, and this is the right time to do it.”

“Then let it be,” he said.  “Provided that everything will be catered.  I don’t want you doing anything.”

“Except helping you with the tree.”

“That should be OK,” he said.  “We’ll make a night of it.”

“Done and done.  But I will say this—we need to lock down the right caterers now, because the holidays are approaching fast.”

“How about this?  You go and see Blackwell, and I’ll ask Ann to start setting everything up?”

“I hadn’t thought about Ann helping out—she’s so well-connected in this city, she’ll know exactly whom to call.  That’s a great idea.”

“Good.  Then you see Blackwell, and I’ll speak with Ann.  Hopefully by the end of the day, we’ll have this sewn up.”

Although I knew our employees were watching, I still gave Alex a chaste kiss.

“Thanks for doing this for me.”

“I know you love the holidays.  Of course I’d do this for you—with provisions.”

“Which we’ve covered.”

“I love you, Jennifer.”

I placed his hand on my stomach and smiled at him.  “Before either of us knows it, you’re going to be in love with someone else.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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AFTER ALEX GOT OFF on the forty-seventh floor where we had our offices, I took the elevator to the fifty-first floor, where Barbara Blackwell—senior vice president of human resources for Wenn Enterprises and one of my closest friends and mentors—had her office.  

As I walked down the long hallway that led into a large open space surrounded by other offices, I noticed that Blackwell’s door was closed—and that raised voices were emanating from inside.

Puzzled, I stopped to listen.  Was she reprimanding someone?  Or was she on the phone arguing with Daniella or Alexa?  Whatever she was doing, I didn’t plan to listen because none of this was my business.

Until I recognized Lisa’s voice—and then the game changed.

“She’s my best friend!” I heard Lisa say.

“She considers me to be the mother she never had!” Blackwell said.

“That might be so, Barbara, but you don’t have the relationship that I have with Jennifer.  And you never will.”

“Lies!”

“It’s the truth, if only because we’ve been best friends for twenty-five years.  And because of that, you have absolutely no idea what she’d want for a baby shower.”

“Please—how do you even know what she’d want?”

“Because I grew up with her.  When we were young, we used to talk about our dream weddings.  Our hopes of having children.  We also talked about the showers we’d throw for each other.”

“But that was years ago—when both of you were living in abject poverty and had zero sense of style.  Jennifer knows the finer things in life now.  Obviously, her tastes have changed.”

“Are you serious?  Jennifer might have married into wealth, but that hasn’t changed who she is, and you know it.  So does Alex—it’s what he loves most about her.  And because of that, I know exactly what she wants.  You don’t.  You think she wants what you’d want—elegance, fancy food, little sandwiches with their crusts cut off, gilded gifts, and pretty flowers—but that’s not the Jennifer I know and love.  She’d rather have something far more low key and real.”

Why are they arguing? I thought as I listened.  There should be no arguing when it comes to this...

I knew that a baby shower would be railroading my way at some point soon, and while I thought for sure that Lisa and Blackwell would likely be the ones joining forces to throw it for me, I never thought for a moment that there would be any tension between them.  I just assumed that they’d collaborate together and have fun, which clearly wasn’t the case.  And so I had to wonder—how long had this been going on?  How long had they been discussing this for it reach this level of anger?  I had no idea, but given their heated exchange, it was obvious that this moment had been building for awhile, because they never spoke to one another with such contempt before.  

As I started to move toward Blackwell’s office, I knew two things at once—Lisa had only come here this early because she probably felt pressured by something Blackwell had said to her, and because she was hoping that I’d show up to work late and avoid hearing any of this.  Obviously, she felt that she needed to work this out with Blackwell face-to-face before either of them could move ahead.

They’re going to tear each other apart over a damned baby shower? I need to intervene.

And so I tapped on the door before I opened it.  And when I did, Lisa whirled around and looked at me in surprise while Blackwell just rolled her eyes, popped an ice cube into her mouth, and crunched down on it as she stood behind her desk with her arms folded in fury.

“As always, Jennifer, you have impeccable timing,” she said.

“I was just coming to say hello, but I certainly didn’t expect this.  I could hear you two all the way down the hall.”

“In another five minutes, you probably could have heard us in Calcutta.”

“Why are you arguing?” I asked.  “I’m not going to play dumb—I know that this is about a baby shower.  I just heard you shouting about it.  But what’s to argue about?  It’s a damned baby shower, for Christ’s sake.”

“A damned baby shower?” Blackwell said.

“Exactly!” Lisa said.  “And even though I can’t believe I’m going to say this, I actually have to agree with what’s her name over there when it comes to throwing you a damned baby shower.  You know who I’m referring to?  The one I call Bertha the zombie in my books.”

“My inspiration for that character lifts your books, girl,” Blackwell said.

“Maybe it does, but I’m not one of your lackeys, lady.”

“Please,” Blackwell said.  “You couldn’t afford to be one of my lackeys.”

“Oh, my God,” Lisa said.  “You are so full of shit lately, I can’t stand it!”

“Stop it,” I said.  “What is wrong with you two?  You don’t ever behave like this with each other.  So cool it.  I’m stressed out enough without having to worry about you two.  Christ, this morning alone, I nearly farted Alex into a casket.”

“You didn’t,” Blackwell said.

“I did—and by the way?  Welcome to my life!  This pregnancy has literally been a gas.  And now you two are going at it, which I won’t have.  My stress level is high enough, which isn’t good for the baby.  So please—tell me what’s going on between you two and let’s work this out.”

When neither of them answered, my shoulders slumped, I leaned against the doorjamb, and I felt the tension rising between them in the deepening silence.  First I turned to Lisa for an explanation, knowing that she’d be far more reasonable than Blackwell.  But when I looked at Lisa—when I really looked at her—I knew at that moment that she’d come here dressed for a fight.  

For a woman who typically spent her days writing in her office in sweats and a T-shirt, she’d intentionally put on her armor so that Blackwell couldn’t undermine her.  Lisa’s hair and makeup were spot-on, as was her chic winter-white overcoat cinched in at the waist.  She had a red Birkin bag on her shoulder, red Chanel heels on her feet (an intentional dig at Blackwell), and diamonds on her ears.  She was as elegant as she was angry.

“Come on,” I said.  “Talk to me.”

“Barbara and I have very different opinions when it comes to your baby shower—which you weren’t even supposed to know about until Friday.”

“What are your opinions?” I asked.

“Bertha over there is treating this as if it should be held at the Ritz, which I know you don’t want because we’ve talked about this for years!  You want something as low key as possible.  Nothing big.  Nothing fancy.  Just a good time with your closest friends.  But the ice-crunching harpy over there wants to hold it here at Wenn in its most elaborate and festooned conference room, which I saw a week ago.  Do you realize that that when I first saw it, my voice literally echoed off the crystal chandeliers?  Talk about intimacy.  She wants to invite a shitload of people I know you don’t give a damn about—and how personal is that?  It’s not!  What she has in mind is a horror show!”

“Please,” Blackwell said as she came around her desk and looked hard at Lisa.  “What I have in mind isn’t for the person you used to know, but for the person Jennifer has become in the years since I’ve known her.  Do you have any idea how many female executives, secretaries, managers, and personal assistants at Wenn Jennifer has befriended at this point?  Of course you don’t, because you aren’t here every day, as I am.  You know nothing about the kinds of relationships Jennifer has forged with these women day in and day out.  In fact, all you think about each and every day is coming up with a whole host of rancid ways for your zombies to eat human beings.”

“I need to sit down,” I said.  “Because apparently, with such little time left before I deliver, I’m going to have to get involved in this.”

“In your own baby shower?” Lisa said.  “We can’t have that.”

I wagged my finger at her.  “You’re wrong.  What I can’t have is this.  So, here.  Help me off with my coat, Lisa.  Barbara, a chair would be nice.”

“Are you blind?” she said to me.  “There’s one right in front of you.”

“Then get another chair for Lisa.”

“I want no favors from that one,” Lisa said.  “Believe me, I’m perfectly happy to stand.”

“Then stand,” I said.  “The coat?”

She helped me out of it, I slumped into the chair opposite Blackwell’s desk and took a deep breath.  “Let me tell each of you something—standing at this point is becoming more than a chore.”

“Of course it is,” Blackwell said.  “That’s something I certainly know since I’ve actually given birth to two children of my own, which is something your friend over there can’t say.  Hell, after two years of being engaged to Tank, she can’t even set a date for their marriage.”

“I’m not the only one in my relationship, lady—he also needs to figure out a date!”

“Let’s just say that if that day should ever come, I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“If you’re even invited to it.”

“Stop it,” I said.  “Come on—enough.  I get it—you both have different ideas, and to be fair, I see where each of you is coming from.  Lisa, you’re right—when we were growing up and talking about getting married and having baby showers and children, something small and intimate was exactly what I wanted.  Hell, it’s still what I want.  But Blackwell has a point that can’t be ignored.  Over the years, I’ve made many important relationships here at Wenn with women who would feel slighted if I shut them out of my baby shower, something I can’t do because I know that they’re genuinely excited about the baby, and it would hurt their feelings if they weren’t invited.  Their enthusiasm and support are real.”

“See,” Blackwell said.

“I’m talking now, Barbara,” I said.  “Stop stirring the pot.  Stop interjecting.  And stop trying to goad my best friend.”

“Well!” she said.

“Well my ass.  The truth of the matter is that my life has changed.  Nobody can argue with that.  And guess what?  My life also has become political.  Lisa, think of how many people I would piss off if I didn’t include them after knowing them for so long.  Wenn has become my second family.”

“I can’t believe that you’re taking her side on this,” she said.

“I’m not taking her side.  I’m just trying to do what’s right for everyone involved, which is what I always try to do.  You know that about me.  You also know me well enough to know that none of this is personal between you and me.  When you and I talk everyday, I don’t talk about my day-to-day life here at Wenn because, frankly, I’d rather talk about other things—like the men in our lives, what we did that day, when we’re going to get together for lunch again.  But you need to understand that my daily life does include a lot of women I’ve befriended here at Wenn, many of whom sent me personal, heartfelt emails when my miscarriage became public information.  Those women are rooting for Alex and me right now.  So tell me this—how can I ignore them now when they’ve been so kind and supportive in the past?  I can’t.  You know that I can’t.  And to be honest with you, I don’t want to.  If I’m going to have a baby shower, I want it to be as inclusive as possible.  Whether you understand that or not is up to you.  But it is how things are now.  It’s not me who has changed, Lisa—but my life sure as hell has.” 

“I know it has,” she said as she put her hand on my arm.  “I’m sorry.  I was just trying to honor what I thought you wanted.”

“And I love you for that.  I know that it’s difficult to disagree with Barbara, and the fact that you cared enough about me to take on that challenge in person makes me love you more.”

“So what?” Blackwell said.  “Now I’m the monster?” 

“You are not a monster, but you can be scary.  And you know that.  Hell, you embrace that.”

“I pride myself on it.”

“Exactly.  So listen to me.  We can’t do this if you two are going to bitch about every little detail.  Because if you do, the tension between you two will be so high on the day of the shower, it will ruin what should be a perfectly fun day.  I need peace between you two—especially if there are going to be so many people there.  This is my first child, and I need you to have my back on this.  The shower should be light and meaningful.  A day when we can all have a few laughs.  All I want is a good cake—and some fried chicken—because if you haven’t noticed, I like to eat these days.  Is that so hard?”

“The very idea of having fried chicken at your baby shower just gave me acid reflux,” Blackwell said.

“I think it sounds like a fantastic idea,” Lisa said.  “It would be unconventional!”

“You’re unconventional.”

“What I am is her best friend!”

I held up a hand to stop them.  “Can somebody please tell me when this shower is supposed to take place.”

“In two weeks,” Lisa said.  “On a Friday.”

“Well, that’s perfect,” I said.  “And look—we’re already in agreement on the date.  That’s a good thing.  It’s a good sign.  And listen to me—I’m actually saying all of this while hormones pulse through my body and my baby is kicking the shit out of me.  So trust me.  It’s all good.”

“How do you propose this will work out?” Blackwell said as she narrowed her eyes at me and then at Lisa.  “This—how shall I put it?  This uneasy collaboration you’re suggesting.”

“Simple,” I said.  “If you two can’t come to terms and be adults, then I guess I’ll have to play the judge—and get the baby shower that I want.  Because what I can tell each of you right now is this—I deserve the kind of shower that makes me forget, even for just a few hours, that for months I’ve never felt less attractive in my life than I do right now.  My fingers have become sausages, for God’s sake—look at them!  I can’t get any of my rings off.  And then there are my ankles, which are so fat with fluid I had to buy new shoes just to get to work.  Oh, and while we’re at it?  Have a good look at me, because I’ve officially become unfuckable.  And here’s what’s even worse—I’ve never been so horny in my entire life.  So yes!  If I have to, I plan to get involved.  And if I do, I’ll make this shower golden.”

“How perfectly rude of you,” Blackwell said.  “I mean, really?  Talking about ‘golden showers’ when Bernie isn’t even here to discuss the gory details with us?”

When she said that, the three of us paused for a moment and then we burst into such fits of laughter that my body naturally betrayed me with a fart.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER FOUR
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“JESUS,” BLACKWELL SAID as she wrinkled her nose and looked at me in horror.  “What’s wrong with you?  That fart was potent enough to punch new holes into the ozone.”

“I can’t help it,” I said.

“Well, I can.”  She reached behind her and removed a bottle of Chanel No. 5 from her purse and started to spritz the air around us.  “Not bad,” she said as she held her head high and sniffed the air around us.  “And not exactly great, either.  I might as well be spritzing the air at a pig farm.”

“Are you suggesting that I’ve become a pig?”

“Not in the least!  I’m just saying that whatever is coming out of your ass reminds me of one.”

“Anyway,” I said.  “Before we leave, I came here today not to argue about a baby shower, but to talk with Barbara about the holidays, and how we’re going to spend them together this year.  But since you’re here, Lisa, I can save myself a phone call, because I planned on calling you later this morning about the same thing.  Alex and I would love it if everyone would get together again this year, only not in Maine since I need to be near my doctor.”

“Well, thank God for that,” Blackwell said.  “I, for one, have had more than my share of Maine for the holidays.  It’s time for the city!  You know, where one can leave their apartment and see the storefronts on Fifth Avenue festooned with an abundance of creativity!”

“Really?” I said.  “No Maine?  Just so we’re clear on this, allow me to remind you that you met Marcus in Maine last Christmas.  And I also believe that’s going fairly well for you.  After all, it’s been nearly a year since you two have been seeing each other.  You know—when you met in Maine.”

Blackwell grimaced when I said that, and then she glanced away.  “We’ll discuss Marcus later,” she said.

And what in the hell did that mean?  Were they in a state of flux as Daniella and Cutter were?  Was I about to board a holiday train that was going to go off the tracks?  Who knew when it came to Blackwell and her family?

“Alright,” I said tentatively.  “We’ll talk about him later.  Is everything OK between you two?”

“To be discussed when I feel like discussing it,” Blackwell said.

“That’s fine.  Anyway, here’s the deal, you two.  Alex and I would like to host Christmas eve and Christmas day at our apartment.  Before the baby arrives—and before we are overwhelmed with that strange, distant planet known as ‘parenthood’—we’d like to have our closest friends around us for one last dance.”

“And exactly who are your closest friends?” Blackwell said.

“Is that a serious question, or are you just being difficult?”

She dipped into her coffee cup, popped another ice cube into her mouth, and crunched down on it.  “It’s a very serious question,” she said.  “Things change over the course of a year.  Who even knows who your friends are now?”

“We’d like to have you and Marcus there.  I also plan on asking Kate and Ben to come.  And we’d love to have Lisa and Tank there, especially since they couldn’t be with us last year.”

“Tell me about it,” Lisa said as she leaned against Blackwell’s desk.  “I was fighting for my life in the hell that will forever be known as Prairie Home, NObraska.  I’m pining for something new.”

“And you’ll get just that with us.  Obviously, Alexa and Daniella are invited, and so is Cutter, if he even wants to come.  I guess we’ll see when it comes to that, but I’ll still extend the invitation.  Also, if they’re available, I think I’ll invite Epifania and Rudman, who are still going strong.”

“So,” Blackwell said.  “The inner circle expands...”

“As it does in life,” I said to her.  “You know, if one is even lucky enough for that to happen.  I count myself among the lucky that it has happened for me and Alex.”

“How absolutely sentimental of you.”

“OK, Jennifer, while Bertha here is being a bitch, I can already tell you that Tank and I are in,” Lisa said.

“Of course, you are,” Blackwell said.  “I mean, anything for free drinks and a free meal, right?”  But before Lisa could lash out at Blackwell, she leveled a glance at Lisa.  “Watch your words, girl, or I’ll put a pox on you.”

“Too late, lady, because after hashing out this shower over the past week?  I’ve beaten you to the punch.”  She arched her eyebrows at Blackwell and then looked down at her crotch.  “Those gray hairs you noticed this morning?  They’re because of me.”  

Blackwell laughed.  “Nice try, darling, but I’m like a newborn baby down there—and have been for years.”

“And I’d like to personally thank you for that image,” I said.

“Well, it’s true,” Blackwell said.  “Wi Sim Lu is the city’s best when it comes to a waxing.  She can be an absolute monster when it comes to ripping out the girls, but in the end?  She’s fantastic!  One doesn’t even need lotion when she’s done.  She’s that good—you should try her.”

“You want me to get a Brazilian when I have a baby on the way?”

“If you don’t—and with the bush I have a feeling you’re growing down there—you might give the poor child PTSD when he or she passes by it.  I know for a fact that you haven’t had a wax in months.  Think of the child, for God’s sake.  And hear me out on this—it’s not fair to the baby to have to shoot into the world through a forest of unruly hair.”

Lisa glanced at Blackwell and just shook her head before she looked at me.  “Tank and I would love to spend the holidays with you, especially since only a week or so later, we’ll be celebrating the birth of your first child—who will be loved and who will not have PTSD because of Jennifer’s overgrown bush.”

“Excuse me?” I said.  “Who even said that my bush is overgrown?” 

Instead of answering me, they just looked at me with accusing eyes.

“OK, fine—so what if it is?  With my belly in the way, there’s little I can do about it.  Kind of like the farting.  I’m a mess.”  

“What you are is pregnant,” Lisa said.  “And you’re glowing because of it.”

“If I’m glowing, it’s only because parts of me have become a nuclear reactor.  Go ahead—sniff the air again.  Even the perfume can’t cut through that smell.”

I watched each of them actually lift their noses in the air and sniff with a sense of curiosity before I decided that I needed to end this.  I looked at Blackwell.  “Are you in?”

“You know I’ll have to speak with the girls first.”

“I know how they can be.  How about if you talk with them and get back to me later today?”

“Alexa won’t be an issue,” she said.  “She’s thriving at Wenn Environmental and is in good spirits because of it.  But Daniella is in another place.”

“I understand that, so let me know when you know.”

“What place?” Lisa asked.  “You mentioned something going on between Daniella and Cutter earlier, but I’m out of the loop.  What’s happened?”

“If you must know, she and Cutter have separated,” Blackwell said.

“They’ve what?”

“Separated.”

“But they seemed like they were getting along so well!”

“Apparently, Cutter decided otherwise.”

“But why?”

“I’d really rather not discuss this with you in the room.  Especially since you and I have entered into a Cold War.”

“Oh, give me a break.”

“Fine.  Both of you know that Daniella is mad for Cutter—more so than ever since they started seeing each other last Christmas.  But since Daniella is Daniella, she can’t leave well enough alone, even when things are going well.”

“What happened?” Lisa asked.

Blackwell told her.

“Well, that’s terrible,” Lisa said.  “Poor Daniella.  Cutter will never find someone as loyal to him as she is.  And he chose to do this over the holidays?”

“Don’t blame Cutter—that man is a gentleman.  As for Daniella, I kept telling her to stop pressuring him to find an apartment so they could move in together.  But as usual, she wouldn’t listen to me.  And look where they are now—potentially alone over the holidays.  And because she’s going through yet another personal crisis, I think we all know how she can be when it comes to that.  She loves Cutter.  She’s devastated that he needed to take a break from her ‘to think things through.’  I love my daughter more than I love Chanel, but there isn’t one of us in this room who doesn’t know how she can be when she becomes as unhinged as she is now.  And trust me on this.  Right now?  Daniella is beyond unhinged.  She’s cranky, impossible, and difficult.  If she’s not back with Cutter by Christmas eve, she very well might ruin that evening.  And that’s something I don’t wish upon anyone.”  She looked at Lisa.  “Not even you.”

“We could support her,” I said.  “Talk to her.  Get her to laugh.  We’ve made that happen before.”

“We’re talking about Daniella here, Jennifer—and this time, it’s different.  In fact, this time it’s worse.  We are now dealing with Daniella with a broken heart, for God’s sake.”

“I hear you,” I said.  “She loves him, and she must be going through hell right now.  I’m sorry this happened because I do think that they’re right for each other.  What she should have known is that you don’t press men like Cutter or Tank.  If you do, you just drive them away.”

“Far away,” Blackwell said.  “They haven’t spoken in a week.”

“A week?  Why a week?  Presumably, this was just about moving in together.  How does that take a week to speak to one another again?”

“You tell me.  He won’t answer her calls, her texts, or her emails.”

“Is there something more to this?”

“Knowing my daughter?  I have no idea.”

“Whatever the case, if Cutter hasn’t come to his senses by the holidays, we’re going to have to be there to support Daniella.”

“I agree,” Lisa said.  “All of us love Daniella.  And this can’t be easy for her.”

“Well,” Blackwell said as she faced Lisa.  “Thank you for recognizing that.”

“We might have our spats, Chanel No. 5, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t love you and the girls.”

“You’re a horrible person.”

“And you secretly love me.”

“Why do I feel the need for another cube of ice right now?  Why do I want to crunch it into tiny bits?”

“Because you’re a drama queen?” Lisa said.  “Look, with this shower coming up, you and I are going to have to join forces and get it together before it’s too late.  We’ll only go to Jennifer if it’s absolutely necessary.”

“And by the way, I must say that if we do involve the pregnant one—otherwise known as the ‘hormonal one’—she’ll literally become the third wheel...”

“I am sitting here,” I said.

Blackwell eyeballed me.  “Yes, you are—and with an exclamation point, I might add.  So, here,” she said, reaching behind her for a box of tissues and then tossing them to me.  “Please wipe down the seat when you stand up.  Because after that mother of a fart you laid down ten minutes ago, God only knows what you’ve left behind.”

“Hilarious,” I said.  “Now, listen to me.  Do either of you have time now to sit down and hammer out the details of how this shower should go?”

“I’m free,” Lisa said.  

“I suppose I have a moment or two,” Blackwell said.  “Though I loath that you want to be involved.”

I straightened up in my chair.  “After the argument I heard earlier, consider me involved.  As in now,” I said.  “The three of us.  And in the conference room Blackwell suggested to Lisa so we can get a feel for the space.  Now, come on ladies.  Let’s go!  Chins up!  And move it!”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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WHEN I SAID GOODBYE to Blackwell and Lisa in the conference room, it was noon, my unborn baby was kicking the hell out of me, I felt nauseous in ways that I hadn’t since early in my pregnancy, and I was beyond exhausted after dealing with the lowest thing on my priority list—a baby shower.

Why is this so important to them when it’s not important to me? I thought as I allowed my belly to lead the way to the bank of elevators at the end of the hallway.  In a matter of weeks, I’ll be giving birth, which is freaking me out.  Who gives a damn about a shower when this kid is about to rip me to shreds?  

And then I got a grip and just paused for a moment.

They’re doing this because they love you...

I knew that was the case, which made me feel guilty for even having such thoughts.  Lisa and Blackwell did love me—I knew that they only wanted the best for me—so regardless of how I felt about the shower, I had to go through with it for them because I loved them.

As I stepped into an elevator already packed with people and pressed the button for the forty-seventh floor, where Alex and I had our offices, I stood at the back of the car wondering if I even had what it took to raise a child—a question that had plagued me for months.  After all, I’d been brought up by abusive, alcoholic parents who had been nothing short of monsters to me.  

Can I do this? I wondered as the elevator started to rise.  Will I be a good mother or will I be a disappointment?  I’ve read all the baby books, I’ve listened to how Blackwell raised Daniella and Alexa, but what am I going to do when the baby’s actually here?  How can I be expected to remember everything that I’ve read, every piece of advice that I’d been given, and how it applies to each unique situation I’m about to face?  I can’t.  I know nothing when it comes to raising a child.  Obviously, I can count on Alex, Blackwell, and Lisa for help, but there are going to be times when it’s just going to be me and the baby—and what am I going to do then when things don’t go so smoothly?  What if I’m not good enough?

The elevator’s doors slid open, people left, people entered, and I wondered if I was going insane as the doors closed again.

You’re letting your hormones get the best of you, I thought.  You’re better than this—come on, Jennifer!

I closed my eyes, took a breath, and then let it out slowly and discreetly in an effort to calm my nerves.  

I allowed my mind to turn to what had occurred over the past three hours.  Blackwell, Lisa, and I had gone over everything from guest lists to whether I wanted a cake that was so extravagant, it would make Page Six (Blackwell), or sweet little cupcakes with pacifiers on them (Lisa).  We even went down the rocky road of what we should have for lunch—an elegant feast (Blackwell), or something that would be a nod to what I really was craving of late—like pizzas, burgers, fried chicken, and, yes, fried pickles (Lisa).

In the end, the only thing we came to terms with was the guest list.  Naturally, my closest friends would be invited.  And by tomorrow afternoon, I’d agreed to supply Blackwell and Lisa with the names of those women from Wenn whom I absolutely wanted to be there—from executives to secretaries and everyone in between.

When the elevator dinged and I saw that it was my floor, everyone in the car stepped aside to let me pass.  

In the awkward silence, I looked at them for a moment and realized by the looks on their faces that I was so huge, every one of them thought I needed this much room just to get through the door.  But when I saw that there also was kindness in their eyes, it made me smile a little as I placed my hand on my belly.  Before the doors closed, I apologized for inconveniencing them, and then I went straight to Alex’s office, hoping beyond hope that he would be there rather than in a meeting.  

At that moment, I needed to unload upon someone who was sane—and that person was my husband.

*  *  *
[image: image]


“SIT RIGHT THERE,” ALEX said after I’d finished spilling the past several hours on him.  “On the sofa—come on.  Take my hand.  You have every right to be overwhelmed, Jennifer.”

“I think I’m becoming a burden to myself...”

We looked at each other for a moment, and then he instinctively leaned in to kiss me.  And when he did, it was no mere chaste kiss.  My man went in for the full throw down.  He kissed me so passionately, I had to pull away from him.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

I drew my lips into a thin line and held up a finger.  “After that kiss?  Nothing.  In fact, that was amazing.  But there’s something you should know about me at this point in our pregnancy, Alex.”

“What’s that?”

“Promise you won’t laugh...”

He crossed his heart.  “I promise.”

“Promise, promise?”

“Promise, promise.”

“I’ve never been so horny in my life.”

His eyebrows arched.  “You’re horny?”

“You don’t even know how horny I am.  And when you kiss me like that?  Good God, I just want to have sex on the floor with you right now.”

“I wish I’d known, because trust me, I would have been doing something about it.  Hell, for the past few months, I’ve been trying my best to keep my distance from you because I thought that sex would be too uncomfortable for you.”

“I know—I get it.  It’s because I’ve become a whale.”

“First of all, you are not a whale—so please stop saying that.  The reason is because you are eight months pregnant, and since I’m a man, I have no idea what that feels like.  I’ve wanted to make love to you more than you know, but I didn’t want you to feel pressured to go through with it just to please me.”

“And I love you for that,” I said.  “But trust me, feel free to find a way to get the job done—if that’s even physically possible—because tonight, Alex?  I need a mercy fuck.  You know, when you kiss me like you just did?  My mind goes to mush and all I want is you on top of me, though that probably wouldn’t work at this point.  In fact, if you were to get on top of me, you’d likely be reduced to a Teeter Totter.  Still, if you’ll have me, I do want you to make love to me.  I’m not sure how that will work, but we can figure it out.  Can’t we?”

“Let’s figure it out tonight,” he said.

“Oh, my God, please!” I said.  I reached for his hand and kissed the back of it.  “Alex, I’m sorry about how I’ve been behaving.  This isn’t me.  I’m not myself, and I know it.”

“What can I do to help?”

“What we have in mind for tonight will be a huge help—trust me.”

“What else can I do?”

“Just keep being you?”

“There has to be more...” 

“Alright.  How about if you go on the black market and get me something to stabilize the hormones that are coursing through me?”

“I would if I could.”

“I know you would.  But, look, here’s the bright side—in a few weeks, the baby will be here, things will start to settle down, and you and I at long last will be parents.”

His eyes brightened when I said that.

“Don’t,” I said.  “Because if you start to get emotional, then there’s no telling what will become of me.”

“But don’t you see?” he said as he leaned in to kiss me again.  “When you say that we’re about to become parents, I become the happiest man in the world.”  

*  *  *
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AFTER ALEX HAULED ME off the sofa, I asked if he was available for lunch.

“I have a meeting,” he said tentatively.  “But I can cancel it.  In fact, let me cancel it.  You’re more important than any meeting.”

“No, no,” I said.  “Go to your meeting.  I’ll call Kate and Epifania, and see if either of them are free.  If they aren’t, maybe Ann would like to join me for lunch.  Either way, I’ll be fine.”

“Where will you go?”

“Probably to some greasy diner because what I’m craving right now is a big fat burger and fries.”

He furrowed his brow at me.  “You’ll go out?  But I thought the deal we had is that you’d be staying in.”

I pressed my finger against his suited chest.  “Don’t worry, because I’ve already thought about that and I have it covered.  I’ll take the elevator to the lobby, and Cutter or Tank will drive me to wherever I decide to go.  A few steps to the car, a few steps out of the car, a few steps onto the sidewalk and then into the restaurant.  Nothing more than that.  And since one of them will be at my side, I think we can both agree that with them watching over me, my having lunch out is nothing for you to concern yourself with.”

“I guess that’ll be OK,” he said reluctantly.

“It will be fine.  Because after dealing with the ugliness that was Blackwell and Lisa this morning, I need one of three things—Kate’s calm, Epifania’s ability to make me laugh, or Ann’s perspective on how best to deal with the final month of my pregnancy.  So,” I said, “give me a kiss, go to your meeting, and I’ll see you later this afternoon.”  I winked at him.  “And especially later this evening...”

“You’re on,” he said.

I wrapped my arms around him—well, nearly around him.  My stomach was too much in the way for me to completely seal the deal.

“I love you, Alex.”

When I said that, he cupped my face in his hands and kissed me before he slid his hands down the length of my body and grabbed my ass.  

“Not more than I love you,” he said.  “As you’ll see tonight...”
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[image: image]


AFTER TRYING KATE’S number and getting voice mail, I decided to call Epifania, who answered after two rings.

“Hey, studsy to the Rudsy, what you wearing now?” she asked, clearly not aware that it was me on the phone.  “Are your pants too tight in the crotch because you thinking about my little meow-meow right now?  Epifania want to know, especially after last night, when you came on my—”

“Epifania, it’s me,” I said.  “It’s Jennifer.  For goodness sake, don’t you check your caller I.D.?”

“Yennifer!” she said.  “Well, Heyzeus Cristo, I sure as hell didn’t that time!  But consider yourself lucky, lady, because I just gave you a leetle peep show of the kind of phone sex the Rudsy and I have—and I was going to do it right here at the Saks!”

“You’re at Saks?” I said.

“I am!  I love the shopping.  After all, what else is the dead Chuckie’s money good for, you know?”

“Saks is just a few blocks from Wenn.  What are you doing for lunch?”

“Epifania having lunch with you!  Where you wanna go, the kitten?” 

“Don’t judge...”

“Epifania never yudge no one—except for maybe that beeg beech Immaculata Almendarez.  I ran into her last night at this hoitsy to the toitsy party at Henri Dufort’s.  She and I had another spat in the ladies room, which I still the laughing at, because I saw what that broad was doing earlier in the night.  She was trying to shake down another rich dude, and I called her out on it.  She pure poison, that one.”

Alex and I had received an invitation to Henri’s party—but we had to decline because it was so uncomfortable for me to be on my feet for too long.  Especially in heels.  Still, I would have loved to have seen Henri, if only because I adored him so much.

“So, where you wanna eat?” Epifania said.  “Because I been shopping since ten, and this girl is hungry.”

“Have you ever heard of the Comfort Diner?”

“The Come For Dinner?”

“No—the Comfort Diner.”

“Never heard of it.  And since when we eat at the diners, anyway?”

“Since about a month ago, when my craving for fried food went through the roof.”

“Oh!  This about the baby.  Well, honey, if that the case, just tell me where this Comfort Diner is and I’ll meet you there in—what?  Thirty minutes?”

“Thirty minutes would be perfect,” I said.  “It’s only a few blocks from where you are—214 East 45th Street.  I’ll see you there soon—and thank you, Epifania.  After this morning, I need a side of fries, a side of mash, a side of eggs Benedict, and even a side order of their delicious comfort quesadilla, which actually will be a full order, but to hell with it.  Don’t judge.”

“Baby, I was born on a fucking banana leaf—you know that.  So who in the hell am I to yudge?  Look, I see you there in the thirty, the cookie.  And I can’t wait to kiss your face, because even though I see you only few days ago, I miss your face already!”

“I love you, Epifania.”

“I love you, too, the cookie,” she said.  “And guess what?  I gonna buy you a bib right now, because it sound to me like you gonna need one!”

“I probably will,” I said in abject shame.

“Don’t worry!  It be a classy bib.  Swarovski crystals on it—you know, the whole shebang.  And just so you know, because Epifania is getting plenty of the sex with the Rudsy, she in a mood today!  So you better get ready for that now, because after what the Rudsy did to me last night?  Oh, dios mio!  At the very least, Epifania hungry for another beeg fat hot dog!”

*  *  *
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WHEN I CALLED DOWN to security for a driver, I specifically asked for Cutter.

“Hi, Jennifer,” he said when he answered.  “What’s up?”

“I’m having lunch with Epifania, and Alex won’t allow me to leave here without either Tank or you at my side and behind the wheel.  Would you mind driving me?”

“Of course not.  Are you leaving now?”

“I’ll be down in five.”

“See you then.”

Yes, you will, I thought.  And if you’re open to it, we’re going to talk about the situation you’re in with Daniella when I get there...

When I arrived in the lobby swaddled in my winter coat, gloves, and holding my handbag at my side, Cutter was there to greet me—and I knew at once from the uncomfortable look in his eyes that he knew that I knew that he’d broken it off with Daniella.  

I saw embarrassment on his face, which made my heart break for him.  Beyond Daniella’s insistence that they find an apartment and move in together, what had she said to him when she didn’t get her way?  How ugly had things become between them to make him actually leave her—even if this only was a temporary situation, which I hoped it was.  That girl could be a nightmare when she wanted to be, and if she’d really gone off on him as only Daniella could, I knew that there was the very real chance that Cutter might decide to cut his losses sooner rather than later—and choose to leave her for good.  

I stepped out of the elevator and gave him a kiss on each cheek.

“How are you?” I asked.

“What’s more important is how you are doing and especially how you are feeling,” he said.  “Not long now, right?”

Skillfully dodged...and not taking the bait.

“Cutter, let me just come clean with you now—I feel like a zeppelin.  But it is what it is, I guess, right?  What matters is that the baby is healthy.”

“And you look healthy.  You’ve got that glow, you know?”

“That glow would be my hormones taking over my body and holding it hostage,” I said.  “But I appreciate the compliment.”  

“It’s well deserved.”

I wanted to keep the moment light between us, so I went for the joke.  “You know, before we go, you might want to have someone pack a wheelbarrow in the back of the limo, because after we leave the Comfort Diner, which is where you’re taking me, you might need to wheel me out of that joint.  I’m that hungry, Cutter—and no, I have no control over it.”

With a wink, he lifted up his right arm, and flexed his bicep for me through his thick black overcoat—which apparently couldn’t conceal the truth of just how fit he was.  “I highly doubt that, ma’am.  Former SEAL, and all.  I’m good to go in any situation.”

“I know.  Remember?  I saw you in action on that island.  So, please—take me to the golden palace that serves the coveted comfort quesadillas.”

“You’ve got it,” he said.

When we left Wenn, Cutter took me gently by the arm, led me across the busy sidewalk to the car that was double-parked at the curb, and then he opened the rear door and helped me with my seat belt since I couldn’t seem to buckle it on my own.  When he was finished, he got behind the wheel and asked me for directions to the diner.

“214 East 45th Street,” I said.  “And ASAP!”

“We’re off,” he said as he cut into traffic.  

But at this hour, with everyone out for lunch, traffic wasn’t moving, and soon, we found ourselves at a standstill.

“What time were you planning to meet Epifania?” he asked.

“In twenty minutes, but we should be fine.  It’s not that far from here.”

“I don’t know,” he said.  “Traffic is pretty bad.”

“Don’t worry—I’ve got Epifania on speed dial.  You know how easygoing she is.  She won’t mind waiting if we’re a few minutes late.”  

He nodded at me, but when our eyes connected in the rearview mirror, I saw that he quickly looked away.

“Cutter, let’s not do this,” I said.

“Do what?”

“Ignore the elephant in the car—you know, the one that isn’t me.  I’m concerned about you.  And I’m sorry about whatever happened between you and Daniella.  If you want to talk about it, you can always talk about it with me.  You know that I’m a vault.  If you want to unload on someone, whatever you say to me will remain between us.”

When he didn’t answer, I took that as a positive sign and asked him what had happened.

“How much do you already know?” he sighed.

“Just what Blackwell told me this morning—that Daniella was pressuring you to get an apartment together.”

“We’ve only been seeing each other for a year,” he said.  

“Actually, not even a year,” I said.  “It’ll be a year on Christmas eve.”

“Exactly.  And where I come from?  That’s too soon to move in together.”

“And try telling Daniella that, right?  Look, Cutter, we all know how she can be.  And if you are feeling that anyone is questioning your need for space right now, let me assure you that nobody is.  Not even Blackwell, because she—like the rest of us—knows exactly how her daughter can be.”

His gaze flicked up to meet mine in the rearview mirror as we inched forward in traffic.  “Barbara isn’t angry with me?”

“Not at all.  In fact, if she’s angry with anyone, she’s angry with her daughter for creating this mess.”

“Daniella and I had one hell of an argument, Jennifer.  I said some things I probably shouldn’t have said to her.”

“In the heat of the moment, I don’t think there’s anyone who hasn’t said things that they don’t regret.  When Alex and I started seeing each other, I believe there was one particularly epic night in which we had our share of words too.  In fact, I might have even thrown fistfuls of diamonds at him at a party in front of hundreds of people before I walked out on him—and swore to myself that I’d never see him again.  But look at us know—four years of marriage later, and we’re more in love than ever.  Oh, and there’s also a baby on the way.”

“You threw diamonds at him?” he asked.

“I did,” I said.  “I literally hurled them at him.”

“That doesn’t seem like you at all.”

“I was a lot younger then, and it was a different time in my life.  But I don’t regret it, because when I stood up to him?  He respected me for it.”

“I had to stand up to Daniella,” he said.

“And it got ugly?”

“Oh, it got ugly.”

“Do you want to talk about it?  If you don’t, that’s fine.  I just want you to know that as your friend, I care about you.  I also know that not everyone is comfortable broaching this subject with you, and that you might feel—”

“I love her!” he said.  “I can’t get her out of my mind!  But she wants too much from me too fast.  Why can’t we just be chill, be in love, and allow our relationship to grow without any pressure?”  He cut into the left lane and advanced forward when he could.  “You know what?  I wanted to be the one who proposed that we should live together.  I wanted to have the privilege of that moment, because I’m a traditionalist—just like Tank is.  But Daniella?  Daniella always has to rule the world.  If she can’t, she’s unhappy.  When she first came to me with this, I was caught off guard.  And do you want to know why?”

I was so riveted by what he was saying, I just stared at him.  “Why?”

“Because in a few more months—you know, like in the spring, when it’s actually a good time to move?  I was planning to ask her to move in with me.  My apartment is huge—we’d have plenty of space.”

“Well, shit,” I said.

“Exactly.”

“But spring is only a few months away.  What happened between you that you felt that you needed to have time apart?”

“It’s what she said to me,” he said.

“What did she say?”

“I don’t know if I even want to say it.”

“We’ve gotten this far, haven’t we?”

“I suppose.”

“Look, Cutter, you don’t have to tell me.”

“No.  It’s fine.  She said that if I didn’t want to find an apartment and move in together, then there was no way in hell that she could believe that I was in love with her.  She said that if I didn’t want to live together at this point in our relationship, then we were a sham.  Which we’ve never been—at least not as far as I’m concerned.”

Oh, Christ, Daniella—why do you always have to be this way?  Why do you always want to destroy the best parts of your life?

“I’m sorry that she said that to you, Cutter.”

“So am I.”  When he shrugged, it was out of exasperation and frustration.  “Because I’m not going to lie to you.  It hurt.”

With an effort, I leaned forward and placed my hand on his shoulder.  “I can only imagine that it did.”

“It’ll be OK,” he said in a quiet voice.  “But if for some reason we can’t come to terms and I think we should go our separate ways, then it will be OK in time.”

“I hate this,” I said.

“So do I.  Because when we were on that island?  Don’t think for a moment that I don’t know that it was Daniella who stood by my side and tended to me when I nearly died.  Without her help and her love, I likely wouldn’t be here right now.  I’d be dead.  All of us know that.  All of us know what she did for me there.  And in my heart?  I know that she’s devoted to me and that she loves me.  But, Jesus, Jennifer, when she comes on that strong?  And when she goes for the jugular?  It’s hard.  You know?”

“I do know,” I said.  “I’ve had my own dealings with her.  So let me ask you this—where do you stand with her now?”

“I’m still processing it.”

“Have you two spoken?”

“No.”

“Do you want to speak to her?”

“A part of me wants to take her by the shoulders and shake her—if only so she can see what we have together.  But I don’t think she’s capable of seeing that right now.  So, no—I don’t want to talk to her just yet.  I’d rather that we take a bit of time and reflect on what happened.  Then, when we’re ready to talk, we’ll decide where we go from there.”

“Blackwell said that you haven’t spoken in a week.  Isn’t that enough time to at least start a conversation?”

“I don’t know—I think I might need a few more days.  She keeps texting me and calling me, but I haven’t answered her.”

“What has she said?”

“That she’s sorry.”

“Isn’t that what you want to hear?”

“Of course it is, but does she even mean it?  When I told you that we had an argument, Jennifer, I’m not sure you understand just how big that argument was.  She said some pretty hateful things to me, which I’m still trying to work through.”

“Alright,” I said.  “But if she has apologized—which is a pretty big step for Daniella—she probably means it, so please take that into consideration.  All I’m hoping for is that you don’t string her along for too long, OK?  Because that would be cruel.”

“I just need to wrap my head around this,” he said.  “But I get it.  I’ll reach out to her soon.” 

“Have you mentioned any of this to Tank?” I asked.

“Hell, no.”

“To anyone else?”

He shook his head.  “Talking openly about stuff like this isn’t me.  But because I trust you—you know, kind of like a sister, if that doesn’t freak you out—you got me to open up.  Generally, I keep quiet about these types of things.”

“Then thank you for trusting in me enough to talk with me,” I said.  “Think of me as your surrogate sister, just as Blackwell is my surrogate womb.  I hope talking helped.”

“It did.”

“Listen, Cutter.  Here’s what I want you to know going forward—what you just said to me will remain between us.  I will never betray you.  I also want you to know that if you ever need someone to listen to you in the future, I hope that you’ll reach out to me because—unless I’m in labor—I promise that I’ll never be too busy to lend an ear.  Deal?”

“You’ve always been kind to me, Jennifer.”

“That’s because after everything we went through together on that island, we are beyond employer and employee at this point.  We’re also beyond friends, and I don’t take my friends lightly.  If you need me, call me.  We’ll can sit down somewhere in private, talk, and try to make sense of the world again.  Are you with me on that?”

His gaze flicked up to the rearview mirror and fixed on mine.

“I’m with you,” he said.  “And thanks, Jennifer.  That means a lot to me.”

“You mean a lot to me.”

“Ditto,” he said.  “And guess what?”

“What?”

“I don’t think we’re going to be late, because we just got a green light—and traffic is moving.”  

“Thank God,” I said.  “Because despite the fact that I look like a float in a Thanksgiving parade, believe it or not—I’m starving.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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“YOU’RE GOING TO HAVE to haul me out of the car, Cutter,” I said to him when we arrived at the Comfort Diner, which had the sleek retro look of a diner straight out of the forties.  “But, please, take a deep breath before you do so, because you’re going to need it.  I’ve officially become the ninth planet—and three of its moons.”

“Stop it,” he said with a smile as he took me by the hands.  “You are not the ninth planet or any of its moons.  You’re just pregnant, that’s all.”

“Said the man who isn’t.”

“Is it that bad?” he asked.

“You don’t even want to know—but it’s worth it.  That I can tell you.  Now pull!”

He pulled, I stepped out of the car, and then I breathed a sigh of relief when I was on my feet.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” he asked.

“On you or on me?”

“On you!”

“I guess we’ll have to wait and see if you’re walking straight tomorrow,” I said.

He laughed when I said that, which made me smile because a laugh is what I wanted to hear from him right now.  After our talk, I could tell that Cutter was feeling better because he was behaving more like himself—the twinkle was back in his eyes, if only for a moment.

“Epifania must already be inside,” I said as I looked around the narrow exterior of the restaurant, above which was a cheerful neon sign in bright red and blue letters that said:  “Comfort Diner.  Time to eat!  Good food!”  

“When should I text you to pick me up?” I asked him.

“The traffic will ease up in an hour.  How long do you think you’ll be?”

“With Epifania?  Longer than that.”

“Then ten minutes will do.  I’ll just drive around until you’re ready.  Now, come on—let me take your arm and lead you to the front door, so you can tell Alex that’s exactly what you insisted upon.”

“You’re savvy,” I said.

“And you have a good lunch with your friend.” 

*  *  *
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“YENNIFER!” EPIFANIA called when I stepped into the diner.  “Over here—I got us booth!”

A booth?  Would I even fit behind a booth?  Time will tell, I thought as I walked towards her as she stood to greet me.  And if I can’t, I see an empty table right over there...

Otherwise, the place was packed.

“How are you, the hotness?” she said as she hugged me.

“Bigger than ever, but it’s all good.  Help me out of my coat, lovey?  Otherwise, I’ll never get out of it myself.”

“Of course!”

When we were seated, I was surprised that I actually fit inside the booth, though it was close—my belly came within inches of the edge of the table.  Still, I fit, so I considered that a win.  

I lifted my hair up and over my shoulders and looked across the table at the woman who had become one of my best friends.  People kept saying that I was the one who had the glow, but that prize really should have gone to Epifania.  Ever since she’d been dating Rudman Cross, who owned Cross Communications and with whom Wenn had joined forces several months ago in an effort to expand the reach of our SlimPhone, Epifania had never looked happier—or sexier.  She was wearing a chic black suit that complemented her olive complexion and a suite of daytime diamonds that looked stunning on her—though oddly out of place in a diner as low key as this.

“Epifania, you look amazing,” I said.

“It the Rudsy,” she said, leaning forward and exposing enough cleavage to make me wonder if I should start off the meal with a couple of cantaloupes.  “He doing things to me that making my world go right round, baby, right round.  I think he a sexaholic, because that man have his way with me every night.  Not that Epifania is the complaining, mind you.  That man hung like a mule and he know how to use it.  I mean, just last night, he surprise me.”

“With what?”

“With a leather sling!”

Oh, God... 

“Well,” I said.  “That should keep things interesting.”

“Let me tell you this—getting into that sheet was interesting, that for the sure.  But Epifania is game for anything!  With Rudsy’s help, before I knew it, I was flat on my back—and suspended in mid-air!  And when he start the fucking?  It was amazing.  Have you and Alex ever tried the sling?  No?  Well, honey, after that baby arrives, Epifania gonna buy you one, OK?  Because you two deserve it!  I’m telling you this, Yennifer—when I came, I wasn’t sure whether I was here on Earth, or floating somewhere in the heavens!  I thought I saw the face of God last night.”

“Was it Rudman’s?”

“I don’t remember.  I just remember this big, bright, shining light pouring down on me until Rudsy start all over again.”  She placed her hand on mine.  “I think I might have found the one, the cookie, because Rudsy isn’t after me for the dead Chuckie’s money—he have enough of his own, and I think he just like me for me.  And he so romantic, I can’t stand it.”  She wiggled the fingers of her right hand at me.  “Check out the rock he gave me a couple of days ago.”

There were so many diamonds on her fingers, I didn’t know which one she was referring to.  “Epifania, you have so many diamonds, I’m afraid I don’t know which is the newest.”

“It the biggest one!”

“Oh,” I said, admiring the huge beveled stone on her right index finger, which caught the light and tossed it back at me as she continued to turn her hand this way and that.  “It’s amazing.  And the stone is so clear.  Do you think he’ll put one on your left hand?”

“Time will tell!”

“Well, it’s lovely, Epifania.  I’m so happy for you.”

“You wanna know what I’m having made for him?”

Actually, I’m not so sure that I do want to know, but what the hell?  Let’s just go for it.

“Tell me,” I said.

“A diamond-studded cock ring!  Ten carats worth—and for Christmas!  It’s this beeg, thick, black piece of leather that will snap around his verga y bolas—and it gonna sparkle!  I also got him a couple of gold nipple clamps, because, you know, why not?”

At that moment, a young, good-looking waiter with a chiseled jaw and thick dark hair came up to us.  “Good afternoon, ladies,” he said.

Ladies?  I thought.  Really?  After that conversation?  Neither of us are ladies, sir—and I’d like to extend my apologies to you now for all that’s to come... 

“Good afternoon,” I said cheerfully.

“Hello, handsome,” Epifania said with a flick of her dark hair.  “Look like we won the lottery when it come to you, the cookie.”

“Epifania...” 

“Well, it true—look at him.  And I mean it as compliment.”  She put the palm of her hand down on the table.  “You the good looking,” she said.  “You should know that, and that’s the all.”

“Thank you,” he said with a smile.  And without missing a beat, he somehow managed to move forward as if nothing awkward had just transpired between us—which suggested to me that this young man was a pro.  “Can I start you ladies off with something to drink?”

“Martini for me,” Epifania said.  “Belvedere.  Three olives—and make it filthy.”

“Unfortunately, we don’t carry Belvedere.”

“What you carry?”

“Absolut?”

“Not my favorite, but what the hell?  I can handle the Absolut.”

“Done.”  He turned to me.  “And how about you, Miss?”

“Maybe some hot tea?  With honey and lemon?  And sparkling water, if you have it?”

“Tea and sparkling water?” Epifania said.  “When you become so the boring?” 

“When I became the eight months the pregnant,” I said.

“We have sparkling water,” the waiter said.  “And here are the lunch menus.  Have a look.  In the meantime, I’ll get you your drinks.”

“Are there any specials?” Epifania asked.

“Not today,” the man answered.

“Well, then it you who is the special!”

The man blushed as he walked away from us, and I just leveled my friend with a look.  “What are you doing?”

“The flirting.”

“But you’re with Rudman.”

“Please—that boy have nothing on my Rudsy.  And when I go home tonight, I plan on telling Rudsy about all of this.  He not threatened by any man—but he be amused by this.  He get a kick out of me when I’m just being me—which is why Epifania adore him.”

“If that’s the case, I’m thinking that you two just might tie the knot.”

“Let’s the hope!  Because if the Rudsy get down on his knee for his Epifania, she gonna say yes so fast, it gonna make his head pop.”

“I hope it happens!” I said.

“You and me both!  So, how the you, the cookie?  You looked stressed out as hell.  What happening in your life?”

I told her about meeting with Lisa and Blackwell this morning and the drama that swirled around my baby shower.

“Why all the fuss?” Epifania said.

“Exactly!”

“I mean, I get it—this your first baby and all, and we all super-excited for you.  But don’t they know you?  Even I know that you don’t like drama in your life.”

“Then would you please consider giving me my baby shower?  Because if it has to happen, I’d rather it come from someone who understands me at this point in my life.”

“I would if I could, the sugar—but if I did, those two would put out a hit on me.  They all cut throat and territorial right now.”

“I appreciate their efforts—and I think I got them in line after our talk this morning—so let’s see how it goes.  Expect an invitation in the mail soon.  And you must come!”

“As if Epifania wouldn’t.  But what you want for gift?”

“I don’t know—diapers?”

“Here what Epifania think Alex and you need—a house in the Hamptons!”

“In the what?”

“The Hamptons!  Let me buy you one—you know, close to the Rudsy and me.  I spent most of the summer at Rudsy’s house, and it fabulous there.  It would be my treat!”

“You can’t be serious...”

“Look, the cookie, Chuckie’s money has to do some good, doesn’t it?  So!  I buy you house near us!  Then we have some summer fun when it too hot in the city!”

“No!” I said, realizing that she was serious.  “I could never let you do that.  Please don’t do that.”

“Now, you’re just being the buzzkill.”

“When I give birth, I’m pretty much sure that that’s going to define me.”  I looked at her for a moment.  “I’m about to become a mother, Epifania,” I said.  “Everything is about to change.  To be honest, it’s kind of freaking me out.  Not in a bad way, because I can’t wait to be the mother that I never had.  And thank God for that, because my mother was a horror show.  But, still.  My life is about to change fairly radically, especially since I plan to be there for my child.”

“What you mean about the mother you never had?”

I told her about the mother I never had.

“Well, sheet,” she said.  “You never told me about any of that.  I so sorry, Yennifer.  Was she that bad?”

“It wasn’t just her,” I said.  “It also was my father, who was even worse than her.  Both of them are alcoholics, enablers, and soulless crooks.  My mother may or may not still be in prison now, but it makes me sick that she even went to prison.  Not that it matters much.  I haven’t spoken to either of them since Lisa and I left Maine to come here for a fresh start.”

“Lisa have problem with her parents too?”

“No, not at all.  Her parents are great.  When we first moved here, we were just two girls who wanted more than Maine could offer.  Lisa and I love our home state, but since there are few good jobs there, both of us knew that if we were going to make anything of our lives we should move here.”

“And here you met Alex!”

“Exactly.”

“And he become your husband!”

“He did.  And I love him more than anyone could know.”

“You see, that where I disagree.  Anyone who has seen how you look at him—and at how he look at you—they know how much each of you love each other.  One day, I hope that people think the same of the Rudsy and me.  You know, if we can keep it together this time.”

“Do you fear that you won’t?”

“That the thing about love, isn’t it?” she said with the humor suddenly stripped from her voice.  “No one knows what will happen when it comes to love.  But what I know about my Rudsy?  I know that I in love with him, Yennifer.  And I know that he in love with me.  But one need to be realistic, no?  Love is love, and love is like bird—it can make a beautiful noise, sure, but it also can be fleeting and fast.  It can be here one day and gone the next.  Things change.  People change.  Sheet happens.  I’ve seen it too many time to count.  As for the Rudsy and me?  It hasn’t even been a year since we become the official.  Sure, it good now, but will it be good forever?  I don’t know.  But life has told me to pray for the best, which Epifania will.”

“I’m rooting for both of you,” I said to her.  “Because you deserve to be happy and in love, Epifania.  Especially you.”

“Why especially me?”

“Because of your big heart,” I said to her.  “And because of the positive energy that you put out into the world and share with your friends.  You not only light up rooms, but you also light up hearts and lives.  I think that’s what I love about you most.”

“Now you’re just trying to make me cry, the cookie...”

“But all of it’s true,” I said.  “And that’s not my hormones talking.  I only wish that I possessed a heart as free as yours.”

“But why don’t you?  Is it because of your parents?”

“Probably,” I said as I shrugged at her.  “In fact, likely.”

“Then look, the cookie, maybe one day you get there, right?  You know, with new baby coming into your life, maybe you look at life differently.  And just imagine how Alex and you will come together over your child.  Maybe you get to where I am from that pure shot of love alone.”

“I hope that I can.”

“I know that you can, love cat—Epifania feel it.  She know you, and she also appreciate the hell out of you.”

After our drinks came and we ordered, our discussion moved on.

“You know what I don’t know about you?” I asked her.

“What that?”

“How many siblings do you have?  I don’t think I’ve ever asked.”

“Are you talking about today or yesterday?”

Confused, I just looked at her.  “I guess, today...”

“OK, then—today.  I don’t know.  Maybe the forty-two?”

“Forty-two?”

“Yes, and guess what?  That number could grow by the end of the week.  To his friends, mi papi was a proud Catholic—but behind their backs, he also was a beeg whore.  What I know for sure through blood tests is that I have eight siblings who are my full brothers and sisters.  And then through other blood tests there are all of these other people who are my half-brothers and sisters, all because mi papi have a wandering eye.  Or cock.  Or whatever.”

“When did you first know about the others?”

“When I got the dead Chuckie’s money.  This been going on since then—I just don’t talk about it unless I trust someone.”

“I’m glad that you trust me,” I said.

“You one of my best friends—it time that I share this with you.”

“Are you certain that all of them are your half-siblings?”

“Yeah—I sure.  I done the tests and they turned out to be legit.  Mi papi was a dog.  He cheated time and again on my poor mother, Guadalupe.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Look, the cookie, it is what it is.  Besides, none of my siblings—half or whole—don’t ask for much.  Sometimes, they just need a leetle bit of help to get through the week or the month.  And they shouldn’t be punished because our papi couldn’t keep his cock in his pants.  So I help them.  It no big deal.”

“But forty-two people,” I said.

“Oh, honey, that just the siblings,” she said with a wave of her glittering hand.  “Epifania hasn’t even talked about the cousins, the aunts, the uncles, and even the friends she used to know way back in the day who only call when they need a check.  All of them want a piece of me, and who am I to refuse them?  Look, the cookie, I got lucky with the Chuckie, OK?  Really fucking lucky, especially when that sonofabitch die and I got half a billion dollars just from being his wife?  Epifania know how lucky she got.  Because believe me, Yennifer, when you born on a banana leaf like I was?  And then you somehow become what I am today?  It would be sheet karma to turn your back on your family and friends.  Many of them desperate.  They need help.  So?  I help.”

“They’re lucky to have you,” I said.  “And I mean that.”

She lifted her martini to me and drank.

“Now, look, there’s something I wanted to ask you today,” I said.  “What are you doing Christmas eve?”

“Spending it with my Rudsy, I guess.  But that three weeks out, right?  I haven’t really thought about it yet.  Why you ask?”

“Because Alex and I are going to throw a party that night.  We’d love it if you and Rudman would come.  Please say that you will.”

“Oh, the honey, we so gonna be there!  Epifania love a party.  And just a week or so later, you gonna bring new child into the world.  It be a big celebration before your life go to hell!”

“Before my life goes to hell?” I said.

“I’m kidding!  Well, sort of.  Actually, I’m not joking at all.  Epifania not the mothering type, Yennifer.  Hell, I can’t even imagine what it would feel like to spleet open my little meow-meow for another human being, especially after I just had it tightened!  You know—I’ve seen that ‘Alien’ movie.  In fact—I fear it, because I study it close.  I think that kid of yours is gonna burst through your belly, so make sure you have a few good doctors around you, OK?  Because if that sheet happens?  Epifania telling you right now—it gonna be a mess!”
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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LATER THAT DAY, AFTER returning to Wenn, I started the guest list for the baby shower and then did some paperwork until six, when Tank drove Alex and me home to our apartment on Fifth.

As I looked out the window with Alex holding tight to my hand, I thought that the city looked beautiful.  The store windows and buildings had been decorated for the holidays, and as we passed them, I thought that the decorations were creative and stunning.  Would there be snow in Manhattan this Christmas?  I hoped so, but one never knew.  Sometimes no significant snow arrived until January.

After Tank dropped us off and we wished him well, Alex put his arm around my waist, we entered our building, took the private elevator to our penthouse suite, and as we stepped into the foyer, Alex kissed the back of my neck as he helped me out of my overcoat.

“You’re driving me wild already,” I said as I leaned into him.

“That’s the plan.”

It had been two months since we’d made love, which seemed ridiculous to me and was likely why I was so horny now.  But in the devastating wake of our miscarriage—and as my pregnancy became increasingly visible and thus more “real” to each of us—the sex had dwindled.  

We were so worried about going through another miscarriage, it was as if I’d become some sort of porcelain doll who could be broken by sexual intimacy.  Somehow, we’d become too afraid to do anything that might harm our baby, despite the fact that my doctor had said time and again that it was perfectly safe to have sex.

But neither of us had believed it.  This child meant so much to us, we had been willing to forgo our more carnal desires in an effort to protect it.

But that ended tonight.  

I was eight months into my pregnancy, and it was time to listen to my doctor’s advice.

“You’re more beautiful to me than you’ve ever been, Jennifer,” Alex said as he stood behind me.  “I say it to you every day, but I’m not sure that you believe me.  Still, it’s true.  I don’t think you’ve ever been this beautiful—or sexy for that matter.”

“Sexy?” I said with a trace of insecurity in my voice.  How could he possibly find me sexy, especially now?  I longed for the figure I once had, but that was long gone.  “I think I’m past the point of being ‘sexy,’ Alex.  I mean, look at me, for God’s sake.  I’m far from the woman you used to know.”

“You’re right,” he said.  “You’re not.  But here’s what you need to know, Jennifer—you’re carrying our child.  You’re almost at term.  And every day I look at you, I don’t think I’ve ever been more turned on by you.  Or that I’ve ever loved you as much as I do right now.  So,” he said as he took my hand and started to lead us toward the bedroom.  “How about if I show you how much I love you?  How about if I show you just how damned sexy you still are to me?  Especially now.  Particularly now.”

I knew in my heart that Alex meant what he’d said, but I still felt so uneasy about the changes in my body that I couldn’t help feeling nervous about making love to him now.  This would be the first time he’d seen me naked in months—and the very idea of it unnerved me.  Seeing me clothed was one thing.  But naked?  That was taking things to a whole new level.

I was beginning to have second thoughts about all of this when we entered the bedroom and Alex kissed me so deeply that all of my fears and insecurities fell away.  My hormones were running so high, it wasn’t lost on me that apparently I could swing from shame to lust with a mere thrust of my husband’s tongue in my mouth.

“Let me undress you,” he said.

Before he could, I dimmed the bedroom’s lights to a warm glow and then turned to him.  “How about if you undress first?” I said.

When he grinned at me, his dimples were planted so deeply in his stubbled cheeks that I could have come right then and there.  But I remained steady as I removed his suit jacket and tossed it onto a nearby chair.  I tried to keep my wits about me as I took off his gray tie, his crisp white shirt, and then the white T-shirt beneath it.  And then I just stood back and looked at his naked, muscled torso for a moment before I removed his belt and pants.

To my surprise, he wasn’t wearing underwear, and what was lifted before me—full and thick and throbbing—sent me into a state of lust.

“You’re not wearing any underwear,” I said as I looked up to meet his heated gaze.  

With an arched eyebrow, he kicked off his shoes, removed his socks, and then he turned me around so his cock was pressed against my ass.  

“Do you think I’m unaware of that?” he said in my ear as his hands ran down the length of my body.  

“Well, no.  I mean, obviously no.  It’s just that—”

“It’s just that what?”

“It’s just that you surprised me...”

“Good,” he said.  “I wanted to surprise you, and I plan to continue to surprise you.  Lift your arms over your head.”

I hesitated.

“Come on, Jennifer—because I’m not sure that I can wait much longer.  It’s been too long.  I’ve missed you.  I want to be inside you—first with my tongue.  And then with the rest of me.”

With a sense of trepidation, I lifted my arms as he’d asked, and suddenly the black dress I was wearing was off my body and flying like a shadow across the room.  Standing there with the glittering city lights stretched before me through the bank of floor-to-ceiling windows at my left, I felt Alex’s hands unclasp my bra and remove it as cool air tightened around my aroused nipples.  Deftly, he pulled down my panties and the dark hose I was wearing, and then—as naked as the day I was born—he took me by the hand and turned me around so that I faced him.  As he did so, I closed my eyes and wanted to cringe at being so exposed to him.  But when I found the courage to open my eyes and look at Alex, I felt something shift inside me when I saw the lust in his eyes.

“You’re beautiful,” he said to me.  “My God, your breasts...” 

“Are enormous,” I said to him.

Tentatively, he lifted his hands to cup and massage them, and he did it so gently, it sent my body on fire as tingles of anticipation plunged through me.

“Lie down on the bed,” he said in a deep voice.

“On my—?”

“On your back.”

Oh, dear... 

The moment I laid down, Alex went to work, pressing his tongue inside of me so tenderly, it was like an erotic tease.  I tried to look over my belly to see his face, but it was impossible.  Instead, I could only feel him, and what I felt was delicious.

Naturally, it was then that the baby started to kick.

No! I thought.  Oh, God, no.  Not now.  Go back to sleep—please.  Mommy needs this!

“Are you alright?” Alex asked as his eyes appeared over the dome of my belly.

“I’m fine,” I said in a soothing voice.  “In fact, I’m more than fine.”

“I just asked because it felt as if your body shook for a moment.”

“It probably did.  I mean, come on—look where your mouth was a moment ago.”

“Sorry—it just felt different.”  He shook his head at me.  “Never mind.”

As his head dipped from sight and he went in for the kill again, I gave in to the pleasure he was giving me.  When his tongue slid deeper inside of me, my hands instinctively went to my breasts, and as I touched them, I felt myself getting closer to my first climax of the night.  

“You’re amazing,” I said.

He growled against me.

“I’m getting close.”

His growl deepened as his tongue licked my folds, and my hands cupped my breasts even harder.  When he unexpectedly went straight for my clit and covered it with his lips, his tongue began to dart over it—and then, when he swiped his stubbled chin across the top of it—I was through.  

My back arched as I began to climax.  I writhed beneath his touch, I shouted out his name, and I squeezed my breasts so hard, I watched in horror as fluid shot straight out of them as if two fire hydrants had just been unleashed in our bedroom.  

As my climax crashed through me and I gasped in delight, horror, and despair, I realized that I’d just become the human equivalent of two fire hoses as my breasts released torrents of lactic fluid that hit the ceiling with two distinct splats before the milk rained down on each of us just as our baby slammed another fist or leg into one of my ribs.  

“What the hell?” Alex said.  “Do we have a leak?  What the fuck was that?”

“That was me!” I shouted out in shame.  “Apparently, I’m lactating early!  And of all times, this is the time that my body decides to betray me!  I’ve officially became Old Faithful!  My boobs just blew!”  

I turned on my side in embarrassment as Alex came up beside me.

“Jennifer, it’s natural,” he said as he stroked my back.

“Tell that to the dripping ceiling.  We’re going to have to have it repainted because of me.”

“Oh, come on,” he said quietly in my ear as he kissed the nape of my neck.  “You’re just lactating—that’s a good sign.”

“Whatever just came out of me is literally dripping on us now, Alex.  How can that be a good sign?”

“Let me get a towel,” he said.  “I’ll be right back—because just so you know, Mrs. Wenn, I’m not finished with you yet.  Tonight, you will get properly laid.”

Seriously?  What if my boobs blast again?  And what about you, Alex?  If you can manage to get it up after that disaster, then I seriously need to think about getting you a cape of some sort.  Because if you can, you will officially become my own private superhero.

In the end, it turned out that he was my superhero.  Because when we found the right position for us—me lying on my right side with him thrusting slowly yet deeply behind me—I began to let go of my embarrassment and instead allowed my love for my husband to sweep it aside.  Cradled in his arms with his breath hot against my neck, it soon became clear to me that this was no mercy fuck.  Alex wanted this.  Hell, he was into it.  

“Come with me,” he said.

I was so close that I did, and when I did, it was obvious that he wasn’t finished.  Because after he came, he was still throbbing inside of me, ready to go for another round, which I welcomed.  At that moment, it occurred to me that the changes in my body meant nothing to him because he was in love with me.  If I was still beautiful in his eyes, then I seriously needed to reassess what beauty meant to me, and how I needed to view my body now.

Later, when we were spent and satiated, I didn’t hesitate when Alex asked me if I’d like to join him in the shower.  He stood next to the bed, offered me his hand, and I took it.  Because Alex was so strong, he somehow made getting out of bed seem almost effortless.  I hadn’t gotten out of bed with such ease in weeks.

“You’re amazing,” I said as I kissed him.  “Thank you.”

He wrinkled his brow at me.  “For what?”

“Just for being you, Alex.  You know—the man of my dreams.” 

*  *  *
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AFTER A LONG, HOT, and relaxing shower, during which Alex washed my body and my hair, he changed the bed while I toweled off in the bathroom.  

“Do you need any help?” I called out as I applied lotion to my arms, legs, and hands.

“I’ve got this.”

A moment later, he arrived naked in the bathroom with a red-silk nightgown draped over his arm.  It was lacy and sexy, something I’d purchased on the fly at Saks months ago when I somehow thought that this late in my pregnancy, I’d actually want to wear something so alluring.  

Turns out that after tonight, I did.

“I see you in this,” he said.

I cocked my head to one side.  “Do you now?”

“Absolutely.”

After I put it on, I looked at myself in the mirror, lifted my damp hair over my shoulders, and finally saw in my reflection the glow that so many others had been seeing in me all along.  When I entered the bedroom, I noticed that the bed was made and that the covers had been turned back.  

“You look hot,” Alex said.  “And I mean seriously hot.”

Before I could tell him otherwise, he stopped me.  “You do.  I mean that.  You really do, Jennifer.”

When we got into bed, Alex laid down beside me, and we held each other close for a long while as he gently put his hand on my belly.

When our baby kicked, I turned to look at my husband with a smile before we drifted off to sleep.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER NINE
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THE NEXT MORNING AT Wenn, I sat opposite Blackwell in her office with the door closed while I waited for her to respond to all that I’d just unloaded on her.  

“When you say that you hit the ceiling, what you really meant to say was—”

“That I hit the damned ceiling, Barbara.  With milk from my ballistic boobs.”

“That simply can’t be...”

“Well, it is.  Why in the hell would I be lying about that, of all things?  It happened.  I’ve officially become a milkmaid with a couple of turbocharged tits in the bedroom.”

“How grotesque,” she said.

“As if I could help it.”

“If you had any sense of decorum, you could have kept it from happening.”

“What are you talking about?  It just happened.”

“Then perhaps you should be studied.  You know, by doctors.  People in white lab coats.  People with curious, calculating minds...”

“Hilarious.”

“No, I mean it.  You could be science’s next cutting-edge thingy.”

“I came here today looking for support, not mockery.”

“And I keep looking at your breasts hoping that they’re properly swaddled.  You know, with the thickest of padding.  Absorbent padding.  A firewall of padding.”

“So, let me get this straight.  My shame is your endgame—is that how this is going to go this morning?  I came here expecting more.”

She leaned back in her chair and gave a toss of her black bob while she popped an ice cube in her mouth.  “Seriously, Maine?” she said.  “You expect me not to run with this?  Because what you’ve just given me is comic gold.”

“What I’m telling you is deeply personal.”

“Then you should have saved it for your priest.”

“I’m being serious.  Last night was a nightmare, and it was embarrassing.  As kind as Alex was—and he was kind, you have no idea how kind he was—I need to know if this is normal, and whether I should expect it to happen again.”

“Well, of course you should expect it to happen again.  Apparently, you’ve begun lactating early, which is perfectly natural.  Some women start to lactate far earlier in their pregnancy than you have, and you can take my word on that.  Because I’ve been there myself.”

“The same thing happened to you?”

“You mean hitting the ceiling with both barrels?  Not quite.  But if you mean lactating early?  Yes.  It happened when I was pregnant with Alexa—of course it would have happened with that one.  The whole Mother Earth thing, right?  When she was in the womb, I think she was already tie-dyeing T-shirts—and I had to pay a heavy price for it.”

“What price?”

“You already know the price—you’re going through it right now.  And it was humiliating—especially since Charles wasn’t nearly as sensitive to the situation as Alex was.”  She raised her eyebrows at me.  “Do you want to know what Charles did when that particular situation happened to me?”

“What did he do?”

“He threw up.”

“Oh,” I said.  “Oh, God.  I’m so sorry—that must have been terrible.”

“Let’s just say that he wasn’t hopping out of bed and offering me towels,” Blackwell said.  “In fact, it was me grabbing the towels to clean up his mess.”

“How long into your pregnancy did this happen?”

“Five months.”

“That early?”

“Yes, that early.  And it was an unmitigated disaster.  After it happened, the sex between Charles and I dried up.  And you think that you’ve had it hard into your eighth month.”

“It’s not that I think I’ve it hard,” I said.  “It’s just that despite all of the books I’ve read about what to expect when carrying your first child, I apparently missed the chapter on sex and lactation.  Unlike you, I never had a close relationship with my mother, who might have told me of such inconveniences, and so I don’t know about any of this shit.  Again, despite all the books I’ve read—and I’ve read pretty much all of them at this point—I still feel completely unprepared for what’s to come, especially when what’s coming is me.  You know that I consider you my surrogate womb.”

“And here we go with that again!” she said.  “A slippery little label if there ever was one.”

“Whether you accept the label or not, it’s nevertheless true.”

“So it is, I suppose,” she said in a softer tone.  “Good God, Jennifer—the things you’ve saddled me with.”

“Look,” I said.  “The only reason I came here today was to ask you if you’d gone through any of this before, and apparently you have.  I just wanted to know whether it was normal or not, or if there was any reason to be alarmed that it happened.”

“Jennifer, allow me to introduce you to Google.”

“Oh, come on!  The crap you find on Google can be terrifying.  If I did a search on this, it would probably tell me that I had cancer and had two weeks to live.”

“Well,” she said.  “I do have to agree with that.  So guess what?  You’re fine.  In fact, looking at you right now, you’re as healthy as a broodmare at a county fair in Hicksville, U.S.A.  What your mother clearly never told you is that these things do happen.  For me—at least when it came to my little Earth Mother Alexa—it happened early on in the pregnancy.  As for Daniella, it didn’t happen at all, and thus we are faced with all the mysteries of the human body.”

“I suppose we are.”

“As for your little mishap last night, be thankful that you have a wonderful husband who didn’t hurl when it happened and who somehow had the fortitude to keep on making love to you despite it all.  In the face of Charles’s vomiting episode, my respect for Alex has only risen higher—if that’s even possible.”  

“I hear you,” I said.  “Just when I thought that Alex couldn’t be more gracious, he goes above and beyond, as he did last night.”

“And he sensed your appreciation, didn’t he?”

“I hope he did.  I certainly tried to show him that I did.”

“You mean—when you were on your knees...?”

“Excuse me?”

“Never mind.  Look, Jennifer, beyond the obvious one-liners about your night of to-the-moon-and-back humiliation, here’s the takeaway—Alex handled it with sensitivity and love.  Be grateful for that, because I’m here to tell you that not every man has that in him.”

“Trust me—I know that I married someone special.”

“As did he.”

“Thank you,” I said.  

“I mean it.  Now, listen to me.  I may joke and I may goad, but at the end of the day, you know very well that I mean nothing by it.  I know that this is a stressful time for you—I’m just trying to give you a few laughs because I think you might need them.”

“Even if they come at my own expense?”

“Like Chanel, the ability to laugh at ourselves never goes out of style.  So, I have to ask—when did you become so sensitive?”

“Probably when the hormones hit,” I said.

“Here’s the thing,” she said.  “When I look at you now—you know, bursting at the seams and just about ready to pop—I see someone who needs a laugh or two.  And I’m trying to give you those laughs, because I know that you need them, especially since the baby will be here before either of us knows it.”

“I’m terrified about giving birth, Barbara,” I said.

“As you should be,” she said.  “I refuse to sugarcoat what’s coming your way, because I’ve been through it twice, and it hurts like hell.”  

And then, she leaned toward me and her face softened.  

“But here’s what you also need to know—when it’s over and you’re holding your baby in your arms, I can tell you with certainty that your body just seems to miraculously recover.  The pain fades away as the love for your baby floods through you.  It’s odd, but it’s wonderful.  After hours of labor, sweating it out and pushing like hell, everything changes the moment your baby arrives.  You’ll see.”

“Will you be there in the room with me?  You know—to hold my hand?”

“But what about Alex?  Isn’t he going to be there?”

“Of course he’s going to be there, but I also want you and Lisa to be there for me.  Each of you can hold one of my hands and keep me calm while Alex walks around and frets—because that’s exactly what he’s going to do.  If either of you feel that he needs to settle down, I want you to go to him and try to ground him, because this pregnancy is also stressful for him.  This is our first child, and he’s going to need your support, just as I am.”

“Are you telling me that you want me to be in that room with the woman who has become my arch nemesis?”

“Lisa is not your arch nemesis.  You just see things differently when it comes to the baby shower.”

“To say the least!”

“And on that note, here’s my present to each of you today—when it comes to the baby shower, I’m officially out.  Whatever you want to do, do it.  At first, I thought that I should get involved, but with you two at such odds when it comes to this, I decided this morning that I’m just going to let you two duke it out and hope for the best.  And do you want to know why?”

“Please,” she said.  “Enlighten me.”

“Because I know that whatever you come up with will be perfect.  Later today, I’ll finish the guest list and email it to both of you.”

“How very kind of you.”

“Well, you did ask for it.”

“Actually, I believe that it was the one who gives birth to zombies who asked for it.”

“Oh, for God’s—”

At that moment, a knock came at the door.

“Yes?” Blackwell said.

“It’s your daughter,” Daniella said.  “May I come in?”

“Of course,” Blackwell said as she shot me a look as she stood.  “Come in.”

When Daniella entered the room and closed the door behind her, I thought that she looked chic and pretty in her sleek black-leather Prada jacket and her matching pants.  But I also saw that she looked so upset and tense that my heart wanted to reach out to her.  

Breakups could be terrible—even if this one might only be temporary, which I hoped to God was the case.  Still, it was the not knowing that could kill you.  Worse, I knew that Daniella loved Cutter to her core, as he loved her.  But what all of us also knew is that when Daniella wanted something—such as living with Cutter—she could become the devil incarnate if she didn’t get what she wanted.  Which she hadn’t.  And now just look at the mess she was in.

“Hi, Jennifer,” she said as she leaned down to kiss me on the cheek.  “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine,” I lied.  “It’s good to see you, Daniella.”

She smiled when I said that, but she didn’t respond.  Instead, just before she turned to her mother, I saw the pain in her eyes and wished that I was quick enough to say something to make her feel better.

Unfortunately, I wasn’t—because before I could think of anything, Daniella charged forward.

“Before you left for work this morning, I forgot to ask you for the credit card,” she said to Blackwell.  “Sorry about that.”

“No worries!” Blackwell said as she turned to the table behind her and reached for her handbag.  “Here,” she said after she removed a credit card from it.  “Use this one—no limit!”

“You know?” Daniella said as she took the card.  “There was a time in my life when I would have danced after hearing those words.  And knowing the ridiculous person I was before I met Cutter, I probably would have abused your generosity in the process.  But not now.  He’s shown me that I’m better than that.  Still, at your suggestion, I’ll take today to enjoy a little retail therapy with my girlfriends, who also are helping me to get me through this.”  She held up the card.  “Thanks, Mom.  I promise I won’t spend too much.  You’re the best.”

“Anytime.”

“Give me a kiss.”

“With pleasure,” Blackwell said as she kissed her daughter on the cheek.  “And please, try to have some fun.”

“I don’t even know if that’s possible right now.”

I heard the vulnerability in her voice as she looked at me.

“I suppose you’ve heard that Cutter left me?” she said.

“I have, and I’m sorry, Daniella.”

“No sorrier than I am—I screwed everything up, just as I always do.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not?  It’s true.  I wanted too much too soon.”

“But only because you know that he’s the one for you,” I said.  “You’ve always known that.  I think that you’ve been in love with him from the first moment you set eyes on him.”

“Tell that to him,” she said.  “Because although that’s true, he’s shut me out.  He won’t return my texts or my calls.  He’s gone radio silent on me.”

“He still hasn’t returned your calls or your texts?” I asked in surprise.

“He hasn’t.”

“And as I understand it, a week has gone by since he said he needed some time alone?”

“Actually, that would be eight days.”

“Well, that’s not fair,” I said.  “He can’t string you along forever.  If he continues to ignore you, at some point, you’re going to have to confront him in person.”  

And that’s when the out-of-control Daniella I knew all too well and feared started to wave her hands in the air.  

“But don’t you see?” she shouted.  “All I get is silence!  He’s doing this to me on purpose—because I was such a bitch to him!  Even though I knew that I shouldn’t push things to move faster between us, I couldn’t help myself, and so I just kept on pushing and pushing for him to agree to find an apartment so that we could live together.  And look where that’s gotten me!  Look where I am now!  Single!  Single and on the cusp of Christmas!  Single when people are about to start singing Christmas carols!  Single when it’s almost the baby Jesus’s birthday!  Single when mistletoe is about to rear it’s ugly head at whatever doorway I walk through!  And by the way—how great is that?”

“Cutter still could come around,” I said.

“I’ve heard nothing from him, Jennifer.  Nothing for eight straight days.  Come on—you’re better than that.  Let’s just be real here, OK?  Because I’m in no mood for bullshit.”

“Look,” I said as I took her by the hand.  “How about this?  Alex and I are having Christmas eve and Christmas day at our place for anyone who wants to come.  That includes Cutter, who’s been invited to each.”

And at that, Daniella looked at me wide-eyed.

“Has he said whether he’s coming?” she asked.

“Not yet.”

“Of course, he hasn’t!  That’s because he knows I’ll be there!”

“That might be the reason why, but think of it this way, Daniella.  If he does show, then you’ll soon have an answer about where your relationship stands with him—that is, of course, if you don’t know sooner.”

“Jennifer,” she said as she furrowed her brow at me.  “Don’t you get it?  My heart is on the line here.  And now you’re asking me to put a stake straight through it and wait until the holidays for some sort of resolution?  What if he doesn’t show up?  What if we’re truly through?”

“Then he’s an idiot,” I said, meaning it.  “And the more I think about it, whatever comes of this needs to be resolved soon, if only out of respect for your relationship.  How about if we give Cutter another week to shit or get off the pot?  If he continues to refuse to answer your texts and your voice messages, then I say that you need to confront him in person.”

“In person?” she said.

“This can’t go on forever, Daniella.”

“I agree,” Blackwell said.  “Look, my darling girl, you made your mistakes, but you shouldn’t have to continue to suffer for them.”

“Especially after how you cared for him on that island,” I said.  “All of us saw your devotion to him—and I know for a fact that Cutter recognizes everything you did for him because he just recently told me so himself.”

After I accidentally spilled that little bit of information—which I shouldn’t have since I’d promised Cutter that he could confide in me—I hated myself for getting so caught up in the moment that I’d say anything at all.  I was better than that.  I should have checked myself!

Apparently, the information did its job, because it stopped Daniella cold.

“He does?” she said.

I sighed.  “He does.  So let’s just wait and see what happens.  Let’s hope that this isn’t over between you two yet.  But I have to ask you this, Daniella—are you willing to step back for another week to give him the room he says that he needs?”

“Of course I am.  Jesus Christ, I’m trying my best to show restraint.  And I’m only doing so because of him.  Because I love him.  I just got ahead of myself when I suggested that we should find an apartment and live together—but clearly, we’re not on the same page when it comes to that.  Before I brought up the subject, things were so amazing between us, I can’t even tell you.  We were connected at every level!  That’s why I suggested that we move in together.  I thought that we were in the same place—that he’d also want to move in together.  But obviously that was too much too soon.  And I freaked him out!”

“Let it simmer for another week,” I said.  “If you don’t hear from him, then I recommend that you confront him in person.  Because anything beyond that is too long.  Barbara?  Your thoughts?”

“Spot on.”

“I’ll think about it,” Daniella said.

“We’ll support you either way,” I said.

And at that, Daniella leaned forward and kissed me on the cheek.  

“Thank you,” she said.  “Jennifer, regardless of what might come, you’re the best.  As I grow older, I see what Alex sees in you, you know?  Your heart.  And how good you are to the people you love.  I only hope that I can be that same person to Cutter—if he gives me a chance.”

“He might,” Blackwell said.

“My heart is on my sleeve right now, Mom,” Daniella warned.

“I understand that it is, but I’ve also seen how that young man looks at you, and from that look alone, I know that he loves you.  So, however you want to move forward with this situation, you have our love and support.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“Alright then,” Blackwell said.  “So, enough of this.  Get thee to some retail therapy.  Spend as much as you want.  And try to enjoy your day out with your girlfriends, OK?  Commiserate with them because I think you need to.  And if you ever feel the need, please reach out to either me or Jennifer about anything that’s concerning you, because we’re both here for you.  And we always will be.”

“We will,” I said.  “You have my cell—use it if you need to talk, Daniella.  And please, don’t ever hesitate if you want to talk.”

“I appreciate that,” Daniella said with emotion in her voice as she gave her mother a hug and a kiss before she went toward the office door.  “More than either of you know.” 

She looked so upset, I tried my best to lift her spirits before she left.

“Daniella, before you go, I have to say that you look especially pretty today.”

“Thank you for that,” she said.  “But let’s not fool anyone here, Jennifer.  I came here looking like this because I knew there was a good a chance that I might run into him.  And if that happened—which it still might—I wanted him to see me looking my very best.  Christ,” she said.  “I mean, let’s just face it.  I wanted him to see exactly what he’d be missing if he does decide to leave me.”

*  *  *
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“MY DAUGHTER IS AN EMOTIONAL wreck,” Blackwell said in despair after the door closed behind Daniella.  “Since she’s been seeing Cutter, she’s been happier and lighter, and not nearly as moody or as reactive as she used to be.  The idea that she might regress to whom she was before Cutter is tearing me apart.  I hate seeing her so unhappy.”

“Me too.”

“You were very kind to her just then.  I want to thank you for that.”

“I love Daniella—why wouldn’t I be kind to her?  Before Cutter, Daniella often came off as a spoiled, difficult bitch.  But since she’s been dating Cutter,  you’re right.  He has changed her.  He’s made her see the world in ways that she never saw it before.  She has grown up because of him.”

“I agree.  And because of how you just took the time to counsel my daughter, I’ve decided that I will hold onto one of your hands when you’re ready to deliver that baby of yours, and I’ll be happy to do so with Lisa as she holds your other hand.  With Alex, Lisa, and me in the room—you’ll have all the support you need.  That I can promise you.”

I was so hormonal at this point in my pregnancy, I almost cried when she said that.  But I didn’t—Blackwell had a no-tears policy that I needed to respect.

“Thank you,” I said.  “And Barbara, about the baby shower, please just do what you two want.  I have so much on my mind right now, I really don’t care about how any of it turns out—and I don’t mean that as an insult.  Or to be rude.  I’m just so sidetracked by how the delivery will go, a baby shower is the least of my worries.  So, please, work with Lisa and do with it as you will.”

“Listen to me,” she said.  “The shower will be fine—my arch nemesis and I will get through it, and I have a feeling that we’ll be back to being friends in the end.”

“Then let’s leave it at that,” I said.  “Because right now, I can’t have my best friends at war with each other.”

“Then we won’t be,” she said.  “Trust me on that, OK?  Things just got a little heated between us.  Egos got in the way.  But that also can end today.  So, shoo!  Get to work.  Let me call Lisa now and start to build the bridge that will lead us to the kind of baby shower you’ll be proud of.”

“I appreciate that,” I said.

As I stood, Blackwell came forward and gave me a hug.  “And I appreciate that you have my daughter’s best interests at heart.  Thank you, my dear.  How you just handled her a moment ago?  It was like watching a master class on dealing with relationships on the edge of ruin.  I couldn’t be more grateful for how you handled the situation.”

She kissed me on both cheeks before I left.

“Now,” she said.  “Let me call that zombie-loving harpy of yours so we can give you the shower you deserve.”
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CHAPTER TEN
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WHEN THE BIG DAY FINALLY came—my baby shower, not the birth of my child, which couldn’t come soon enough—Alex and Tank helped me out of the limousine when we arrived at Wenn early that morning.

As they assisted me out of the car and onto the sidewalk, I couldn’t help feeling that they were handling me as if I were a Fabergé egg.

“Guys, I’m not going to break—I promise,” I said as we moved through the crowds on Fifth Avenue and then into the building itself.  

“We’re just being careful, Jennifer,” Tank said.

“And I appreciate that,” I said as I placed my hand on his arm.  “I really do, Tank.  I’m just not used to the kind of attention I’ve been getting lately.”

“With the baby coming so soon, you deserve this kind of attention,” Alex said against my ear as he wrapped his arm protectively around me.

He was wearing a long, fitted black overcoat that couldn’t contain his muscular physique, and his eyes held a wealth of emotions—worry for my wellbeing, excitement for what was to come, and concern that I might be overdoing it now, especially since the baby had officially dropped yesterday.  I looked up at him and could see that this pregnancy had nearly been as hard on him as it had been on me.  I needed to own that.  So if he wanted to treat me as if I were a Fabergé egg, then so be it.  

I’d do anything for my man.

“Thank you,” I said as I gently took hold of his collar and pulled him close to me.  “You’ve been nothing short of a champ throughout all of this.  I love you for taking care of me the way that you have.  At this point, I feel beyond spoiled by you, Tank, Cutter, Blackwell, Lisa and Epifania.  It’s just that sometimes I also feel a bit claustrophobic, and then the hormones start to kick in, which clearly turn me into a monster.”

“You’ve never once been a monster since you’ve been pregnant, Jennifer,” Alex said.”

“I sure as hell feel that I have.  And I apologize for it now.”

“But that hasn’t been the case,” he said seriously.  “Not once.”

“I don’t know, maybe I’ve just been too worked up lately.  Because I’ll freely admit it—I’m scared to death about giving birth, Alex.  Please don’t judge me on this, but if giving birth becomes too painful, I plan to scream out for an epidural.  Or for a piece of leather to bite down on.”

“Why not have the epidural?” he said.  “They’re completely safe—I’ve Googled it.”

“You have?”

“I did.”

“You’re the best,” I said.

He kissed me on the forehead.  “And I love you.  Even if I do think that you should have stayed home today.”

“But today is the shower,” I said.  “I don’t know what Lisa and Blackwell have in mind for it, and I really don’t care because I trust them.  Whatever they’ve come up with will be lovely.  But once the shower is over?  I am so done, I can’t tell you.  After the last present is unwrapped, this girl is out of here.  I plan on going home and bingeing on Netflix.”

“I’m happy to hear that,” Alex said.  “Tank will take you home.  And look, Jennifer, I know that you are no fool.  I know that you can sense where your body is at this moment.  My best advice when it comes to today is just to enjoy it for what it is—a celebration of you and our baby.  I hope that you have fun.  Are you ready to go up?”

I nodded at him and then looked over at Tank, who was standing beside us.  “See you in a few hours?” I said.

“Absolutely.  And have a terrific shower, Jennifer.  You deserve it.”

“Thanks, Tank.  And by the way, while I have your ear, would you mind being a sport and giving birth for me?”

“Not in the cards for me, ma’am.”

“How about if we deal from a new deck?”

“With my plumbing, still not in the cards...”

I shrugged at him.  “Nobody can say that I didn’t try.  Anyway, wish me luck, you two.  Because who in hell knows what Lisa and Blackwell have in store for me.”

“I know,” Tank said.

But before I could question him on what he knew, he gave me a sly smile and then left the lobby, leaving Alex and me to ourselves.

“You really don’t think it will be that bad, do you?” Alex said as he kissed me.

“Actually, no,” I said.  “Because when it comes to those two?  I have faith in them.  Today will be whatever today is, and I know that they will have done their best.  So!” I said.  “Let’s go.  And let’s see what comes at noon, when this shower thing is supposed to start.” 

*  *  *
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WHEN ALEX AND I ARRIVED at the forty-seventh floor, we started toward our offices with his hand holding mine while, in the distance, I could hear the phone ringing and Ann answering it.

“And here we go,” I said.  “Another busy day.”

“You mean, ‘here I go,’” he corrected.  “You’re just doing a bit of paperwork, finishing up, and then enjoying your shower, remember?”

“I remember...”

The thought of leaving Wenn behind for the next three months was something I had mixed emotions about.  I loved working here, especially with my husband.  But there was another part of me that was looking forward to spending three whole months with our baby—taking care of it and loving it.  I knew that Blackwell, her girls and my friends would be frequent visitors, so what I saw ahead of me was letting go of Wenn for a while so I could welcome motherhood—and all that it involved.

When we reached Ann, she was behind her desk with the receiver in her hand.  I looked at the blinking light on the phone and knew that whomever was on the line was on hold.

She blushed when she saw me.

“Ann, what’s wrong?” I asked.

“I was about to hang up, but when I heard the elevator doors opened, I decided not to.”

“I don’t understand...?”

“Do you know an Ava Kent?” she asked.

At the sound of my mother’s name, my throat went tight.

“She’s claiming to be your mother.  And frankly, she sounds angry.  Since I heard both of you coming down the hallway, I wanted to make certain that this wasn’t a fraud before I told her to have a good day.”

“No,” I said as a chill shot through me.  “My mother’s name is Ava.  I haven’t heard from her or my father since Lisa and I moved to New York.  Not that I expected to hear from them—but still.”  Since Ann was a good friend, I fessed up.  “Between us, my mother is an alcoholic, Ann, as is my father.  The last I knew, my mother was in prison.”  I nodded toward the phone.  “What's the area code?”  

She looked at the caller I.D.  “207...”

“That’s Maine, where they live.”

“She’s demanding to speak with you,” Ann said.  “For whatever reason, she sounded very angry on the phone, which concerns me.  Jennifer, you don’t need this right now.”

The very thought of talking to my mother after so many years made my knees weak.  My parents had caused me such great emotional and physical pain, I had no idea what I’d say to my mother now.  And after all this time, why was she even calling me?  Why hadn’t she reached out to me sooner?  My mother was no fool—if anything, she was a cunning, calculating woman who probably knew from the press alone that I had long been married to a billionaire.  When Alex and I married, I’d expected to hear from one of them for a handout, but the call never came.  And because of that alone, I’d long suspected that they were happy that I was out of their lives.

But now my mother was on the line, and I had to wonder why.  

Has my father died?  Is that why she’s calling?  Because if that isn’t the reason, then why is she calling?

I needed to end this.

“Put her through to my office,” I said to Ann.

“Jennifer, she’s aggressive,” Ann said.  “If you’re going to take this call, you need to know that.”

I felt my core grow cold when Ann said that, but I knew my mother, and so I kept steady.  “This is nothing I haven’t dealt with before, Ann.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Ann, my relationship with my parents is one of the reasons I fled Maine for Manhattan.  I never wanted to burden you with that information.  In fact, I never wanted anyone but Alex to know the truth about the people who gave birth to me.  Beyond Alex, only Lisa and Blackwell know.”

“I’m a vault,” she said.  “Nothing personal escapes my lips when it comes to either of you.”

“We know that you are, and we appreciate it.”

“Jennifer,” Alex said to me.  “Are you sure that you want to talk to her?  Is this even the right moment for that?”

“Look, even more than my mother, my father is a serious alcoholic who never has been in good health.  His side of the family is filled with heart issues.  For all I know, he could be dead, which might be the reason for the call.  Ever since I moved here, they’ve left me alone—even after I married Alex.  They’ve never come asking for money, which is in their nature to do—so trust me that this could be serious.  If my father is unwell or dead, I should take the call for that reason alone.”

“Think twice about this,” Alex said.

“At the end of the day, she’s my mother, Alex.  And if she’s insisting that I take her call after so many years of not hearing a word from her, then clearly something is wrong.  My mother is my mother.  If she’s waited this long to reach out to me, she didn’t do so without purpose.  She’s a drunk, and she’s always had this weird sense of entitlement about herself.  Maybe it’s because she’s bright, but for whatever reason, she’s always felt that she’s better than everyone else.  So,” I said as Alex helped me out of my coat,  “put her through to me in a few minutes, Ann.  Let me close the door, settle in, and I’ll deal with this alone.”

“I should be with you,” Alex said.

“No,” I said.  “Not with her on the phone.  She can be manipulative, which means that I need to think clearly and have no distractions.  For now, this is something I need to handle on my own.”
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WHEN I CLOSED MY OFFICE door behind me, I took a deep breath, tossed my coat onto the sofa, and then sat at my desk while Ann did exactly what I’d asked of her—she gave me a few moments to collect myself before she put my mother through.

When the phone rang, I steeled myself and answered the line.

“This is Jennifer,” I said.

“Oh, is it?” she said.  “After all these years, I’d barely recognize your voice.  Do you recognize mine?  It’s your mother.”

And so it was—I’d know her voice anywhere.  In fact, given the undertone of anger and sarcasm I heard in it, I knew it all too well.  

“I could pick out your voice in a line-up,” I said to her.

“Already with the prison insults—always so quick, Jennifer.”

“Right,” I said.  “And by the way, it’s nice of you to call.  I believe it’s been...what?  Five years or so since we last talked?”

“You’ve got our number, girl.  The phone goes both ways.”

“So it does.  But here’s the thing, Ava,” I said, addressing her by her first name because I refused to call her by any other.  “I never wanted to talk to you again.”

“Clearly.”

“Can you blame me?”

“I can.  In fact, I do.”

“Then you don’t remember how you raised me, and you especially don’t remember the fight we had when I left Maine.  You remember—the one in which you said to me that if I walked out the door, I’d never have a relationship with you again?  That I should expect to never hear from either one of you again?  That I’d be dead to each of you?  Do you recall saying that?”

“I do.  It was a bright spot in my week.”

“Then I suppose you also remember calling me a cunt when I left the house to meet Lisa in the driveway?  Because I sure as hell remember it.  I’ve never forgotten it.  So I have to wonder why you’re calling me now, Ava.  Are you calling from the clink?  Or is my father dead and you’re calling because you need money to bury him?  Which is it?  Why are you calling me after all these years?  Are you calling to hurt me?  To shame me in some way?  Because that’s been your pattern since I was a kid.”  Before she could answer, I waved a hand in the air, as if I could wipe away all the years of abuse with a swift flick.  “At this point in our relationship?  Here’s where we stand, Ava—I’m giving you one minute to tell me why you’re calling.  This conversation ends if you don’t get to the point—and fast.”

“Well, listen to you,” she said to me with fury in her voice.  “Calling your own mother by her first name.  Is this how you respect the woman who gave birth to you?  Who fed and cared for you?”

“Cared for me?” I said in exasperation.  “Is that what you did for me, Ava?  You cared for me?”

“I did care for you.  I nursed you, for God’s sake.  I wiped that smelly ass of yours, I bathed you, and I clothed you.  And by the way, Jennifer, what the fuck has become of you?  The only reason you dare to speak to me like this now is because you somehow landed yourself a billionaire.  Apparently, you think that you can talk to me like that.  But I’m telling you this, Mrs. Wenn—you can’t.  You need to show me the respect I deserve.”

“Give me one reason to.”

“Excuse me?”

“How about this?” I said.  “Let’s just get to the point, Ava.  Why are you calling?  Why the sudden outreach?  I have a busy day ahead of me, and I sure as hell have no time in it for you.”

In a girly, mocking voice, she said, “Maybe it’s because you’re so close to giving birth.  Maybe I wanted to rattle you before the big day arrives.  Hell, Jennifer, maybe I called because I wanted to force you into early labor so that you can feel the pain I went through when you were born.”

“You know what?  I’m not doing this.  Best to you and the monster you’re married to.  Goodbye—”

“Hang up on me, and I’ll call Alex myself,” she said in a threatening tone.  “And trust me on this, sugar—if I do call, I plan on telling him that you weren’t as pure as he thought you were when he first married you.  Because here’s what I know about you, darling daughter—you’ve never had the guts to tell him the truth, have you?  No, I didn’t think so.  You’ve been living a lie, and I’m about to reveal the truth to smash you two apart.”

And there it was—the truth that only she, my father, and I knew.  I was so ashamed about what my father had done to me when I was a child that I’d never been able to tell even Lisa about it.  His molestation of me was my deepest, darkest, most intimate, and humiliating secret—and my mother was about to use it against me.  

This was the reason for the call, and because I knew what was coming next, I never had felt so betrayed.  I wanted to burst into tears that my own mother would sink so low to hurt me, but since I knew who she was—just how ugly she was—I tried my best to remain strong as she spoke.

“What would those New York tabloids think if your mother happened to call them out of the blue and agree to be interviewed about how your father put his hands on you when you were a little girl?” she asked.  “Well, goodness, what would the world think if they knew the truth about the great Jennifer Wenn?  To be more precise, Jennifer, what would your husband think about you for not telling him about your past?  For lying to him by not revealing to him what your daddy did to you...?”

“What makes you think that I haven’t told—”

“Don’t fuck around me with me, girl, because I know that you haven’t.  You’ve said nothing to Alex about any of it—that’s who you are.  And I know who you are.  You’ve kept this a secret from him.  And you and I both know that if he found out now, it could destroy your marriage.  Am I wrong?”

At that moment, my head was spinning so fast that I said nothing.

“So I’m not,” she said, seizing my silence.  “What a surprise.  You’re as deceptive and devious as you claim your father and me to be.”

“Don’t you ever equate me with either of you after what you did to me.  You could have stopped him when it was happening, but you chose not to.  You knew he came into my bedroom when I was asleep at night, and what he did to me there.  You knew that for years he put his hands on me.  The only reason I escaped it all is because I somehow had the sense to tell my fourth-grade teacher about it.  You remember Mr. Gardner?  Yes, I bet you do.  He wanted to go straight to the police then and there, but I begged him not to because I knew that my sorry ass of a father would beat the shit out of me if he did.  But Mr. Gardner still found a way to act, because he’s the one who came to our house and threatened my father.  He’s the one who told him that he would go to the police if he didn’t stop.  And you know what, Ava?  I’ve always wanted to ask you this—how did you ever sleep at night knowing that your husband was molesting your own child for four years?”

“A cheap bottle of vodka can get you through anything, honey.  And beyond that, I needed your father at that point, and so did you.  He was working hard for us then—covering the bills, including the ones that kept you and I eating.  You should be grateful that he got up each morning and worked his ass off for us.”

“I’ll never be grateful to that bastard,” I said.  “Or to you.  I might have loved you when I was a young, but I sure as hell don’t love you now.  And trust me on this—I want nothing to do with you now.”

“Well, I guess right now that isn’t the case, is it?  Because here’s the thing, Jennifer.  After sitting for years on the sidelines and not hearing a word from you, Ava’s out for revenge.  Ave’s about to call in her chips.”

“So let me guess—you want money?”

“Oh, I do!  Millions.  In fact, tens of millions—because I’ve been following you on Google for years, baby girl, and I know what you’re worth.  I’ve been waiting for you to be at your most vulnerable, which I have a fairly good idea is right about now.  According to the tabloids, the whole world is waiting in anticipation for the new addition to the Wenn family, but what if that moment was shattered when I tell the truth that you were molested?  And that you married Alex without ever telling him?  What would your husband or those who fawn over you think if they knew that you were a sham when you went into that gilded marriage of yours?”

Just hearing those words from my mother made me want to cry, but I kept it together—because there was no way in hell that this woman was going to get tears from me.

“What do you want from me?” I asked.

“Twenty million.”

“You better get real on that figure, bitch.”

She just laughed when I said that.

“Jennifer, your father and I are serious about this, even if it does expose his past transgressions, which happened so many years ago, he legally can’t go to prison for it now.  We’ve researched the law.  What we want is for the money to be in our account by tomorrow at noon.  If we don’t get it, I plan to go public with the tabloids and destroy every glittering image the world has of you.  Sure, everyone loves you now.  But when they hear how you deceived your husband, what will they think of you then?”

As rattled as I was, I managed to keep my voice steady.

“Even if I did agree to pay you off, you’d just threaten me again once you’ve gone through the money.”

“Who’s to say, baby girl?  I’m ruling out nothing.”

“You’d really do this to your own daughter?”

“What daughter?  You abandoned us the moment you got rich.  I don’t have a fucking daughter.  I don’t even consider you my daughter!  And if I have to, I’ll do anything to get what I want.  I’ll do anything to get what your father and I deserve.”

“I’m getting off the phone now,” I said.  “It was great speaking with you, Ava.  I’d like to say that your time in prison changed you, but it clearly hasn’t.  You’re the same bitch I used to know.”

“Really?” she said.  “Are you really going to try to shake me off now, girl?  It doesn’t work like that, honey.  Not today it doesn’t.”

“I’m hanging up.”

“Then you should know this before you go,” she said.  “Listen to me very carefully, because what you need to understand is that I’ve already looked up every reporter I need to get in touch with when it comes to revealing your awful truth to the world.  I plan to tell each of them your history with your father.  Beyond that?  I will go on record with it.  And while I know that I’ll take my share of abuse because I didn’t protect you from him, I plan to soften that blow by telling the press that for years your father did this behind my back, and that I didn’t know any of it until recently, when you told me so yourself out of anger.”

“You knew all along,” I said.  “And you did nothing!”

“Who gives a shit?  What you need to know is that this is what I’m telling the press.  I’ll tell them that when it was happening, I was sleeping, because I sure as hell knew nothing about it.  I’ll tell them I was shocked when you revealed it to me.”

“And they’ll be hearing this from a woman who just got out of prison for fraud,” I said.  “And they’ll know if they print any of your bullshit that Wenn will sue their asses.  So good luck with that, lady.”

“They’re tabloids, Jennifer—they get sued all the time.  And don’t you see?  I’m willing to stand behind my words.  I won’t back down for anyone.”

“Why are you doing this?” I asked.  “If you needed money, why didn’t you just come to me?  I would have given it to you.  Why this?”

“Because I hate you,” she said.  “I’ve hated you ever since my husband took a liking to you over me when you were just six.  I was in the prime of my life at that point, and yet he stopped fucking me because it was obvious he’d rather fuck you.  I stopped loving you then, Jennifer.  I even thought about killing you.  And believe me, if he had penetrated you?  I would have killed both of you, so you can count your blessings for that.”

She cleared her throat.  

“I’ll end with this—if you don’t come through with the money by noon tomorrow, the world is about to look at you with fresh eyes.  And so is your husband.  If I fail to hear from you in twenty-four hours, I plan to smear your name as far and as wide as I can.  I will ruin your reputation.  And I will taint Wenn Enterprises in the process.  And when I do that?  No one in your circle will ever look at you the same way again, least of all your precious Alex, who will probably drop your ass the moment he hears the news.”  
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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WHEN I HUNG UP THE phone, I put my head in my hands and felt my heart break again.  My mother had broken it so many times before, a part of me was numb to it, but since leaving Maine for Manhattan, I didn’t think that she’d ever have the power to do that to me again.  And yet she’d found a way—and right now?  It hurt like hell.

As I sat there on the verge of tears, I knew two things—Alex would be waiting in his office to hear what my mother had said to me, and that I was scared to death to tell him what it was.  

How would he see me when I told him the truth?  I had no idea, but it frightened the hell out of me.

Still, I now had no choice but to tell him about my past, and that embarrassed me as much as it humiliated me.  What my father did to me had happened so long ago, I’d never told anyone about it, if only because of the deep sense of shame I associated with it.  It was the one secret I kept to myself—something that I shared with no one—because if people knew that I’d been molested, I also knew that it would forever change their perception of me.  

And now my mother was planning to tell the entire world about it...

When the tears came, I blinked them away, knowing that I had no choice but to accept that she would go through with this if we didn’t give her the money she demanded.  But I needed Alex’s advice before that happened, which meant that he was about to learn about the darkest period in my life, and the very thought of it made me want to wretch.

When I got up from my desk, the baby kicked with such ferocity that for a moment I felt nauseated—as if I was about to throw up.  I opened my office door, looked over at Ann, who was busy organizing files, and asked her if Alex was with anyone.

“No,” she said.  “He’s been so worried about you, he cancelled his eight o’clock.  He’s waiting for you in his office—”

And then she stopped and looked at me before she stood.  

“Jennifer, are you alright?  You’re as white as a ghost.  Is it the baby?  Are you OK?”

“It’s not the baby,” I said.

“Then it was the phone call...”

I nodded at her, and she came toward me and took my hand.  

“You’re sweating,” she said.  “And your heart is beating so fast, I think you need to sit down.  Let me get Alex.  I can’t have you fainting on me, not in your condition.”

“I’ll be alright, but thank you, Ann.  I’m just a little rattled, that’s all.  I’ll get through this.”

Will I?

That’s the thing—I didn’t know.

She took me by the arm, looked hard at me as she assessed my condition, and then she led me across the room to my husband’s office, where I’d have to come clean.

“Listen to me,” she said.  “Whatever happened between you and your mother, I’m sorry about all of it.  It obviously has upset you on the very day that’s supposed to be your day.”  She knocked twice on Alex’s door.  “If you ever need to talk, I hope you know that you can always talk with me.”

“I know that—and if I need to, I will.”

And I would.  Ann and I had been through so much together over the years, I considered her far more than a colleague.  She was a friend.

When Alex’s door swung open, his eyes widened when he saw me, and I already knew why.  After Ann’s reaction when she first saw me, I knew I probably looked like a mess.

“Ann, can you get her some water?” Alex said.

“Right away.”

“Jennifer,” he said.

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

He took me in his arms as I stepped into the office.

“What’s wrong?  I’ve never seen you looking so shaken or pale.  What did she say to you?  Why did she call?”

“Alex,” I said as I sat on his sofa.  “You and I need to talk.”

“About what?” he said as he sat next to me.

“About my past.”

“What past?  There’s nothing I don’t know about you.”

My heart sank when he said that, because he deserved better.  He should have known everything about me before we’d gotten married.

“I’m afraid there is,” I said.

A knock came at the door, Alex called out for Ann to come in, and when she did, she had two bottles of water for us.

“Thank you,” I said as I took mine.

“If either of you needs anything, I’m just outside.”

When she left, I turned to Alex and met his eyes with my own.

You’re the love of my life and I’ve betrayed you, I thought.  I should have told you this from the start, but I didn’t know what to say.  How to even begin.  How to tell you what that bastard did to me.  I’m so sorry, Alex.  You deserve better than me...

“Jennifer, what’s wrong?” he said.

Right now?  So much is wrong, Alex, I don’t even know where to start.

“Why did she call?” he asked me.  “Why now?  Does she want something?”

I took a deep breath and faced him.  “Alex, there’s something about my life that I haven’t told you,” I said as my heart began to race again.  

“But you can tell me anything—you have to know that by now.”

“That’s the thing,” I said.  “What I’m about to tell you is something I’ve never told anyone—not even Lisa—because I’m so embarrassed and ashamed of it, I’ve never, ever wanted to discuss it with anyone.  But now I have no choice but to do just that with you, which is something I never wanted to do because I’ve always been too scared to do so.”

I’m frightened that you might leave me...

“What is it?” he asked.  “What happened between you and your mother?”

It took me a moment to collect myself, and then in a rush of words, I told him everything.  And when I was finished telling him, the silence that pulsed between us nearly killed me.  How was he processing this information?  Did he want to leave me because of it?  I wouldn’t blame him if he did.  And if that’s what he wanted, I wouldn’t get in his way.  I’d make it as easy as I could for him to do so.

“Look,” I said.  “If you want a divorce, I understand.  I’ll just walk away.  And please believe me when I say this, Alex—I don’t want your money, despite the prenup.  In fact, we can just tear it up.  It will be a clean break, and as devastated as I’ll be, each of us can move on with our lives, and we can share custody of our child.”

“What are you talking about?” he said.  “Do you seriously believe that I’d leave you over this?”

“But I told you nothing about any of it before we married,” I said.  “I should have told you.  I should have, Alex.”

“Jennifer, we all have our secrets.  And yours is so personal and serious, if it had happened to me, I can’t imagine myself telling anyone either.  You were only six when this began.  You were nine when it ended.  Those four years must have been hell for you.”

“They were.  And my mother not only knew about it, but she refused to do anything about it.  It was only when I told one of my teachers at school that he intervened and it finally stopped.”

“Did your father go to prison for it?”

“No,” I said, and then I told him how I’d begged Mr. Gardner not to go to the police because then I’d forever be known as that girl—the one who had been molested.  “Besides,” I said.  “Looking back on it now as an adult?  My father would have won in the end.  Since he never penetrated me, there would have been no physical evidence to back up my claims.  He just...touched me.  And because of that, he likely would have walked away free while I’d still have to live with it for years.  What he did to me had a profound effect on me.  There’s a reason I was a virgin when first I met you—and this is the reason.  Before you, I trusted no man because of what that son of a bitch did to me.  But you?  When you entered my life, you somehow blasted through all of the walls I’d spent years building around me.  I don’t know how you did it, but you made me want to trust another man again.  Alex, I’m so sorry for all of this.  I wish I’d had the courage to tell you sooner, but what he did to me was so humiliating that I’ve never been able to even speak about it.  Before this morning, I thought that all of it was history.  And now my mother calls out of the blue asking us to pay them twenty million dollars or she’ll go public.”

“She was just recently released from prison, right?”  

“Yes.”

“Do you know if she’s on parole?”

“I have no idea.”

“Jennifer, you do realize that she just committed a crime, don’t you?”

“A crime?” I said.

“Yes—extortion.  She threatened to expose your past in exchange for money.”

Why hadn’t I seen that?  I knew better, but Alex was right.  I was so caught up in the moment, for whatever reason, I hadn’t seen it.

“I should have known better,” I said.  “I should have called her out on it, but I didn’t.  I didn’t see it.”

“It’s because she rattled you,” he said as he wrapped his arm around me and leaned in to kiss me gently and reassuringly.  “It’s because she terrified you with something you had no control over.  Now, look at me,” he said.

I felt so ashamed, it took all I had to look him in the eyes.  And even when I did, all I felt was my own betrayal.

“I love you,” he said.  “Whatever happened to you changes nothing between us, OK?  Are you hearing me?  Because looking at you right now, I don’t think you are.  But here’s what I need you to hear,” he said in a firmer voice.  “I’m so sorry that that happened to you, I can’t even begin to tell you.  Jennifer, I love you so much, all I ever want to do is protect you.  When you were young, I couldn’t then, could I?  But now I can.  And we’re going to fight back.  We’re going to shut your parents down once and for all.”

“What are you talking about?” I said.

“Would you be willing to share what happened with Tank and Blackwell?”

“No,” I said.  “This is private—it’s just between us.”

“I’m not asking you for just any reason, but for a specific reason.  Jennifer, if your mother does what she threatened to do, everyone will know about it. We might be able to prevent that from happening, but for this, we’ll need support.  You have to talk to them.  Please, trust me on this.  Right now, we need the sharpest minds in the room.  So what do you say?  We fight?”

I was exhuasted when I said, “I need my parents out of my life, Alex.  I escaped from them for a reason.”

“Then we fight.  But we’ll need Tank and Blackwell to make certain that we miss nothing.  I can’t do it on my own, and neither can you.  We need to build a team that can destroy them, and we’re that team.  What do you say?”

Would Blackwell or Tank ever betray me?  Never.

My gaze flicked over and caught Alex’s.  “Call them in,” I said with sense of resolve.  “Let’s fight back—and let’s fight back hard.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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“WELL,” BLACKWELL SAID in a comforting tone when I finished telling Tank and her what my father had done to me.  “That explains a lot, doesn’t it, my dear?  You waited to give yourself to another man for reasons I never knew or could ever have fathomed, even in my darkest of hearts.  And because now that I know the reason why you waited to be with Alex, I love you even more, if that’s even possible.  Thank you for having the courage to share your story with Tank and me.  And also for trusting in Alex from the start.  In the beginning, trusting him couldn’t have been easy for you.  I have a feeling that you went through a period of deep self-preservation before you even entertained the idea of allowing him into your life.”

“I think we all saw how I behaved at the start,” I said.

“We did, and now we know why.”  She was sitting on the sofa next to me and put her hand reassuringly on my knee.  “No one in this room is judging you, Jennifer, and we never will for what that bastard of a father did to you when you were such a young girl.  You need to know that.”

This was so awkward for me, I didn’t reply.  Because after revealing everything to those closest to me, I felt like a sham and an empty shell.  And since I’d gone ahead and shared this with them, I also knew that at some point soon, I needed to tell Lisa, the very person I’d betrayed the most.  How would she react when she realized that I hadn’t trusted her enough to tell her what my father had done to me—especially when it happened when we were children?  I didn’t know what to expect when I told her, and the thought of her reaction terrified me as much as it overwhelmed me.

When Blackwell took my hand in hers, I could feel her love for me, which said to me that despite everything I’d just shared, there really was no judgment in the room.  And the relief I felt from that alone was profound.  

“You’ve been a fighter your whole life, haven’t you?” Blackwell said.  “Yes, you have.  And your courage and your resolve continue to deepen my admiration of you.  You’ve risen from the ashes, Jennifer, and even now, you continue to rise from them, because you’re going to work with us to shut your mother down.  So listen to me when I say this—every person in this room has your back right now.  All of us.  Every one.”

“Short of giving her the money, how can we stop her from going to the press?” I asked.

“We’ll trick her,” Tank said.  “And then, if you’re willing, we’ll bring in Wenn legal and let them take care of the rest.”

“Trick her?” I said.  “Tank, with all due respect, I don’t think you know what we’re dealing with when it comes to my mother.  Yes, she’s a drunk, but she’s also smart as hell.  If she believes for one moment that I’m about to trick her into something, she’ll call me out on it and God only knows what will happen next.”

“She said she expected to hear back from you in twenty-four hours?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Then, here’s what I suggest—you call her back now.  And when you do?  Listen to me closely.  We’re going to tape her.  What I need from you is to get her to say what she said to you earlier.”

“It won’t work.  She’s too smart.  She’ll see straight through it.”

“Then find a way around it,” he said to me.  “Because you’re also smart, Jennifer, and I need you to manipulate her.  Become the snake that she is, but bite back and bite back hard.  Get her to admit what she’s done to you on tape, and if you do so, I can promise you this—all of this will be behind us before you know it.”

*  *  *
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WHEN I CALLED MY MOTHER, I did so on speakerphone so everyone in the room could hear the conversation and Tank could tape it.

“Ava?” I said when my mother answered.

Her voice was like ice when she said, “Jennifer?  So soon?  I’m surprised.”

“I have a baby shower to go to in two hours.  I want this settled.”

“A baby shower?  Well, how nice of you to invite me...”

“Why don’t we just cut through the bullshit and get to the point?  I’ve given this some thought, and the twenty million you’re demanding from me is ridiculous.  In fact, it’s extortion.”

“Please...”

“In fact, it is.  Here’s the deal, Ava—I’ve decided to give you nothing.  My suggestion to you is that you go ahead with your plans to expose what my father did to me.  Tell the world that he molested me.  Yes, plenty of people will talk, but what you don’t know is that, for the most part, people like me in this city, and I’ll mostly get sympathy for what he did to me.  And guess what else is coming if you go forward with your pathetic threat of exposing what he did to me?  I will immediately start a foundation for young girls who have gone through what I went through, and that will be a public relations win for me and for Wenn.  That said—and the reason for my call—is that you should know that if you do go forward with this, you will be faced with a lawsuit that is so huge it will bankrupt you.  Alex and I will sue the hell out of you if you tell the world that my father molested me—”

“Stop right there,” she said.  “Enough!  I don’t even know what you’re talking about.  But I do know that you’re taping me now.  I’m no fool, girl, but good try.”

An idea occurred to me when she said that, and I laughed.  “Ava, don’t you get it?  You’ve already been taped.  Wenn Enterprises is an international company, for God’s sake.  For legal and security reasons alone, Wenn tapes all of its phone calls.  I engaged you in our last conversation for that very reason—to get you to lay out what you planned to do to me, and how much money you wanted from me to keep quiet about it.  My decision to give you nothing has zip to do with you being taped right now, because you already were taped when you first called me.  I got everything I needed from you in our last conversation.  You were had then!”

“The hell I was...”

“Sorry, Ava, but you were.  I’ve always been smarter than you, and look at us now—the streak continues.  When you threatened to tell the press that my father molested me?  Sure, it shook me at first—I’ll admit that, because I still can’t believe that my own mother would betray me like that.  But once I pulled myself together, I just gave you the performance you wanted because I knew that everything you were saying was being recorded.  And you fell for it, honey.  I’ve so got you by the balls right now, it’s pathetic.”

“Prove that I was taped.”

“I’m proving nothing to you, because right now—I’m the one who’s holding the cards.  I’ve so got you when it comes to this, I’ve already won.  So please—go forward and tell the press that my father molested me.  And when you do?  Just know that Wenn legal will go after your ass for extortion, which will destroy you with legal fees.  And when we win our case against you?  And since you’re probably on parole for fraud right now?  From what I’ve been told by our legal team, you’ll be locked up for another five years at the very least.  What you’ve threatened me with is that serious.  And as you already know, Ava, we have the means to come after you and throw you in jail if you pull any more shit on me.”

“You’re lying,” she said.  “I’m not buying it.”

“Then, please, as I said, do as you want.  I really don’t care.  Because guess what?  Even if you decide to go all anonymous on us and become a ‘source’ for the tabloids, we still have our original conversations on tape, including this one.  I have you on tape demanding twenty million dollars to keep quiet about my father molesting me, which is the textbook definition of extortion.  Going forward, whatever you do is up to you, but please know this first—I’ve played the tape to Alex and our legal team, and we all agree that you’re pretty much fucked.”  I paused for effect.  “If I wanted to, I have the goods to take you to court right now.  So, please, just give me a reason to, because the only reason I’m not doing so is that I have no time for you or your pathetic threats.  Choose.”

I looked up at Tank when I said that, and he gave me a firm thumbs up, as did Alex, whose face was so taut with intensity, his eyes were harder than I’d ever seen them.  In anticipation, I waited for my mother’s response.

But when it didn’t come, I decided to go in a different direction.

“Why are you doing this to me?” I asked in an effort to seek an answer.  “I’m your daughter, for God’s sake.  Your only child.  I’m about to give birth in less than a month, and here you are upsetting me, which can’t be good for the baby.  This morning, you’ve put so much stress on me, it’s unfathomable.  So, tell me, Ava—why would you do this to me now?”

“I’ll tell you why,” she said.  “While you’ve been living it up for the past five years, your father and I have been struggling to get by.  Not once have you reached out to either of us since you and Lisa took off for the city.  When you hit it big with Alexander Wenn, of all people, you knew that we were poor and struggling to get by, but did you even once offer to help us out?  As the years went by, did you ever once consider us?  No, you didn’t.  You ignored us.  You forgot that we even existed.”

“For reasons you well know,” I said as my anger rose.  “And it wasn’t just my father’s physical abuse that caused me to leave you two behind.  It’s also because you were abusive to me.  Verbally abusive.  Physically abusive.  I wanted out of all of it before you two suffocated me and took me down with you.”

“Well, look who succeeded,” she hissed.  “Here’s what you need to know about your mother, baby girl.  Because of my time in prison, I’m officially a pariah in this shit town of ours, and your father and I want out.  We want a fresh start somewhere else.  Somewhere far away from Maine.  Somewhere new—where no one knows us.  And since we have no money, I need somebody to pay for that move, and that person is you.”

“Fine,” I said.  “How much do you need?  And don’t even think about asking for twenty million, because that’s not going to happen.”

“A million?” she said.  “Your father and I are getting older.  We have no retirement money.  And the move and a new home will be expensive.  Is a million so unreasonable when you’re as wealthy as you are?  All I want is enough money to get out of this town now and carry your father and I into the next stage of our lives.”

“If you’re on parole, how can you even leave Maine?”

“I don’t know the particulars when it comes to that, but even if I can’t leave Maine, I sure as hell could move somewhere else in Maine where nobody knows us.”

“Give her the money,” Alex wrote on a note he handed to me.  “Put this behind us now—but only if she agrees to sign a legal document saying that all of this ends here.”  

“How badly do you want that money?” I asked her.

“You already know how badly I want it.”

“Then you’re going to have to do a bit of work to get it, Ava,” I said.

“What kind of work?”

“Wenn legal will be in touch with you later today.  You’ll have documents to sign, and if you agree to sign them, Alex and I will give you that million dollars.”

“What kind of documents?”

“What kind do you think?”

“Documents meant to keep me silent, I suppose.”

“Good guess.  So what do you want, Ava?  Sign the documents and get your money?  Or do you want us to go forward with the threat we have on tape and take you to court?”

There was a long silence before she said, “You already know the answer.”

“Good—then expect a call from our legal team by the end of the day.  Once you’ve looked over the documents and signed them, you’ll get your money.  But here’s the deal, Ava.  If you ever contact me again, I can promise you this—I will use that tape and go after you in court for extortion.  I want you out of my life forever.  I don’t ever want to hear from you again.  Consider this my parting gift to you.”

Before she could have the pleasure of having the last word, I switched off the phone, sat back in my chair, winced when my baby gave me one mother of a kick, and then I looked up at Alex, Tank, and Blackwell, all of whom were standing close by and looking down at me with concern.

“Well,” I said in embarrassment.  “Unfortunately, you’ve all just officially met my mother.  And I apologize for it, especially to you, Alex.  All of this should have been discussed before we married.  I should have told you.”

“There’s no reason to be sorry,” he said.  “Jennifer, I understand why you didn’t tell me.”

“Still,” I said.  “There should be no secrets between us.  I just couldn’t bring myself to tell you that one.  It’s something I’d buried ever since it happened.”

Blackwell stepped forward and took my hand.  

“Jennifer, there are things in my life that I’ve told no one—nor do I plan to.  Everyone has ghosts, and as long as they don’t harm other people, we are free to do with them as we want.”

I looked over at Alex and wondered what he thought of me now—how he viewed me now that he knew everything about me.  I knew that what my father had done to me wasn’t my fault, but I still was stained by it, wasn’t I?  And because of that, it would forever be my shame to carry.  But before I could even process how Alex felt, he came to me, knelt beside me, and kissed me so firmly and with such heat, it was as if he wanted to sear away my shame, sadness, and pain as quickly as he could.  

That’s how much he loved me.

I collapsed into his arms and started to cry great heaving cries, which were fueled at once by his love for me as much as they were by my mother’s unmitigated betrayal of me.  

At that moment, I felt so exposed and vulnerable, I wasn’t sure how I was going to get through the baby shower, which was only moments away.  But with my husband’s cheek pressed against mine—and with his hands holding tight to mine—I knew that if I could just channel his strength and love, I might be able to pull myself together to get through the rest of the day. 

“Enough of this,” I said as I wiped the tears from my face and looked over at Blackwell, whom I’d never seen so upset.  Usually, she could hold a room together by herself, but with my past now on the table for all to see—and with me so clearly distraught—she looked shaken and concerned for me in the wake of the bright light that had been cast upon me.

“We have an hour,” I said when I glanced at my watch.  “Where is Lisa?”

“Probably in the conference room,” Blackwell said.  “Making sure that everything is perfect for you.”

“Before the shower, I need to tell her about this,” I said.  “She’s been my best friend since childhood.  She should have known first.  At the very least, I should have confided in her when we were in high school or college.  But I never did, because I couldn't bear the thought of digging up what I thought was dead and buried.  But that’s no longer the case, is it?  I can’t go into the baby shower when all of you know the truth and she doesn’t.  Lisa deserves better.  Can somebody please call her for me?  Ask her to come here so I can tell her in private.”

“I’ll call her,” Alex said.  “We’ll step out of my office, and you can tell her when she arrives.”

He pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket, found Lisa’s number, and called her.

“Well, this is just perfect, isn’t it?” I said with despair in my voice.  “On this day of all days, my mother decides to come back into my life like a wrecking ball.”

“Stand up,” Blackwell said.  “You need a hug.  So let me give you the love and the support that you need as your surrogate womb, a concept that I now understand and fully embrace.”

When I stood up, I smoothed my black dress and started to walk over to Blackwell when I heard Alex say, “Lisa, are you here in the building?  Good.  Jennifer would like to talk to you.  Can you come up to our office?  Yes, it’s important.  See you in five.”

“I feel sick,” I said as I moved toward Blackwell, whose arms were wide open as I walked into them.

“Your friend is not going to judge you.”

“But we’ve been friends for twenty-five years, and I’ve kept all of this from her,” I said as my heart started to beat in my throat.  “My betrayal of her is no different than my mother’s betrayal of me.”

As she held me close, I felt my belly press hard against hers, and I worried about my unborn baby.  How much had this stress affected him or her?  When Blackwell pulled me even closer, I got my answer when a sudden rush of liquid spilled from between my legs and splashed onto our shoes.

“What the hell?” I said.

Blackwell looked down at her feet and, without flinching, she said, “Your water just broke.”

“My what just what?”

“It just broke, and over my Chanel shoes—which is a good sign.  In fact, it’s the best of signs.  Chanel is Chanel after all.”

“I can’t believe this...”

“Your baby is coming,” she said.  “Likely because of all you’ve gone through this morning.  Your mother succeeded on one level—she upset you so much, you’re about to give birth.  We need to get you to the hospital now.”

“Is this really happening?” I said.  “Now?”

“Have a good look at my shoes,” she said.  “Not that I give a damn about them.  But right now that’s besides the point, because you’re about to go into labor.”

“Labor?” Alex said with alarm in his voice.

“You heard me correctly, Alex—labor,” Blackwell said.  “Do you two have a bag ready?”

“We do at the apartment.”

“Send Cutter to get it.”

“Lisa’s coming up now,” he said.

“Call her back and direct her to the hospital.  When we leave Alex’s office, I will ask Ann to send out emails to everyone on the shower invitation list that the baby has decided to come early and that we’ll have the party after the baby’s here.”

I felt a strong contraction surge through me, and I buckled as Blackwell, Alex, and Tank came to my side and held me until it passed.

“Christ,” I said in pain.

“I’m not going to lie to you,” Blackwell said.  “It’s only going to get worse from here on—and that’s your real mother talking to you.  The mother who loves you as if she were your mother, not the monster who brought this on.  All we can hope for is a fast delivery.”

“But this can’t be happening now,” I said.  “I’m two weeks early!  That can’t be good for the baby!”

“You and I both know that isn’t an issue.  In fact, it’s common for first-time mothers to give birth early.  Your child will be fine, but it’s coming now, and we need to get going.”  

She turned to Alex.  “Call the doctor.  Tell her it’s time.”

I watched Alex fumble with his phone to search for my doctor’s number while he looked nervously at me.

“I’m scared,” I said to Blackwell.

“And I get it.  I’m not going to sugarcoat any of this for you, Jennifer.  There will be pain—a great deal of it.  But I know you.  I know your strength—in fact, I believe I just witnessed a good deal of it.  You’ll get through this.”

She turned to Tank.

“Her coat?”

Tank rushed into my office, came back with it, and somehow, I managed to slip into it.

“Get a car for us,” she said to him.  “Immediately.”

I saw him reach for his own phone.

“But what about the baby shower?” I said.

“The baby shower?” she said with her eyebrows arched high.  “To hell with the baby shower, Jennifer.  I mean, tell me—what are you going to do?  Have contractions and canapés while you open your gifts?”  She leaned toward my ear.  “I know that you’re not in your right mind after what you’ve gone through today, but you need to understand that you’re about to give birth to your first child.  That needs to sink in ASAP.  Now, come on.  We need to go now because none of us knows how soon that baby of yours will arrive!”
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THIRTY MINUTES LATER, when we arrived at the New York-Presbyterian/Weill Cornell Medical Center on East Sixty-Eighth Street, my third contraction struck, which made me double over in pain in the backseat of the car. 

“Jesus,” I said.

“Try to breathe through it,” Blackwell said.  “It will help to ease the pain.”

She and Alex were sitting on either side of me while Tank swung the limousine around in front of the hospital’s entrance.  

“There’s Lisa,” he said.  “At the front door.  She just waved to us before she ran inside to let them know that we’re here.”

I squeezed Alex’s hand and closed my eyes as the contraction radiated from deep in my lower back to the front of my belly.  It felt like my guts were being twisted in knots.

“That’s your third one in ten minutes,” Blackwell said.  “I’m timing it now to see how long it lasts so that I can tell the doctor.  Let me know when it’s over, and then we’ll get you inside.”

It seemed like a lifetime passed before the contraction stopped, and when it did, I gave Blackwell a nod.  

“Seventy-two seconds,” she said.  “Since you’re having them ten minutes apart, I’m afraid that you’re in for a long day.  How many weeks are you at this point?  Thirty-eight?”

“That’s right,” I said as I sat up.

“Then you and the baby will be fine—thirty-eight weeks is close enough.”

“That’s not what I’ve read.  I’ve read that there can be complications if you’re not at full term when you go into labor.”

“There always can be complications, Jennifer, but we’re not going to think about any of them.  Instead, we’re going to remain positive, you’re going to be evaluated by your doctor, and at some point today or tomorrow morning, you’re going to have this baby.”  She looked out the side window and said, “There’s Lisa.  And a nurse is coming this way with a wheelchair.  Let’s get you into it and inside the hospital before the next contraction hits.”

Since Alex had already called ahead to my doctor, what happened next was a whirlwind of events that went by so quickly, it was a blur.  

Once I was out of the car, Alex helped me into the chair and I heard Tank say that he’d be back after he’d parked the car.  Lisa came forward to give me a kiss on the forehead, and I felt a stab of guilt for everything she didn’t know but should.  

But before I could think anymore about that, all of us were suddenly in an elevator going up to the seventh floor, and before I even knew it, I was admitted directly to the labor and delivery unit at the Greenberg Pavilion.  My doctor, Janet Grace, was there to greet me.  And when she saw me, she put her hands on her narrow hips and gave me a friendly smile.  She was a good-looking woman around my mother’s age with blue eyes and straight blonde hair that hung down to her shoulders.

“Well, look at you,” she said.

“I’m a complete wreck,” I said.

“How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Scared.  I shouldn’t be here for another two weeks, Dr. Grace.”

“You’re going to be fine, OK?  There’s no reason to be concerned.  You’re about to go through a journey billions of other women have gone through before you.  And when it’s over, Alex and you will be parents.”

“That’s the best part,” I said with emotion in my voice.  “You know how much this baby means to us.”

I felt Alex’s hand on my shoulder when I said that, and in his touch I felt a mixture of love, nervousness, and excitement.  

“I do know,” my doctor said.  “And since I saw you just last week, I also know that you’re perfectly healthy.  So please listen to me when I say that you and your baby are going to be fine.”

“I hope so,” I said.

“How many contractions have you had?”

“She’s had three over the past thirty minutes,” Alex said, and then he motioned toward Blackwell, who was standing next to him.  “Dr. Grace, this is Barbara Blackwell, who was smart enough to time the last contraction.”

The two women shook hands.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” my doctor said.  “Jennifer has told me so much about you.”

“Likewise,” Blackwell said.  “And from what Jennifer has told me about you, I already know that we’re in good hands.”

“How long did her last contraction last?”

“Seventy-two seconds,” Blackwell said.

“Well, that’s precise.”

“I live to be precise—in all things, large and small.”

My doctor gave Blackwell an amused look before she turned to me.

“And I understand that your water broke?”

“It did,” I said.  “In the most humiliating of ways.”

“Sorry?”

“It broke over Barbara’s shoes.”

“It what?” Lisa said.

“You heard me.”

“Stop smiling,” Blackwell said to her.  “Because I handled it like a pro.  Hell, we were in such a hurry to get out of Wenn, I didn’t even have time to change them.”

“I had no idea,” Lisa said.  “Alexa’s at Wenn right now, and I know that you keep shoes in your office.  Why don’t I call and ask her to bring you another pair.”

“Why would you even offer to do that?” Blackwell said with suspicion in her voice.

“Maybe because you need a new pair of shoes, Barbara...?”

“Who are you?” Blackwell said.  “Why do I feel as if you’ll ask her to bring the wrong pair of shoes?”

“Oh, stop,” Lisa said as she pulled her phone out of her handbag.  “Our little rivalry is over.  So let me guess.  Something Chanel?  Something black?  Something not covered in amniotic fluid?”

“That would be perfect.”

“I’m on it.”

“And the world continues to spin around me in the most bizarre ways,” Blackwell said.

“I think I’m about to have another contraction,” I said as I felt my back start to burn.  “In fact, I know that I am.”

“Then let’s get you into a room so you can have some privacy,” Dr. Grace said.  “When the contraction passes, I’ll examine you, we’ll determine how far along you are, and then we’ll discuss our next steps.”
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SEVEN HOURS LATER, it was clear that I was in this for the long haul.  

Before she left for the evening—which wasn’t a good sign for me since it was a clear signal that my baby wasn’t coming anytime soon—Dr. Grace asked me to pace around the room so I would dilate faster.

“If you can sleep, sleep,” she said before she’d left.  “But with your contractions coming closer together, I frankly don’t see that happening.  Just try to rest as much as you can in-between contractions and walk around the rest of the time.  And I’ll see you in the morning, OK?  Because that’s when I believe the baby will arrive.”

And so I walked.  

With Alex, Lisa, Blackwell, and Tank in the room with me, I paced around in my pale-blue hospital gown, knowing that Dr. Grace was right—there was no sleep in store for me tonight.  I’d be up and active until morning, especially since I was only four centimeters dilated.

Despite all the time that had passed since my water had broken, I somehow still had another six centimeters to go.

Attached to my abdomen was an external fetal monitor that assessed the patterns of my contractions and the fetal heart rate.  My blood pressure, temperature, and pulse were monitored each hour by whichever nurse was on duty.  And since I couldn’t eat or drink, all I had were chips of ice to crunch on to quench my thirst, which turned out to be officially approved by Blackwell to absolutely no one’s surprise.

“The ice is good, isn’t it?” she said at one point.  “I mean, it can be a perfectly delicious snack!”

“I’d rather have a burger.”

“Think of the ice as your burger—with all of the fixings.”

“You can’t be serious...”

“Maybe not, but you need to follow doctor’s orders.”

“I plan to,” I said as I paced.  

“Correct me if I’m wrong, everyone, but it looks to me like Jennifer is strutting,” Lisa said.  “It’s as if she’s a runway model.”

“She is walking with a bit of an attitude,” Blackwell said.

“That’s because I’m in pain.  If I’m ‘strutting,’ it’s only because of that.”

“Well, at least you look good doing it,” Lisa said.

And that was it for me—I could no longer keep my secret from her.  Before my baby came and while I had the chance, my best friend and I needed to talk.

“Listen,” I said.  “It’s past dinnertime, and all of you must be hungry.  Why don’t you get yourselves something to eat in the cafeteria?  I’ll be fine here.”

“If you’re absolutely certain, I could eat,” Lisa said as she stood.

“That’s the thing,” I said.  “I need everyone else to leave but you.  You and I have to talk.”

She furrowed her brow at me as Blackwell got up and motioned for Alex and Tank to do the same.  “A fabulous idea,” she said smoothly.  “We’ll get a quick bite to eat.  I’m not that hungry, but I’m sure the boys are.  Is an hour enough time before we return?”

Lisa looked quizzically at Blackwell, and then she turned to me.  “What’s this about?” she said.  “Because I’m also hungry.”

“It’s about us,” I said.  “It’s about something I should have told you a long time ago, when we were younger.  But after today?  It’s something I have to tell you now and in private.  It won’t take long.  You can grab something from the cafeteria when we’re finished.”

“Finished with what?” she said.

I just looked at her and allowed my silence to speak for itself.

“Alright,” she said.  “If this is important, and you need to share something with me, then I’m here for you.”

After Alex kissed me and told me that he loved me, he left the room with Blackwell and Tank—just as a deep sense of shame and self-loathing came over me.  By withholding what my father had done to me, I felt as if I’d betrayed Lisa, which cut me to the core in ways that my contractions couldn’t even touch.

“What’s the matter?” she said when the door closed behind them.  “By the look on your face, it clearly isn’t good.  So what’s wrong?  Is it the baby?”

“No, no,” I said as I took her by the hand and sat down on the sofa next to her.  “It’s not the baby.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

“Then what is it?”

How am I going to get through this...?

With the truth.

“My mother called me today,” I said.

Her eyebrows shot up.  “Ava called you?  After all these years?”

“She did.”

“What did she want?”

“It’s complicated.”

“How complicated?  What did she want?”

I hesitated before I said, “Money.”

“Why do I feel that it’s more than just money?” she asked.

“Because you know her too well.  She threatened me to get money,” I said.

“Threatened you?  What does she have to threaten you with?  If anything, you’re the one who should have threatened her for being such a horrible mother.”

“Lisa, there’s something I’ve never told you about my personal life.  It’s something I’m so ashamed of, I never told anyone about it until I was forced to do just that today with my husband, Blackwell, and Tank in the room with me.  I think it’s the stress of what I went through this morning with my mother’s threats that caused my water to break early.”

“Jennifer, what are you talking about?” she said.

“There’s no easy way to say this.”

“Look, I’m you’re best friend.  Just say it.  There are no secrets between us.  There never have been and there never will be.”

“That’s the thing,” I said as I felt my throat constrict.  “There has been one major secret between us, and it involves my father.  What he did to me.”

She blinked at me.

“But we share everything together,” she said.

“Not this,” I said as my voice broke.  “This is something that I never wanted to share with anyone—not even you, despite how much I love you.  I wanted this to be dead and buried years ago.  I never wanted to face it or discuss it with anyone.  But after my bitch of a mother called to threaten me this morning, I have no choice but to tell you everything.”

She turned and looked directly at me.  “What are you talking about?  What did your father do to you?”

There was no other way to say it, so I just said it.

“He molested me,” I said.

“He what?”

Just saying the words aloud was nearly unbearable, but I repeated them.

“He molested me, Lisa.”

“My God, Jennifer—when?”

If we were going to discuss this, I couldn’t look at her, so I just looked down at my hands, which were clenched in my lap.  “It started when I was six,” I said to her.  “It ended when I was nine.”

“You went through that for four years?”

“I did.  Since then, I’ve tried to forget that it ever happened, but since my mother knew about it—she fucking allowed it to happen, Lisa—she called today and threatened to share the news with the press if Alex and I didn’t pay her twenty million dollars to keep her mouth shut about it.”

“I can’t believe this,” Lisa said as she put her arm around my shoulders.  “Jennifer, I’m so sorry.”

At that moment, a contraction hit, and I had to bend over in pain and wait for it to subside before I could go on.

“I should have told you,” I said once I’d caught my breath.  “And I’m sorry that I didn’t, Lisa.  But I hope you understand why I couldn’t.”  A flood of emotions started to well up within me when I said that, and I had to summon every ounce of strength I had not to give in to them.  “I just couldn’t.  It’s too embarrassing.  Humiliating.  I always felt that if I told anyone—even you—that I’d be that girl.  You know, the one who was molested.  The one who was branded and stained.  The one who wasn’t worth a damn.  Years ago, I thought I was done with all of this bullshit.  But after today?  After my mother threatened to go to every tabloid and out me?  It’s all real again—and, frankly, it’s as if his hands are all over me again.  It’s too fucking much!”

“Don’t,” she said.

“Don’t what?”

“Don’t worry that you didn’t tell me.”

“But I should have told you.”

“I disagree.  Because to be honest, I’m not so sure that I would have told you if it had happened to me.”

She reached for my hands and held them.

“Jennifer, I might call myself a writer, but I have no words for how sorry I am that your father did that to you.  What I don’t want is for you to feel sorry for not telling me.  You were just a young girl when it happened, for God’s sake.  Of course you never wanted to mention it to anyone—even to me.  I get it.  I’m not angry at you for not telling me, but I can tell you this—I’m furious that it happened and that your bitch of a mother would even dare to come after you like this.  That’s what pisses me off.”

“I know that you have questions about all of this, and I want you to ask them.  At the very least, you deserve that from me.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m as sure as I’ll ever be.”

“Well,” she said.  “How far did it go?  Did he...you know?”

“Penetrate me?”

“I guess...”

“No.  He just touched me.  Late at night.  When he thought my mother was asleep, even though she wasn’t.  She knew what was happening when he was doing it.”

“There’s a special place in hell for your mother,” Lisa said.  “And also for your father.  But somehow, after this kind of betrayal?  I think that your mother is worse than your father.  She knew that this was taking place for years before it stopped.”  And then she just looked at me.  “Why did it stop?”

“Do you remember Mr. Gardner?”

“Aiden Gardner?  Our fourth-grade homeroom teacher?”

“Yes, him.”

“Of course I do.  We loved him.”

“We did, which is why he’s the one I went to when I couldn’t handle it anymore.  He’s the one who stopped it.”

“How?”

“When I finally got up the courage to go to him, I told him everything.  Naturally, he wanted to go to the police, but I begged him not to because I knew that my father would beat the shit out of me if he did.  But in a roundabout way, Mr. Gardner still found a way to go forward.”

“What do you mean?”

“He’s the one who threatened my father, not the police.  He came to our house, pounded on the front door, got my mother, and demanded to speak to my father.  I was in my bedroom and heard all of it.  Mr. Gardner told my father that he would go to the police if this didn’t stop at once.  He stopped my father from going any further than he did.”

“It’s all falling into place now,” she said.  “This is the reason you never had sex with anyone before you met Alex, isn’t it?” 

I nodded at her.

“It wasn’t just because you wanted to save yourself for ‘the one.’  It’s because you wanted to give yourself only to a man you could trust.”

“Yes.”

With a fierceness I felt in my soul and in my bones, she took me into her arms and hugged me.  In my ear, she said, “I’m sick that this happened to you.  If you’d let me, I’d send Tank there now to kick your father’s ass.”

“Don’t tempt me.”

“You know that he would.”

“And that’s what scares me, so let’s not even go there.  Because after this morning?  I might just bite and want him to have at my mother as well.”

“You’ve always been a fighter,” she said.  “And now I know why.  I had no idea just how much you’ve had to fight in your life, but now it all makes sense.”

“I should have told you, Lisa.”

“Again, I disagree.”

“Are you sure that if this had happened to you that you wouldn’t have told me?”

“I am,” she said.  “This is way too personal.  I would have felt the same as you do.  I would have kept my mouth shut about it.  If this is any consolation, my respect for you has only risen because of the burden you’ve had to bear alone for all these years.  You always have been my bright light—the one person in my life who shines.  But how did you even manage to become that person after all you’ve been through?  The fact that you did only makes you shine brighter in my eyes.”

“Now you’re going to make me cry.”

“Then cry if you want to,” she said.  “My shoulder is right here for you.  If you want to cry—cry.”

At first, I didn’t—and then, out of a sense of relief that my long-buried secret would no longer be a burden to me, I did cry.  And when I cried, it wasn’t just cleansing—it also was cathartic.  

The ghost of my past had been laid bare today, but because of Alex and my closest friends, that ghost had been shot down by their love, support, and kindness.  When I cried on Lisa’s shoulder, it wasn’t out of a sense of despair that they knew the truth about my childhood.  Instead, it was out of a sense of gratitude that I had people around me who loved me and who would stand right there beside me—even through something as ugly and painful as this.
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THE NEXT MORNING, AFTER a brutal evening of contractions that were now slamming into me every minute, I’d already talked with Kate and Epifania, who’d called to send their best wishes and love, when my doctor arrived to examine me at ten.

“You’re ready,” she said after she examined me.

Alex placed his hand on my shoulder.  “She is?” he asked.

“Yes—it’s go time.”

“But how about me?” I said to her in fear.  “Who says that I’m ready?”

“I say that you are,” she said with a smile as she stood up.  “You’re at ten centimeters.  Shall we do this?”

“To be honest, I don’t know whether I’m ready for what’s to come, Dr. Grace.”

“When it’s the first time, no woman is,” she said.  “I wasn’t when I gave birth to my first baby.  Neither were any of my friends and colleagues when they gave birth to their first children.  But guess what?  All of us survived, and so will you.”

She turned to look at Alex, Lisa, and Blackwell.  

“If you three are going to be in the room with us, I need you to go to the nurse’s station now.  They’ll help you wash and suit up properly before you join us.  In the meantime, since Jennifer is giving birth here, nurses will come in so we can prep her.  None of us has any idea how long this will take, but the baby is coming, so I need you to get moving now.”

Dutifully, all three of them filed out of the room and moved into the nurse’s station.  When they left, I asked my doctor to look at me.

“What is it?” she said.

“If there ever comes a moment when I scream out for an epidural, please give me one ASAP.”

“At this point, I’m afraid an epidural is out of the question, Jennifer.”

“Excuse me?”

“You’re so far along, it’s no longer safe to give you one.  But you’re not out of luck yet, because Entonox is safe.”   

“What in the hell is Entonox?”

“Half oxygen and half nitrous oxide—otherwise known as laughing gas.”

“You expect me to laugh my way through the hell I’m about to endure?”

“I’d rather you do that than cry.  So, if you need it, just ask for it, OK?”

“OK...”

She held out her hand to me, and I took it.  “We call this a birthing room for a reason.  When you arrived here yesterday, we wanted you to get comfortable with your surroundings, which you are at this point.  But now this is going to officially become a medical room, so please allow our staff to change the sheets to make sure that everything is hygienic.  After the staff is finished and you are properly prepared to give birth, what I need you to do is to lie on the bed.”

I moved toward the bed.

“Not yet,” she said.  “Let them get it ready first.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.  “I’m not thinking straight.  I’m frightened out of my mind.”

“As many first mothers are.”

“And I’m giving birth two weeks early—I’ve said it before to you, but that can’t be good for the baby.”

“And I’m telling you that your baby is going to be fine, Jennifer.”

“But how do you know?”

“Because we’ve been monitoring you and running tests for months.  Yes, it’s coming two weeks early.  And while there is a small risk involved when it comes to that, I have to emphasize again that it’s a very small risk.  So let me ask you a question.  Do you know what you’re going to name him or her?”

I narrowed my eyes at her.  “Now, you’re just trying to distract me.”

“Maybe you need to be distracted.  What names do you have in mind?”

“You already know if it’s a boy or a girl, don’t you?”

“I do—and I believe several months ago, I gave you the option of knowing your baby’s gender.  Would you like to know?  Because I can certainly tell you.”

“No, no.  Alex and I want it to be a surprise.”

“And I respect that.  So?  What if it’s a girl?”

“Alexandra.”

“Well, that’s perfect,” she said.  “And if it’s a boy?”

“Alex and I discussed that a few hours ago,” I said.  “We had a different name in mind before, but then I told him about a person who once meant a great deal to me.  A man who once went to war for me—and who might have even saved me.  So we’ve decided to go with Aiden Alexander Wenn.”

“I love both names,” she said.

“And you already know which one I’m going with...”

“I do!  Come on—let me tell!”

“No!  I want this to be a surprise.”

“As you wish,” she said with a smile. 

I was aware of nurses swiftly changing the bedding so that the area would be pristine.  When they were finished, I collapsed into another contraction and took hold of Dr. Grace’s arm as the pain thundered its way through me.

“Are you OK?” she asked.

“Can I have the gas now?”

“Maybe we should wait a bit...”

“If that’s the case—and if the bed is ready—let’s just get on with it,” I said.

“With pleasure.”

I looked at her and then at the two female nurses who were in the room with us, each of whom was around my age, and I gave them a strained smile.  “What I need everyone to know is that if I become an impossible monster during this delivery, please try to ignore it, because I promise that whatever comes out of my mouth has nothing to do with any of you.  And I mean that—I’m grateful that you’re here to help me.  But please accept my apologies now so that none of you think that I’m some ungrateful, impossible bitch when all of this is over.”

“Point taken,” Dr. Grace said.  “And don’t worry about it—everyone in this room has heard it all.”

At that moment, I saw Alex, Lisa, and Blackwell enter the room in blue masks and scrubs just as one of the nurses inserted an intravenous line into the back of my hand to deliver fluids to me.

“Alex,” I said.

“I’m here,” he said as he came to my side.

“We’re good on the names, right?”

“We’re more than good on each name.”

“Are you OK?”

“I’m more than OK,” he said.  

“Thank you for being so wonderful to me earlier.”

“Jennifer, I love you.  We’re about to have a baby.  And one day, we’ll have another.  All I’m worried about now is you.  And I’m here for you.  All of us are here for you.  Everyone in this room loves you—especially me.”

“Thank you,” I said as I felt another contraction hit.  “Alright, everyone—please give me a kiss fast, because I think that I’m about to become undone.”

When Alex lowered his mask to kiss me, it was so loving and sincere, it almost made the contraction tolerable.  With my hand pressed against his cheek, I looked at him and said, “We’re about to become parents.”

“So we are.”

“We’re finally here.”

“I’ve waited for this day longer than you know.  I’m so happy, Jennifer.”  

When I looked into his eyes, I saw the depth of his happiness.  He’d already lost two children.  His first unborn child had died with his first wife Diana, who had been killed in a car wreck when she was pregnant.  And then I’d miscarried when our plane crashed onto the island.  This was my husband’s third chance to have a baby of his own.  Now I needed to deliver that to him—safe and sound.  No drama.  At this point in his life, my husband deserved a healthy baby.  

Our baby...

When Lisa and Blackwell stood on either side of me and kissed me on the cheek before they held my hands, I saw the concern on Alex’s face when Dr. Grace instructed me to push.  And when I did, the pain was so excruciating, I gripped Blackwell and Lisa’s hands as I strained until Dr. Grace told me to relax and take a breath.  This seemed to go on forever until at some point, my doctor asked me if I wanted the gas.  But when I thought about it, I ultimately decided that I didn’t.  I wanted to feel this.  Remember this.  I wanted to get there without it.  And so I declined it.

The following hour was pretty much rinse and repeat until my doctor looked up at me and said, “You’re crowning!”

“If that’s the case, then where the hell is my tiara?” I said in delusion.  

“I wish I could give you one,” she said with a smile.  “But I think something better is coming.  Now, push!”

As a searing pain overcame me, both Blackwell and Lisa leaned down to whisper words of encouragement as my body felt as though it was being split open—which it was.

“Jesus,” Alex said.  “There’s the head!”

“One more push,” my doctor said.  “Give it to me, Jennifer.  One more push and this is over for you.”

“You can do it, my dear,” Blackwell said to me.  

“One more push,” Lisa said.  “That’s it.  Go for it, lovey!”

“Lift my back up,” I said to them.

And together, Blackwell and Lisa formed a team and lifted me up so that I almost was in a sitting position.

“Push,” my doctor said.

I pushed.

“Almost there.  Harder, Jennifer.”

As I squeezed Lisa and Blackwell’s hands, I looked over at Alex, who seemed overcome with concern.  But I wasn’t about to let him down, so despite the pain, I gave it my all, I hunched forward, and I pushed until I felt that I was about to pass out.

But I didn’t pass out.

Instead, I gave birth to my baby.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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“WELL, WHAT IS IT?” Blackwell asked.  “You must know that we’re eager to know.  Is it a boy or a a girl?  The suspense is killing me!”

“It’s killing me too,” Lisa said.

“Don’t I get a vote in here somewhere?” I said.  “Shouldn’t I get to know before either of you two do?”

“Always so selfish,” Blackwell said dismissively.

And then I looked at Alex, whose expression said that he already knew the baby’s sex—though I couldn’t exactly read what he knew.  As he moved in closer to cut the umbilical cord, I saw how bright his eyes were—nearly brimming with tears—and then I heard him say, “He’s perfect.”  He looked at me quickly when he said that.  “Ten fingers.  Ten toes.  Two balls.”

“If they’re anything like yours, it’s no wonder I could barely push him out,” I said.

“Jennifer,” Lisa said.

“Well, it’s true.  Because when it comes to Alex, you have no idea just how big his—”

“I know that you’re probably somewhere on Mars right now, but you might want to check yourself,” she said.

“Too much information?”

“To say the least.”

“Aiden is perfect, Jennifer,” Alex said.

“Alex, we had a boy,” I said as I looked up at him.

“We did.”

“I can’t believe it,” I said.  

“Neither can I.”

“You’ve just given your husband an heir,” Blackwell said.  “Well done, my darling girl. Well done!”

Alex looked at me.  “I would have been just as happy if it had been a girl.  Maybe that will happen the next time...”

“And how about if we talk about the next time a year or so from now?” I said, my voice barely a whisper due to the sheer exhaustion I was feeling.  “You know, when I’ve pretty much forgotten how excruciating this was.”

I watched in wonder as Dr. Grace suctioned the liquid from my son’s lungs, and when she was finished, Aiden suddenly cried out with a sound that was so piercing, it was as reassuring as it was liberating.  No child with those kind of lungs could be in harm’s way, even if I had delivered him two weeks early.

As the nurses took over and went through the motions of weighing, measuring, and preparing to deliver him clean to me, I became overwhelmed by the idea that with Aiden here, Alex and I finally had become a family.  Moved, I watched Aiden squirm on the table and I saw him flush pink with oxygen as air and blood started to rush through his system.  Despite my concerns about giving birth early, he appeared to be fine.  In fact, no one was acting as if he wasn’t.

“He’s beautiful,” I said as I watched him.  “Just beautiful.”

“Well,” Blackwell said with emotion in her voice.  “I’m so happy for both of you right now, I hope you don’t mind if I shed a tear or two.  Because this?  This is something.  It might not be Christmas yet, but after what you two have been through—especially today—it’s a miracle.  I’m so happy for you right now, I could pop out of my Chanel.”

“Well, please save us from that,” Lisa said to her.  “Because that’s something nobody needs to see.”

Before Blackwell could respond, Lisa leaned down and kissed me on the cheek.  “You did it,” she said.  “Just as I knew you would.  You and Alex now have a baby boy—and Aiden is the perfect name.  It’s the best name—a powerful name.  The name of a hero and a warrior.  I had no idea what name you two had chosen coming into this, but now I know the exact reason why you chose Aiden, and it’s for the best reason possible.”

“I have two heroes in my life,” I said to her.  “The first is Alex.  He’s been my hero for five years.  My absolute rock.  The one man I never could do without.  The second is Aiden Gardner, the man who saved me from my father.  And now we have Aiden Alexander Wenn.  May he live long, may he be kind, may he be a force in the world, and may he find the kind of love that his parents found.”

“May it be so,” Lisa said.

“I love you,” I said to her.  And then I looked at Blackwell, who was discreetly wiping away tears.  “And I also love you, you old softie.”

“Old?” she said defiantly to me.  “It took you two straight hours of pushing to release Aiden into the world.  I could have gotten the job done in thirty minutes.  So don’t call me ‘old,’ girl.”  

We looked at each other for a moment when she said that, and then we laughed in relief that this was over.

“Alex,” Dr. Grace said after she’d looked over our son.  “Would you like to hold your son?”

“Are you serious?” he said.  “Of course I want to hold my son.”

“Well, here he is,” she said as she presented Aiden to him.  “I believe he might even have your dimples.”

“Seriously?” Alex said.

“When he smiled at me a moment ago, I saw them in each cheek.  So, here,” she said as she held out Aiden to him.  “Take him.  Hold him.  Welcome him.”

Alex took Aiden into his arms so gently, it looked as though he was holding the most fragile thing on the planet.  

“He’s beautiful,” Alex said as he looked down at Aiden.  “Perfect.”

“Congratulations to both of you,” Dr. Grace said.  “For the record, Aiden is seven-and-a-half pounds and twenty-three inches long.  From my initial assessment, he is perfectly healthy.  And just look at how he’s looking at his father right now—he’s captivated by Alex.  So, good on both of you.  Jennifer, you did it,” she said.  “You came through like a champ, as did your friends and Alex.  All of them were rooting for you today.”

“There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for Jennifer,” Alex said as I watched him touch our son’s cheek with the tip of his index finger.  “Nothing.  My wife and our son mean everything to me.  I’d move mountains to protect them...”

My heart swelled when he said that, and I felt Lisa take my hand and squeeze it when he did.

“Thank you,” I said to Dr. Grace.  “I don’t think we ever could have done any of this without your kindness, patience, or guidance.  I know that I’ve been a pain in the ass at times, but I hope you know that it’s only because—”

“Stop right there,” she said.  “You went into this pregnancy worried about it for reasons that everyone knows.  But all of that is behind us now.  What happened with your last pregnancy can never be forgotten, Jennifer, but now it might be best to move away from grief and embrace the present.”

“I agree,” I said.

“Would you like to hold your son?” Alex said to me.

“Oh, I would,” I said.  “I really would.”

With Aiden held tight in Alex’s arms, he came over to me, and then he leaned down and delivered our son to me.  In a fog of wonderment, I looked at what Alex and I had created together—and I just sighed.  He was a beautiful child.  A handsome boy.  One who already had a thick head of dark hair.

“What color are his eyes?” I asked as I looked up at Alex and my doctor.  “They’re closed now.  Does anyone know?  Has anyone seen them?”

“I did,” Dr. Grace said.  “And right now, they are the bluest of blues.  Over time, that might change.  They’ll either remain as blue as Alex’s or become as dark brown as yours.  Or maybe somewhere in between.  I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

Blackwell and Lisa moved in closer to look at him, and after they’d spent a moment with Aiden, Alex claimed my mouth with his own.  Immediately, Lisa and Blackwell stepped back while Alex and I kissed each other deeply.  We told each other that we loved each other, and with one fierce kiss, I felt reenergized, despite how bone-tired I was. 

“I love you,” I said.

“Words can’t describe how much I love you, Jennifer,” he said.

“And I love you,” I said in Aiden’s ear.  “Every bit as much as I love your father, your grandmother, and your aunt.  Thank God that you’re with us now.  Thank God that you’re finally here.”

When Aiden opened his eyes and looked up at me, I saw that his eyes were indeed a bright, liquid blue before he closed them and made a gurgling sound that resounded throughout me.  

So this was it.  It was official.  I was a mother and my husband was a father.  Just like that, the three of us were a family.  At that moment, it was so much to process, I burst into tears that we’d somehow gotten here after all that we’d been through.

“Here,” Blackwell said.  “Let me help you.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“This is emotional for all of us, but especially for you and Alex.  You’re shedding tears of relief and happiness, so while you give yourself over to those emotions, why don’t you give Aiden to his grandmother?  Because he might drown if you continue to hold him.  Come on.  Place him in my arms.  Take some time to absorb this moment and feel all of it so that you remember it forever.  Because I can tell you this, my dear—you will never experience anything like this again.  Not when it comes to your first child—I can promise you that.”

I didn’t say anything when she took Aiden from me.  I was too overwhelmed to respond.

Until I heard Blackwell talk to my son.

“Well, look at you,” she said in a light voice as she cradled Aiden in her arms.  “Just look at how special you are!  Dark hair.  Skin as soft as silk.  And just look at those eyes of yours, Aiden.  My goodness!  Grandmother can see them now.  They’re just as blue as your father’s.”

“Barbara,” I said to her.  “I haven’t even asked you yet, but will you take on that role?  Will you be his grandmother?  Every bit as much as I think of you as my real mother?”

“Whatever happened to me being your surrogate womb?” she asked.

“Maybe I just found a better name for it.”

“Nothing would make me prouder, my love.  For reasons we both know well, I will forever be the only grandmother this child knows.  And trust me on this—I plan to spoil the devil out of him.”

“And Lisa?” I asked as I looked up at her.  “Will you be his aunt?”

“With pleasure, Jennifer.  I’d be thrilled to be his aunt.”

“Then you also should hold him,” Blackwell said as she handed Aiden to Lisa.  “But be forewarned, because you’re about to fall in love.”

When I saw my best friend from my childhood holding my newborn baby close to her heart and I heard her say that she loved him, I became a weeping mess without shame.  

Right now, my real family was around me—just as it was meant to be—but never had I imagined that I would become so emotional.  I closed my eyes and tried to blink through my tears as my husband and my two closest friends kissed me and gave me their best support.  But there was no stopping the flow—the tears I cried came from a place of pure joy, and so I just let them come, because after Aiden and the love that surrounded him now, they were the purest things in the room.

Over a year ago, I’d lost a child, but now I had this child, and he was such a gift, it was humbling.  Alex and I had tried so hard to get pregnant, I never thought that I’d have this opportunity again. 

Alex and I would give Aiden the best life possible.  He would never experience what I’d had to endure from my parents or what Alex had gone through with his.  He would be loved—completely and unconditionally.  Nothing less. 

But there was more—so much more.  As I looked up at Blackwell and Lisa, who were cooing over Aiden, I felt a love for my two closest friends that was unparalleled.  Blackwell would indeed be my child’s grandmother—not my real mother.  That never would be the case.  And since Lisa had always been a sister to me, naturally she would be Aiden’s aunt.

And then it occurred to me—Aiden also needed a godmother.

“Lisa,” I said.  “Would you also be Aiden’s godmother?”

“Of course I will.”

“Do you think that Tank would agree to be his godfather?” Alex asked.

“That’s the thing,” Lisa said.  “After all these years, I’m not exactly sure where Tank and I stand.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Never mind,” she said.  “I shouldn’t have even said that.  This moment isn’t about me.” 

“What’s going on?”

“It’s too complicated, and now isn’t the time to discuss it.  Trust me.  Today is about you, Alex, and Aiden—not about me and Tank.”

“Is there something going on between you?” Blackwell asked.

“I’ve already said that this isn’t about me.”

“Tell us what’s on your mind because you are clearly upset,” Blackwell said.  

Lisa looked hard at her, but when I nodded at her to go ahead, her shoulders slumped.  “I don’t mean to bring down the room, but it’s been two years since Tank and I got engaged.  It’s been two years since I’ve tried to nail down a date for a wedding, but he just continues to avoid the issue.  If he won’t commit to a date soon, I’m fairly sure he’ll never commit.  And I can’t do that.  I’m not getting any younger, and I won’t be strung along.”

“Are you saying that you’re going to leave him?” Blackwell said.  “Because that man does love you.  I know in my heart that he does.”

“Then why aren’t we married, Barbara?  It’s been over two years since he proposed to me.  Every time I suggest a date, he dodges the conversation.”

“When was the last time you brought this up with him?”

“A week ago.”

“And he didn’t commit to anything?”

“No—he didn’t.”  

“So, what’s the issue?”

“I haven’t shared my feelings about this with any of you because I didn’t want to turn it into something that it wasn’t, but it’s starting to become something that’s weighing on my mind.  If he doesn’t agree to set a date by the end of the month, I’ve decided to give him back his ring and start dating again.  Because after witnessing what happened here today, I know that this is what I want.  A good man, kids, and a family.  If Tank continues to balk, then we’re going to have to part ways.  I’m thirty now.  I’m not getting any younger.  I’ve been thinking a lot about our relationship, which hasn’t moved forward at all since he put a ring on my finger and I moved in with him.  I think he’s gotten too comfortable with our arrangement.  I’m beginning to wonder if I’m the one for him.”

“Oh, Lisa,” I said.

“It’s true,” she said.  “How long is a girl supposed to stay engaged with no endgame in sight?”

“Not as long as you two have,” Blackwell said.  “So here’s the thing, Lisa.  As much as I love that man, I also love you.  No one should expect you to wait forever for Tank to come around.  That said, if I were you, I would give him a bit more time.  How about if you make it clear to him that he has another six months to make this official?  Otherwise, and as painful as it might be for you, I think you are correct.  Something isn’t right.  If he has cold feet, what’s the reason?  Because I can tell you this—having cold feet is never the way to enter into a marriage.”

“I agree,” Lisa said.  “But he won’t talk to me.  Something’s holding him back, and he won’t come clean with me.  He just keeps giving me excuses.  I’m the one who’s too busy writing.  I’m the one who has the occasional book tour.  I’m the one who’s under contract to deliver the next book.  And meanwhile, he claims that he’s too busy with his work.  He keeps saying that everything is too crazy right now to get married, when it really isn’t.  Blah, blah, blah.  I’m over it.”

“Then give him an ultimatum,” Blackwell said.  “But listen to me—if you do give him one and he simply gives in and agrees to marry you, you need to make damned sure that he wants that marriage every bit as much as you do.  If he’s just placating you, move on, because he should only marry you if he feels in his heart that he wants to.  I know that Tank served in wars overseas.  I know that he saw friends die in battle.  Could it be that he has PTSD?  That might be a reason he’s finding it difficult to commit.  All I know is that he loves you.  On the other hand, I also know that you need to know why he’s balking.  You need to get to the bottom of this, and sooner rather than later.”

“I hadn’t thought about his time in the war,” she said.  “Or what part of himself he might have lost there.”

“Then consider it, and consider how it might be affecting your relationship with him now.”

“I’m sorry,” Lisa said to me and Alex.  “I didn’t mean for this moment to turn into mine.”

“It’s fine,” I said.  “And I think that Barbara is right.  Talk with Tank.  Set your limits for a date.  If he refuses to give you one, I’m afraid that I also agree.  As much as I’d hate for it to happen, you might need to rethink your relationship with him.”

“But I love him!” she said.

“At what cost?” Alex interjected.  “Look, Lisa, I knew that I wanted to marry Jennifer as soon as I fell in love with her.  It was a no-brainer for me.  So why after all of these years is it so difficult for Tank to do the same?  Tank is my best friend, but I have to agree with everyone else.  I think that you need to find out what the issue is.  And if only for your own wellbeing, I also think you need to decide whether he’s the one for you.”

“I’m not going to talk with him about this now,” she said.  “Not this close to Christmas.  I’ll talk with him after the New Year, because if I do it now, I’ll just ruin Christmas for everyone, which I won’t have.”

“So?” I said to her.  “You’ll do it at the beginning of the New Year.”

“I will,” she said.  “Given how long we’ve been engaged, what’s the big deal in waiting another few weeks?  But what I need all of you to do is promise me that you won’t mention any of this to him.  Don’t tip him off.  Don’t try to encourage him to hurry up and move forward on this because I might be considering moving on.  If he wants to set date, I need to know that it came from his heart.  OK?”

We all agreed that we’d say nothing to Tank.

“Thank you for that,” Lisa said.  “Because when I do talk to him about this, I don’t want him to have been pressured by anyone else first.  Whatever he says has to come from his own heart—just like Barbara said.  I will talk to him about this after the New Year.  I’ll give him an ultimatum, and if he continues to hesitate?”  At that moment, she just shrugged so sadly that Blackwell put her arm around her shoulders.  

“Then we’re finished,” Lisa said.  “Tank and I will be done.  I’ve been waiting too long to be married to him.  If he’s not ready now, then he’ll never be ready.  Jesus,” she said as she blinked away tears.  “I just can’t do this anymore!”

“You don’t have to,” Blackwell said.

“Tell me that you think he’ll come around,” Lisa begged.  “Tell me that I haven’t wasted more than two years of my life on a man who doesn’t want to marry me.”

“I wish I could tell you that, my dear, but I can’t.  I never lie, and I’d certainly never lie to you about something as important as this.”

Lisa looked down at the ring on her left hand before she glanced away, gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, and left the room without another word except for the choked sobs that followed in her wake.
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A WEEK LATER, IT WAS the morning of Christmas eve, and Alex and I were home with Aiden as a host of decorators adorned the massive Christmas tree standing tall in the living room.  They were busy stringing lights and hanging a host of beautiful ornaments while I sat with Aiden in my arms on the sofa and looked on.  

In the kitchen, the three chefs we’d hired were whipping up canapés for the night ahead, while later, two waiters would arrive to offer our guests food and cocktails.  

Alex and I we were so busy with the baby, we’d had no choice but to streamline our holiday plans.  It had been a difficult decision to make, but after being with Aiden, who wasn’t sleeping through the night, we now knew the full length of our limits.  

With so many sleepless nights under our belts, there was no way that we could do Christmas eve and Christmas day with our friends—regardless of whatever help we hired.  

With Aiden so restless, we were exhausted.  Christmas eve would go on as planned—we’d make a grand party out of it—but Christmas day would just be the three of us here at home—Alex, Aiden, and me.  When I delivered the news to our friends, not one of them blinked.  Instead, they understood completely.  

We were blessed.

“Coffee?” Alex asked as he entered the room in a white T-shirt and black sweatpants.  In his hands were two steaming mugs, which I could smell even before they reached me.

“Yes, please,” I said, motioning to the coffee table in front of me.  “But just the one.  As you know, until I stop breast-feeding, I can only have one.”

“Then one it is,” he said as he sat down next to me.  He looked over at Aiden, who was asleep in my arms.  “Someone appears to have finally given himself over to the dark side,” he said after he kissed me.

“He’s happiest when he’s with either one of us,” I said in a soft voice.  “Whether he’s in my arms or yours, that’s when he sleeps best.”

“How are you holding up?”

“I could ask you the same thing.  This week hasn’t only been hard on me, Alex.  It’s also been hard on you.”

“I’m OK,” he said.  “In fact, I’m good.  And happy.  I’m especially happy to have us here as a family.  That’s what I’m most grateful for.”  He looked over at the tree.  “I’m also happy to be looking at Aiden’s first Christmas tree.  By the way, how tall is it?”

“Twelve feet.”

“It’s as big as it is beautiful.”

“I just wish that we were decorating it,” I said.  “Since Aiden decided to come early, I feel as if all of this is impersonal.”  

At that, he stood up.

“There are boxes of ornaments in front of us,” he said.  “How about if you hold Aiden and direct me where to place a few ornaments?  We can still have a hand in this, Jennifer.”

Could I love you more?

“Game on,” I said.  

While the decorators worked their magic, Alex simply joined in.  He removed a large blue-and-silver globe from a box and asked me where he should put it.

“There,” I said, nodding toward a branch that had nothing on it but lights.  “No, no—to the right.  Yes, that branch right there.  Put it on the tip.”

“Done.”

“And now you,” I said.  “Take an ornament and place it on the tree wherever you want.”

He chose a beautiful silver star, hooked it around a higher branch that was near the top of the tree and then looked at me.  “How about if we each choose one for Aiden?”

Somewhere in those boxes is a silver Teddy Bear ornament.  I bought it for this moment.”

“This one?” he asked after he searched a bit.

“That’s the one!”

“Where do you think Aiden would like it?”

“Oh, come on!  Our boy would want it front and center.”

“You’ve got it.”

And when Alex placed the ornament in the center of the tree, I watched him turn to me with a sense of accomplishment, and I knew something else—I truly did have the best husband in the world.

*  *  *
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“WHAT ARE YOU WEARING tonight?” Blackwell asked me when she called two hours later.  I’d just laid Aiden down for a nap, and for the love of God, somehow he was actually sleeping.  He was lying flat on his back in his crib, which for now was situated in our bedroom at the foot of our bed.

“Give me a second,” I whispered.

“I understand,” she said.

When I was certain that Aiden was still asleep, I left the room, closed the door a bit, and then walked down the hallway.

“I have no idea,” I said.

“You sound tired...”

“Both of us are tired.”

“You’ve had no time to think about what to wear tonight, have you?”

“Please.  It’s all I can do to feed Aiden, let alone answer the staff’s questions.  Alex is doing his best to help me with all of it, but we’re just barely keeping up.”

“I should have come,” she said.  “I should have offered to help.”

“That would defeat the purpose,” I said.  “Tonight is for our friends.”

“How are things progressing?”

“Well, the tree is up,” I said.  “In fact, the tree is being decorated as we speak.  And in the kitchen there are three chefs working their asses off at the last minute to make sure that everyone eats well tonight.”

“You took on too much.”

“But we wanted to do this.”

“You might feel otherwise tomorrow, my dear.”

“It’s just one day—we can get through it.  And since Christmas day and Christmas dinner has been canned, it’s the least that Alex and I can do after all of the support we’ve received from our friends.  We want our extended family around us tonight.  Probably more than ever.”

“Well, that I do understand.”

“You know, I’ve been so caught up with Aiden, I haven’t followed through on Daniella’s situation with Cutter.  Has she heard from him yet?”

“Not a word.”

“Really?  Not even a text?”

“Not even a text.”

“Well, damn it,” I said, feeling disappointed in him.

“Mind your language—you have a newborn in the house.”

“Noted.”

“Have you heard from Cutter?” she asked.  “After all, you did invite him to tonight’s party, so you must have heard something.”

“That’s the thing.  Even though I’m pretty much his boss, he won’t give me a direct answer.  He said, and I quote, ‘Jennifer, you know what’s going on between Daniella and me.  I hope you understand if I don’t come.  If I change my mind, I hope I’ll be welcomed.’”

“Well, there’s that,” she said.

“Which piles up to a whole lot of nothing.  Clearly, he’s still on the fence when it comes to their relationship.  Has Daniella continued to try to reach out to him?  Or has she given up?”

“My daughter is not one to give up.  She continues to leave text and voice messages.  But he won’t return any of them.”

“Has she confronted him in person?” I asked.  “If I were her, I would have done that a week ago.”

“She doesn’t dare to.  She still wants to give him the space he apparently needs.”

“That’s bullshit,” I said.  “Look, I love Cutter, but this has been going on for far too long.  He needs to man up.  Either he’s in this with Daniella, or he’s out.”

“Daniella is an adult, Jennifer.  I can’t force her to do what’s right—you know that.  You also know how she can be.  A week ago, I asked her if she was going to confront him, and she waffled.  Since then, I’ve just backed off.”

“Well, I’m still rooting for them,” I said.

“Who isn’t?  They make a wonderful couple.  But they each need to grow up and come to terms with whether this ends or goes forward.”

“He might come tonight,” I said.  

“Don’t plan on it.  If he hasn’t given you a direct answer by now, I’d say that its unlikely.  So, as ugly as it will be, expect another meltdown from my daughter if he doesn’t come.  Because I can tell you this, Jennifer—she’s really hoping that he will come.”

“And if he does come, she’ll just awaken Aiden—assuming that he’s even asleep.”

“For that reason alone, I’ve told her that if she’s going to freak out, she has to do so outside.  Alexa has agreed to take her to the elevator if it appears that Cutter has no plans to show.  Daniella will be at her most vulnerable and volatile then, and Alexa will talk with her outside—so that Daniella doesn’t spoil your party.”

“Thank you,” I said.

“My pleasure—she is my daughter, after all.  Now, back to my first question—what are you wearing tonight?”

“I have no idea what to wear,” I said.  “I’m a week out after giving birth, and while I tried my best to keep in shape during the pregnancy, let’s face it—I don’t have the body I had before I had Aiden.”

“That’s what Spanx are for,” she said.  “So listen to me now.”  

“I’m trying to get into my Zen place, but it isn’t happening.”

“Then, so be it.”  She proceeded to tell me exactly how to do my hair and makeup, and also what to wear.  “Trust me.  Wear that dress and those shoes, and you’ll look fabulous tonight.”

“You want me to wear those shoes?” I said.  “Jesus, Barbara, they have five-inch heels.  I might topple over.”

“Then I suggest that you don’t drink.”

“I’m nursing,” I said.  “I can only have one drink...”

“Which is just right for the heels alone.”

“But the jewelry,” I said.  “What you’re suggesting is too over the top.” 

“Might I remind you that this is a Christmas eve party?” she said.  “You know, where one wears that kind of jewelry?  For God’s sake, Jennifer, you need to out-glitter the damned Christmas tree of yours.  So don’t argue with me on this.  Just do as I say, and you’ll be fine and look smashing.  Now, about your temporary nanny.  Have you heard anything from her?  I know that when I suggested that service to you, it was at the last minute...”

Through an elite, well-respected service Blackwell had recommended to us, Alex and I had indeed hired a nanny for the evening.  All I knew about her is that her name was Helga, she’d been with this particular service for over thirty years, and she was considered among the city’s best.  

I told Blackwell what I knew.

“Count your lucky charms that you got that one, sweetie,” Blackwell said.  “Because Helga is known far and wide in Manhattan.  Totally respected—even considered a force of nature.  Aiden will be in the best of hands this evening—despite Helga’s idiosyncrasies...”

“Her what?”

“Anyway, I’ll see you tonight,” she said in a rush, and before I could press her on what those idiosyncrasies were—suddenly the line went dead.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


[image: image]


LATER, WHEN HELGA ARRIVED at five o’clock sharp, the woman who stood before me in the foyer was petite, in her early sixties, and with a knot of graying hair held tightly at the back of her neck in a stern bun.  As strict and humorless as she came off when we introduced ourselves, I nevertheless felt a sense of relief when I took her to one of the upstairs bedrooms that was off the master suite.  Tonight, this is where Aiden would sleep until the party was over so that Alex and I could get ready in our bedroom without Helga around.

And the moment Helga saw Aiden?  She beamed.

“This baby boy?” she said in what sounded to me like a Russian accent.

“Yes,” I whispered, not wanting to wake him.  “This is Aiden.  And just so you know, Helga, he’s a very light sleeper, as in a very, very, very light sleeper.  So light that Alex and I have barely gotten any sleep since we first came home.  So trust me on this—it’s best that you keep your voice to a whisper.  Otherwise, he might wake up...”

“He so cute,” she interrupted.  “Look at that face.  And look at how his tiny, little hands held up close to his chin.  What a baby boy.  What a handsome boy.  What a beautiful boy you have brought into world.”  

After she gushed over him, she turned to me with a cool gaze and a raised eyebrow.  “You already pump for this evening?”

At first, I was startled by the question.

“Did you pump?” she said again.

“I’m sorry?”

“I need to know whether you pump or didn’t pump,” she said.  “There’s no shame in the pumping.  So let me be clear here—you pump, right?  You got the milk for me?  Because Helga going to need the milk.  Otherwise?  Helga going to have to come for you.”

“I pumped!” I said.  “In fact, I pumped throughout the day.  It’s all right there in the fridge.”

“What fridge?”

I pointed at the small stainless-steel refrigerator next to the crib. 

“It’s in there,” I said.

“Is it an ‘its’ or is it a ‘they’?”

“There are three bottles in there.  All of them chilling,” I said.

“Well, that good.  That should get us through the evening.”  She wrinkled her brow at me.  “Have you fed him by bottle before?”

I shook my head.  “No,” I said.  “I only gave birth to him seven days ago.  He was three weeks early.  We had this party planned several weeks ago—we just decided to go through with it so we didn’t disappoint our friends.  I’ve been nursing Aiden ever since I gave birth to him, just as my doctor suggested.”

She flicked a glance at me.

“Then we might have problem,” she said.

“What problem?”

“Boy want nipple!”

I lifted a finger to my lips.  “Please, lower your voice.  We can’t wake him now.  It took me forever to put him down.”

“Fine,” she said in a softer voice.  “But I tell you—boy want nipple.”

“But I have guests coming over,” I said.  “I can’t nurse him until after they’ve left.  In the meantime, can’t we just fake him out?”

“No faking boy out.  Boy will know real nipple from fake nipple.  And boy will question it.  When he does?  Boy unhappy.  Boy cry.”

“Isn’t there anything we can do to prevent that from happening?”

She looked at me for a long, calculating moment before she shrugged.  “Helga has her tricks,” she said.  “Like warming up bottle and bottle’s nipple with tap water before I feed him.  Vaseline on the nipple also sometimes work—it soothing to the boy.  There are other things I can do, but there no guarantee that they work.  Still, I try.”

“OK...”

“If he cry, I walk him around room.  I even sing to him in hopes that he settle down so you can go on with party.”

“You sing?” I said.

“Of course I sing.  In fact, I sing him little Russian lullabies.  They soothe him.  Now, where are diapers?  Where is changing table?  Do you have rocking chair for me?  Blankets for me?  These are necessary.”

Since I didn’t want to look like a negligent mother, I went out of my way to show her that I had all of those things ready for her, but since that wasn’t enough, I endured more questions until she finally stood before me with her hands on her hips.  

“Helga ready,” she said.  “Don’t worry about baby boy—boy in good hands now.” 

“Thank you,” I said.

“Enjoy party.”

“I’ll try...”

“And you should try.  You just give birth.  But listen to Helga for a moment.  Listen close, because you need to know this—don’t forget Spanx.”

When she said that, I just stared at her.  

“Excuse me?”

“Don’t forget Spanx.  You need them.  Everyone know you need them.”

“I—are you serious?”

“A Miss Barbara Blackwell phoned after I got job and told me to remind you to wear them.  She so concerned that you forget to wear them that she demanded I remind you to wear them.  I not even know what these Spanx are, but I was told you need to wear them so you look thinner.  So there we are.  Just doing my job.”

“I see,” I said.  “Well, thank you for reminding me, Helga.  I appreciate it.”

“Good.  Now go.  You have party to get ready for.  Helga take it from here.  Your boy be fine.  When he wake, he and I bond.”

“I hope that you do.”

“Children love me.”

Seriously...?

“You don’t say?”

“Everyone say.  So off you go.  If I need you tonight, how I contact you?”

“Do you have a cell phone?”

“It twenty-first century, no?”

“In fact, it is...”

“Helga have cell.”

“Of course you have a cell.”

I gave her the house number and told her to call it if she needed anything.

“That’s our landline,” I said.  “My staff will contact me immediately should you need me for whatever reason.  I’ll be up within a minute.”

“Let us hope that don’t happen,” she said.  “Because it could ruin evening.”

Without a word, I just nodded.

“You go,” she said.  “Helga got this.”

And with that instruction, I simply nodded at her before I left. 

*  *  *
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“WELL,” I SAID TO ALEX when I stepped into our master suite and then closed the door behind me.  Across the room, Alex was shining his shoes on top of one of the bureaus.  “Helga certainly is interesting...”

He glanced at me over his shoulder.

“Her name is ‘Helga’?”

“It’s Helga.”

“Is Helga interesting in a good way or in a bad way?” he asked after he kissed me as I put my arm around his waist.  He was wearing nothing but his boxers, and as I touched his velvety skin, I felt a shiver run through me.

After all these years, you still turn me on, Mr. Wenn...

“I think in a good way.”

“That’s not exactly the definitive answer I was seeking...”

“That’s because I can’t give you one,” I said.  “But she’s officially Blackwell-approved, which has to mean something, right?  At first, Helga seemed completely humorless to me, but the moment when she laid eyes on Aiden, it was like the Christ child had just entered the room.  She literally swooned over him, and since it was clear that her reaction was genuine, I think we’re good for tonight.  Though I will say this—I think that Helga likes babies a hell of a lot more than she likes adults.”

“Thus her longtime position as a nanny,” Alex said as he held up a shoe and checked its polish in the light.

“I gave her the house number just in case she needs me,” I said.  “I’ll ask the staff to let me know if and when she calls.”

When I said that, he turned to me.  “What about me?” he asked.  “We’re a couple when it comes to raising Aiden, Jennifer.  This isn’t the 1950s anymore.  You and I are in this together.  I plan on being involved in raising him as much as possible.”

Could I love you even more than at this moment? I thought.

“I’m sorry,” I said.  “Should Helga call, I’ll ask the staff to grab whomever is closer.”

“Good,” he said.  “So what are you wearing tonight?  I’ll be in a tux.”

“And thank God for that,” I said.  “You know that I love you in one.”

“And how about you?”

“A black evening gown that Blackwell thought I should wear, some ridiculously tall heels, and apparently one motherlode of jewelry because, as far as Blackwell is concerned, I’m supposed to out-tinsel the Christmas tree.”

“If anyone can do it, you can.”

I checked the time on my watch.  “I need to take a shower,” I said.  “As in right now.  It’s five-thirty.  People will start arriving at seven.”

He put down his shoe.

“Want some company?”

“Mr. Wenn?” I said.  “Is that even appropriate?  I’m in your employ...”

“Consider it a directive,” he said.

“Well, then, Mr. Wenn.  I’d love some company.”

“And how about later, when everyone is gone?”

The moment he said that, the spell broke.

“But what if Aiden fusses?” I said.  “That would just ruin everything.”

He took my hand in his as we started to walk toward the master bath.  

“Here’s what I’ve been thinking,” he said.  “How about if I ask Helga to stay the night?  If she agrees, we’ll put her in the bedroom farthest from our bedroom, so there’s no way that she can hear me going down on you or making love to you.  How does that sound?”

“Like the best Christmas present ever,” I said.  “My hormones are still pulsing through me, Alex.  They haven’t abated.  Sometimes, I think about nothing else than making love to you.”

“Then allow me to take care of that,” he said with a grin.  “And look, I’ll pay Helga whatever she wants to stay the night.  I’ll go all ‘Godfather’ on her and give her an offer she can’t refuse, because you and I not only need this time with our friends, but we also need to spend some serious time together after they’re gone.”

“You’re on,” I said.  

“Perfect.  After our shower, I’ll speak with Helga.”

He swatted my ass when he said that, I let out a genuine girly squeal of delight, and soon Alex and I were standing beneath the hot shower, with him rubbing the tension out of my shoulders just as I felt something else start to rub against my ass...
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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WHEN MY HAIR AND MAKEUP were done, I finished dressing and then stood back to assess myself in the bathroom mirror.  I turned from side to side and looked at the sleeveless ponte gown I was wearing.  It actually looked good, if only due to the Spanx, which were pretty much holding me together right now.

The dress had a mock halter neckline, a low-cut back, a rouleau button closure at the neck, a fluid silhouette, and a high slit that exposed a good deal of my left leg.  Feeling weirdly confident, I adjusted my hair—which cascaded down my back in the sort of thick waves I knew that my husband loved—and then I gave myself a fresh swipe of lipstick before I joined Alex in the bedroom.  When I saw him, he was already in his tux and sitting across the room holding a glass of bourbon.

“Jesus,” he said as he looked at me.  “You look seriously hot”

“As if you don’t,” I said as I went toward him.  “I’ve been waiting to see you in that tux all day.  If we had time, I’d let you take me right here while you were wearing it.”

“About that,” he said as he stood.  “While you were getting ready, I spoke to Helga.”

“Did she sing you a Russian lullaby?”

“No, but she did say that she’d stay the night, which means that you’re all mine after everyone is gone.”

He came over to me, and when he did, I felt my pulse begin to race.  It wasn’t just because of how good Alex looked—it also was because I knew that he’d be mine tonight.

“I’ll say it again,” he said as he twirled me around once in front of him.  “You look beautiful, Jennifer.  And that’s one hell of a dress.”

“Blackwell knows her some fashion,” I said.  “Because I wouldn’t have chosen this without her help.  And as for you, you’re smoldering.  But, then again, when don’t you smolder?”

When I said that, he took me in his arms, kissed my neck, and then whispered in my ear, “Why don’t you think about the things that I’m going to do to you tonight...?”

His right hand reached down between by legs, deftly moved beyond the slit in my dress, and then his fingertips pressed against me.  Startled, I gasped.  When he lightly began to stroke me, I nearly folded from his touch.  My breath caught in my throat as I felt a surge of heat rise up deliciously between my legs.  It felt so good, I didn’t want it to stop.  I heard myself sigh, I felt my legs go weak, and then I realized that if he didn’t stop, he was going to make me come right before our company arrived.

“You need to—”

“What if I don’t want to stop?”

“I can’t come with company so close—”

“Who says that you can’t?  And by the way, who’s closer—you or them?”

“Probably me.”

“Then come for me...”

With the help of the Gods, I summoned whatever willpower I had within me, took a step back, and felt his hand fall away.

“You’re bad,” I said as I pointed a finger at him.

“Define bad...”

“You’re bad in a naughty kind of way.”

“And you have an issue with that, Mrs. Wenn?”

“Not really, but I can’t go into our party overheated, can I?  So let’s just save this for later, Mr. Wenn—after our guests are gone.”  I patted my brow with the back of my hand.  “Look at me,” I said.  “You made me so hot, I’m sweating.  I need to check my makeup.”

“No you don’t.  Actually, you look radiant.”

I glanced over at the clock on the bedside table and decided to trust my husband.  Maybe my perspiration would give me a dewy glow?  “We should go downstairs in case anyone arrives early,” I said.  “In fact, I need to go into the kitchen to make sure that everything is perfect before people arrive.”

“Not before I give you this,” Alex said as he stepped away from me and walked over to one of the bureaus.  “I gave some thought about what I wanted to give you for Christmas this year, and for me, it all came down to the importance of time.  Our time spent together when we first started dating, and then the moment when we got married, and now the lifetime that we’re about to spend with our new son.  With that in mind, I thought that you might want to wear something new tonight.”

Transfixed, I watched him remove from the bureau’s top drawer a medium-sized black-velvet box.

“What have you done?” I asked.

He narrowed his eyes at me with a sense of mischief.

“Maybe you should open your present,” he said.

“But this isn’t fair,” I said.  “I don’t have a gift for you right now—they’re all under the tree.”

“Then I’ll be happy to open them tomorrow morning.  And the good news?  After Helga leaves, it will be just you, Aiden, and me opening presents in the morning.  What could be better than that?”

“Pretty much nothing,” I said.

He handed me the box, which felt heavy in my hands.

“Open it,” he said.  

I looked at him for a long moment before I opened the box—and when I did, I gasped.  Inside wasn’t just a watch.  It was a diamond-encrusted watch by Chanel.  From the band to the face, it was covered in diamonds.  Too many diamonds to count.  The entire watch appeared to be made of diamonds.

“Alex,” I said as I looked up at him.

“It’s the J12 Flying Tourbillon Watch by Chanel,” he said.  “A few weeks ago, I went to Chanel with Blackwell and looked at several watches.  But when I saw this, I thought it was so beautiful—and so timeless in so many ways—that I knew that you should have it.”

“It’s literally covered with diamonds...”

“As it should be.  Because don’t you see—you’re my diamond, Jennifer.”

Speechless, I just looked at the watch while Alex kissed me.

“Come on,” he said.  “Try it on.”

“I can’t,” I said.  “My hands are shaking.”

“How about if we take off the watch you’re wearing first, and then I’ll put this one on you?”

In a haze, I did as I was told.  And when I did, Alex affixed the watch to my wrist, and then I admired it as he did the same.

“It’s amazing,” I said.  “Look at how it sparkles in the light...”

“Do you like it?”

“Are you serious?  I love it.”

“And I love you,” he said.  “So how about if we go and greet our guests?”

I marveled at the watch.  “What guests...?”

“Our guests.  You remember, the ones who are coming to the party.  I believe that they’re about to arrive.  Now come on.  Plenty of time to look at the watch later.  Let’s go and throw our friends the best Christmas eve party ever.”

*  *  *
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AFTER CHECKING IN WITH the kitchen staff and taking a few moments to talk with the waiters who’d be serving the canapés and cocktails, I heard our private elevator ding and knew that our first guests had arrived.

Let the fun begin, I thought.

And then I heard Daniella’s voice—and thought otherwise.

“I told you, I didn’t want to come,” I heard her say in the distance.  “It has nothing to do with Uncle Alex or Jennifer.  It’s just me.  I’d rather be alone in my own apartment, eating a big bag of Doritos and drinking a bottle of cheap vodka.  You know?  The rot-gut kind, since apparently I don’t have a soul that it could eat through!”

“Daniella,” I heard Blackwell say.  “I heard enough of this on the way over here and especially in the elevator on the way up.  You either need to get yourself in line now, girl, or I will send you home.  And if I do that and Cutter does decide to show up?  Well, I guess you will have blown it again.”

Oh, dear... 

“Do you even know whether he’s coming?” Daniella asked.

“How many times do I have to answer that?”

“Not enough for my tastes, because I need to know.”

“You already know that I don’t know.  All I know is that he didn’t rule it out.  And that’s the truth.”

“I should have just confronted him like Jennifer suggested, but I was too much of a coward.  I never found the courage to do so.”

“That’s on you.”

“Hi!” I said as I left the kitchen and joined Alex to greet Daniella, Alexa and Blackwell in the foyer.  “We’re so glad you’re here!”

“Look at how well she lies,” Blackwell said.

“I’m not lying,” I said.  “We are glad you’re here!”

Alexa shot me a look and then coughed once into her fist.  “You might feel otherwise in a few moments, Jennifer,” she said.  “Because a whole lot of drama just walked into your house.”

“As if you wouldn’t be upset if you were in my shoes, Alexa,” Daniella said.

“That’s the thing, Daniella—I wouldn’t be in your shoes.”

“Please—as if your enormous feet could even fit into my shoes.”

“Daniella,” Blackwell warned.  “Stop it.  We’re not doing this again this year.  I’m not going to allow you to sabotage yet another party.”

“And neither am I,” Alex said firmly.  “Jennifer and I have gone through a lot of trouble to pull off this evening for our family and friends, and as much as I love you, Daniella, I’m not going to let you ruin it.”

“Well, gee, Uncle Alex—tell me how you really feel.”

“I’m just being straight with you,” he said.  “All of us are sorry about what happened between you and Cutter, but whatever you two are going through ended the moment you stepped out of that elevator.  If you want to go home and sulk, I’ll have a car brought around to take you.  If you’d like to stay and enjoy Christmas eve with the rest of us, we’d be happy to have you.  At this stage in your life, you are old enough to know that the world doesn’t revolve around you.  You also need to know that many of us here are tired of your tantrums.  So choose.  You can either stay with us and be pleasant company or you can go home and be any angry pill there.”

“I can’t leave,” she said to him.  “What if Cutter decides to come?”

“And what if he doesn’t?” Alex said.

“Then I’ll be devastated,” she said as tears filled her eyes.

And when Daniella said that, Alex’s face softened, and he held out his arms to her.

“Come here,” he said.

When she did, she fell into his arms and held tight to him.

“Look at me,” she said.  “Five minutes and I’ve already ruined the party...”

“That’s the thing,” Alex said.  “No one is here but you and your family.  So technically, you haven’t ruined anything yet.”

“She’s already ruined it for me,” Alexa said.

“Alexa,” Blackwell said.

“Right,” she said.  “I’ll stay out of this—promise.”

“You’d better.”

“I’ve been going through a lot over the past few weeks,” Daniella said.  “I’ve never loved anyone the way I love Cutter.  I’m hurting more than I think anyone knows.”

Alex kissed the top of her head.

“Actually, I’m pretty sure that everyone has a good idea of how you’re feeling, but what you need to know is that we’re here to support you—if that’s what you want.  So which is better?  Staying here with people who love you or going home alone and drinking shit vodka?”

A moment passed before she spoke, but when she did, I saw her shoulders relax a little, I saw her take a deep breath, and then I watched her look up at the man she had long considered her uncle.  “What kind of vodka do you have?”

“Your favorite.  And if you want something other than Belvedere, the bar is well stocked.”

“Then I’m staying,” she said as she gave him her best effort at a smile.  
“And not just because of the booze.”
“I love you,” he said as he gave her another hug.  “You’ve never been easy, that’s for sure, but you’ve always been worth the effort.”

“I apologize,” she said.  “I’ll get it together—I’m just upset, that’s all.  Let’s see what the night brings.  Maybe he’ll come.  Maybe he won’t.  Either way, a drink would help.”

“Then let’s get you one,” I said as I glanced at Blackwell and Alexa, who were looking at Daniella with a mix of irritation and concern.  They loved her, but whatever sympathy they had for Daniella was nevertheless wearing thin.

“First let me take your coats,” Alex said.

When he did, I put my arm around Daniella and said, “Regardless of how upset you are, you look lovely tonight.”

She was wearing a black sequined dress that came just to her knees and showed off her trim figure.  Her dark hair curled around her shoulders, and she was wearing a pair of black Louboutin shoes and a diamond necklace. 

“I dressed for him,” she said as we walked into the living room where the tree glimmered and twinkled.  “I wanted him to see me looking better than he’s ever seen me—assuming that he even shows up.”

“None of us knows if he will,” I said to her.  “But listen to me now, because I really want you to hear this.  I’m disappointed that you didn’t confront him as I suggested, but that was your choice—and I respect it.  But here’s the thing, Daniella.  What you need to understand about yourself is that you are a bright, funny, and lovely young woman.  You literally have the world at your fingertips.  So let’s say that Cutter doesn’t come tonight.  Are you really going to let that destroy you?  I think you’re stronger than that.  I also think you need to have a good, long look at your own self-worth, because I can tell you this—no man is worth the stress that you’re going through right now.  Not even Cutter.”

“He hasn’t returned one call,” she said.  “Not one text.”

“Then you need to consider whether you’re willing to put up with that kind of dismissal.  This isn’t all on you, you know?  Yes, you started it by pushing too hard, but you’ve also apologized many times for it.  You need to think about that.  You need to think of how rude he’s being to you right now.”

“Actually, I hadn’t thought about it that way...”

“Then maybe you should start thinking about it that way.”

“Jesus,” she said.  “I’ve been feeling sorry for myself all this time, when I should have started feeling pissed off.”

“Just don’t start that now,” I said.  “I don’t think that Alex will have it.”

“I’m not going to start.  In fact, I think you just got through to me.  Yes, I love Cutter and I’d like to be with him.  But at this point?  I’ve apologized to him so many times, I can’t even count.  I’m beginning to think that he’s the one who owes me an apology.  I mean, Christ, he’s treating me as if I cheated on him or something, when all I did was ask him to move in together.  Fine, maybe I pushed too hard.  I know how I can be, and I get it, but whatever.  I’m done beating myself up over this shit.”

“Good.  Now, can I get you a drink?  Martini, right?  Three olives?”

“Please.  And thank you, Jennifer.  You mean the world to me.”

“As you do to me.”  I gave her a look.  “You know, sometimes it just takes another perspective...”

“In fact, now I do know!”

I smiled when she said that, and then I turned to one of the waiters and beckoned her over.  “This young lady would like a Belvedere martini, straight up, with three olives.  And the same for me, but without the olives and just a twist.”

“Of course, Mrs. Wenn.”

“Would you mind taking everyone’s orders?”

“Not at all,” the young woman said.  

When I turned to watch her go, I saw Blackwell—replete in a red Chanel suit —standing alone near one of the sofas.  I caught her eye, and knew that she’d been watching me speak with her daughter.  I smiled at her then, and with gratitude in her eyes, Blackwell simply gave me a hint of a smile before she raised her hand and blew me a kiss.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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“WELL,” BLACKWELL SAID to me when everyone had left the living room for the library to enjoy some food and conversation.  “Whatever you said to my daughter put her in a better mood—I could see the transformation while you were talking with her.  And by the way—what exactly did you say to her?”

I told her what I’d said.

“As usual, right on point.  Because after so many weeks of having been silent, Cutter not only has skin in this game, but he also has some explaining to do.  Not to mention an apology for my daughter.  Either he’s in this relationship, or he isn’t.  It’s time for him to make a decision, I’d say.”

“I agree.  But enough of that.  I want tonight to be light and free for everyone here.  So how about this?  What do you think of the tree?”

With her martini in hand, I watched Blackwell walk around the tree with her head held just a bit too high before she turned to face me with an arched eyebrow.  “If you were thinking ‘drag queen’ when you had it decorated, then let’s just say you succeeded spectacularly.”

“Drag queen?” I said.  “The tree doesn’t look like a drag queen.”

“Really?” she said. “Is that so?  Then tell me, Jennifer.  Why is it that each time I look at it, I want to call it Orna Mint...?”

“Hilarious,” I said.

“Well, it’s true.”

“You know, you should just take that one right out on the road with the rest of your one-liners,” I said.  “Because I have a feeling that you’ve been waiting all night to deliver that line to me.”

“So what if I have?  As you know, I’ve been given the gift of wit...”

“Then by all means, share it with the world.”

“And what if I did?  You know, I can see it now,” she said as she arced her hand across her face.  “Think of it—my own bus and truck tour throughout the U.S., Canada, and parts of Europe, such as Berlin and Paris, where they’d understand me.  Imagine my name in twinkling lights—BLACKWELL—just ‘Blackwell,’ because like ‘Cher’ and ‘Madonna,’ I only need one name.  Think of the people flocking to hear my je ne sais quoi.  Think of the people coming from far and wide to see what I might say and or what I might wear next.  As for refreshments, naturally ice would be offered at a nominal fee...”

“Are you finished?” I asked.

“Of course I am,” she said.  “After the wrecking ball known as my daughter, I was just trying to have a bit of fun.  As for the tree—it’s big and it’s bold and it’s fabulous.  Thank you for having us tonight.  And even if you did hire help, I know that pulling this together for your friends couldn’t have been easy on Alex and you.  Not with Aiden so new to your lives.”

“Let’s just call all of this a necessary distraction,” I said.  “Because sometimes?  When Aiden really gets on a roll?  A distraction is needed.”

“He’s not sleeping?”

“He sleeps whenever Alex or I hold him, which we love because that’s when we get to hold him the closest.  As for the rest of the time—it’s spotty at best.”

“Then I’m impressed,” she said.

“With what?”

“You’re not sleeping well, and yet you show up looking like this—stunning.  It’s as if Bernie had his way with you.  I don’t want to know how much concealer you’re wearing under your eyes, Jennifer, but you look terrific.  Way to go, my love.  Now, before everyone else arrives and while I have you here alone, let me ask you—how are you feeling after your mother’s theatrics?”

“You mean after her abject betrayal of me?”

“Yes—that.”

“I’m OK,” I said.  “She’s been paid off—Alex saw to that.  And thanks to Wenn legal, Ava had to sign a document to keep her mouth shut about every rotten thing she threatened me with unless she wanted to face a lawsuit.  And she did sign it,” I said.  “And when she signed it, she also signed the back of the check.  What’s done is done.”

“And so it is,” Blackwell said.  “I’m happy that’s behind you.”

“As am I.”  I lifted my drink to her and we touched glasses.  “But thank you for asking.  And if you don’t mind me saying so again, thanks for being the mother I never had.”

“You know, there’s also something in this for me.  I think that you might be the most well-behaved daughter I have...”

“I don’t know,” I said.  “Alexa could give me a run for the money.”

“In a few years, she might.  But not quite yet.”

“You’re being kind.  Alexa has never put you through the kind of hell that I’ve put you through.”

“But that’s to be expected, isn’t it?  Alexa isn’t married to a billionaire fraught with his share of enemies.  You are.”

And so I was, not that I’d change it for the world.  Alex was my life.  He was my lover and my best friend.  

And just days ago, he’d become the father to our first child.  I loved them both so much, sometimes it overwhelmed me.

“I’m surprised Marcus isn’t here,” I said, wanting to change the subject.  “I thought that he’d come with you and the girls.”

“He should be here soon,” she said dismissively.  “Work and all that.”

“On Christmas Eve?”

“Darling, this is what you deal with when you date a man of his caliber.”

“But Alex always makes time for me,” I said.  “And certainly Marcus is no busier than Alex.”

“Let’s not talk about this,” she said.

“So there is something to talk about,” I said.  “I knew it.  A few weeks ago, when I was in your office and talking about the holidays, I asked you about Marcus, and you brushed him aside like he was an afterthought.  You said that we’d discuss him later, which we never did.  So what’s going on between you two?  Should I be concerned?”

She took a sip of her martini before she said, “I’m not sure.”

“What does that mean?”

“Do I really need to go there?” she asked.  “Do you really expect me to bare my soul to you?”

“I believe I did with you when it came to my parents.  That said, you should only ever share with me what you want to share with me.”

“Then, to hell with it,” she said.  “For the past year, my relationship with Marcus has been touch and go at best—and by that, I mean less touch than go.  And not because of me.  I’ve gone out of my way to make myself available to him.  What’s holding me back from breaking the whole thing off is that when we do have the chance to see each other, it’s fabulous.  It’s as if he’s the one.  And then suddenly he’s gone again, traveling around the world and sending me guilty bouquets of flowers.  We only talk on the phone only once or twice a week.  I’m beginning to feel that none of it is enough.”  She tilted her head at me.  “What if I were to tell you that we’ve only seen each other eight times in person since we first met?”

“You can’t be serious?”

“I am.”

“But it’s been a year since you first met him.”

“My point exactly.”

“I thought you two were in a relationship.”

“Technically, I suppose we are.  At one point, he did ask me to commit to him, which I agreed to because, well, why not?  I certainly had no plans to see another man, especially after the train wreck that was Charles.  Before I met Marcus, I was looking forward to spending the rest of my life alone with my girls, my friends, and with my extended family.  And also with my work, which I love.  And then Marcus came along—in Maine of all places—and since I came to like him so much, I figured that love might be worth a second chance.”

“Are you in love with him?” I asked.

“Let’s just say that he claims he’s in love with me.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

“But you got your answer, didn’t you?”

“Actually, I didn’t.”

“Look, if I meant the world to him—as he’s said to me time and again in countless conversations, emails, and voicemails—then he’d be here with me now, wouldn’t he?  If I meant something to him, then he should have put his goddamned work aside and escorted me here tonight of all nights.  I mean, doesn’t he remember that it was a year ago tonight that we sat down at that bar at Sugarloaf and talked for hours?  That was the beginning of us, so shouldn’t that mean something to him?  I believe it should have.  But since this isn’t the first time that I’ve come in second after his work, I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll ever come first.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

“Look,” she said, with a roll of her eyes.  “Let’s get real.  We’re talking first-world problems here.  Don’t think that I don’t know that.”

“But don’t discount how you feel in the process,” I said.

“That’s the thing, Jennifer—I know it sounds cold, but I feel nothing more than a touch of disappointment.  Earlier this evening, when he called to tell me that he had so much work to do he’d have to meet us here later, I thought about who we were as a couple, and I not only came up empty, but I also came to the conclusion that maybe we shouldn’t be.”

“Shouldn’t be?  What does that mean?”

She handed me her drink, which I took while she reached into her clutch and removed her SlimPhone.  “It means that I’m breaking this off now,” she said.

“You can’t be serious...”

“I’ve never been so serious.”

“But on Christmas eve?”

“Oh, please—Christmas eve, Christmas Schmeve.  Tonight clearly meant zip to him, Jennifer, so why not?  And please don’t look upset.  I’m strong, I know what I want, I know what works for me—and what doesn’t.  Getting him out of my life now will be a blessing.  If I continue to allow him to put me in second place, then who am I in this relationship?  When did I stop respecting my own needs?  Right now, it’s time for Marcus and me to take a final bow.  So give me a moment.  This won’t take long.  I’ll be back and single before you know it.”

Shocked by how quickly our conversation had turned, I watched Blackwell step away and put her SlimPhone to her ear.  Since she clearly wasn’t being shy about any of this—she was standing only five feet away from me so I could hear the conversation—I listened to it.

“Marcus?” she said.  “Yes, it’s Barbara.  I’m fine, fine.  In fact, I’m feeling particularly festive tonight.  Are you still at work?  Yes?  Always toiling away, aren’t you?  Look, darling, not to ruin your holiday, but I’ve had an epiphany tonight, and I think it’s time that we call it a day.  I think it’s time to break off whatever it is that we have between us, but before I end it, I wanted you to know that at the very least, it’s been interesting.  And sometimes it was even wonderful.”  

She paused.  

“Well, of course I’m being serious, silly,” she said.  “So, listen—there’s no need or reason for you to come here tonight.  If you did, it would only be awkward.  Instead, you can just cuddle up with your work.  And as we go into the New Year, please know that I wish you the best and that I thank you for the truckloads of apologetic flowers you’ve sent to me over the past year.”  

She held up her free hand in exasperation.  “Sorry?  No, no, no—I’m not being sarcastic at all.  In fact, I’m just being sensible.  We gave it a shot, but you and I were never meant to be.  Surely you know that, so know that I wish you well.  I hope that in the future you’ll find someone who doesn’t mind coming in second to your career.  Merry Christmas, darling.  And have an even happier New Year!”

And with that, Blackwell held out her phone at her side, severed the connection with a mere swipe of her thumb and then she turned to look at me with what could only be described as an expression of relief.

“Over and out,” she said.  “Thank God!”

“Jesus,” I said.  “You’re the holy roller of breakups...”

“Let’s just say that I’ve never been anything but efficient.”

“Are you OK?”

“I’m fabulous.”

“Are you?  Because some of the things you said to him were pretty harsh, no matter how light you managed to keep your tone.  If you’re hurting right now, Barbara, no one would blame you.”

“Oh, please, if anything, I’m relieved.  That whole ‘faux relationship’ thing had been weighing me down for months.  To be honest, I’m ashamed that I didn’t end it sooner, because I’d known for too long that it wasn’t going to work.  And frankly, it was about time that I did something about it.”  She took her drink from my hand and tossed back the rest of it in one fell swoosh.  “I will say this for him, though.  At least he took it like a man.”

“Are you going to share the news with your daughters?”

“Later,” she said.  “Perhaps after all of us have had a second drink.”

“I can’t have a second drink,” I said.  “You know, nursing.”

“How positively politically correct of you.”

“In a few months, I’ll be able to be fun again—I promise.”

“And thank God for that, but at least the others will imbibe with me.  Here’s what you should know—while Daniella did like Marcus, Alexa was beginning to disapprove of him for all the reasons I just told you.  She’ll be happy to hear the news.  As for Daniella, she’ll just be sad for me and filled with romantic dreams of what could have been.  All I can say is that thank goodness Alexa is pragmatic.  She’s the one who will get it, while poor Daniella will worry about my happiness and wellbeing, as if I need a man to have either.  Still, once I explain my reasoning to her, I do think she’ll eventually come around.  That one just takes time...”

I gave her a hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“I support your decision,” I said.  

“I’m glad that you do.”

“I love you,” I said softly into her ear.

“And I love you,” she said as we parted.

“Barbara...”

“Jennifer, it’s good.  It was necessary.  And please, allow me to revel in the fact that I’m now out of something that was going nowhere.  I mean that.  I’m good right now.”

“Marcus is the one who missed out,” I said.  “He got lost in his work, and in the process, he lost you.”

“But here’s the thing,” she said.  “In the end, I won.”

At that moment, the elevator rang.

“You have company,” she said.

“I guess I do.”

She pointed toward the hallway and then started to look around for a waiter.

“Drink,” she called out.  “Drink?”

“I think the waitstaff is in the library,” I said.  “Let me get someone for you.”

“No need—I can do it myself.  Now go with Alex and see who’s arrived,” she said.  “Hopefully, it will be somebody fun.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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“YENNIFER!” EPIFANIA said as she stepped into the foyer with her handsome boyfriend Rudman Cross on her arm.  “You look like bottle of lube!”

“I look like a bottle of what?” I said to her.

“You know—lube!  You look so the sleek.  Your hair so the shiny.  Your skin so the dewy.  Every bit of you glisten!  And since you give birth only week ago, how you even manage it?”

“As for the hair and skin, that would be my hormones, Epifania—they’re still raging through me, but they do have their benefits.”  When she took me into her arms, I whispered into her ear, “And as for how sleek I look, that would be due to the Spanx—not that anyone should know.”

“They know nothing from me, the kitten,” she said in a whisper as she stepped away.  Then louder, “Because you look like superstar!”

“And you look like you’re especially happy tonight,” I said to her.

She reached for Rudman’s hand when I said that and squeezed it tightly.  “That because I with my Rudsy,” she said.

“And how are you, Rudman?” I asked.  “I’m so glad that you could come.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” he said.  “Thank you for having us.”

“It’s our pleasure.”

“Hello, Epifania,” Alex said as he kissed her on each cheek.  “And it’s great to see you, Rudman,” he said as they shook hands.  “I’m very happy that both of you could join us tonight.”

“It’s also good to see you, Alex,” Rudman said.  “And you too, Jennifer.  I have to agree with Epifania—you look radiant.”

“Thank you,” I said as I kissed him.  “I’m so happy to have you both here.”

“We feel the same,” he said.

And, by the way, Rudman, could you possibly look any more handsome? I thought.  

He and Epifania had been seeing each other seriously for eight months now, and it was clear from his muscular physique alone that Rudman had been going to the gym.  The last time I’d seen him about four months ago, he looked terrific for a man in his mid-fifties.  But now?  Now, he looked ten years younger, with a body so fit, his muscles strained against his overcoat.  

I had to tell him, so I did.

“OK, so you’ve totally been working out, Rudman,” I said.

“I have,” he said as he cocked a thumb toward Epifania.  “I’m back in the gym, because you need a fair amount of energy to keep up with this one.”

“And keep up he does,” Epifania said.  “Oh, how he does.  You know, when we have the sex now, I can feel the muscles in his stomach rubbing against me, and it so over the top, it makes me go pop, pop, pop!”

And here we go... 

But I didn’t mind.  Epifania could lift any party with her unpredictable mouth, especially because of her lightness of heart and kindness of spirit.  I’d come to absolutely adore her.

“Let me take your coats,” Alex said.

“So fresh!” Epifania said.  “Look at you, Alex—already going for my clothes!”

“Just your coats!” he said.

“That OK,” she said as she slipped out of her chic black overcoat.  “Because Rudsy help me take off the rest later, won’t you, you big, tall drink of tequila?”

“You can count on it,” he said.

As Alex put their coats in the foyer closet, I just stared at what Epifania was wearing.

“Epifania,” I said.  “My God—you look beautiful.  That gown!”

“Oh, look, the cookie.  I know it over the moon and back, but it all because of Barbara.  She took me shopping last week.  We ended up at Bergdorf—surprise, surprise, I know—and we found this.  It was tailored to me three days ago.  I yust got it back today!”

“Alexander McQueen?” I asked.

“You know I love me some McQueens,” she said.  

She could joke all she wanted, but that gown of hers was to die for.  As she turned around for me, I admired the metallic, off-the-shoulder halter gown—especially how it hugged her beautiful curves.  It was the color of shimmering pewter, and it had a sweetheart neckline, an open back that fell to the base of her spine, and a column silhouette that just touched the floor.  A bevy of diamonds adorned her neck, ears, and fingers, all of which I’d seen before—with the exception of one.

“What’s that on your wrist?” I asked.

“Maybe something the Rudsy gave me tonight...”

“Well, show it to me, for God’s sake!”

She held out her arm and I admired the bracelet while I caught a glimpse of Rudman blushing.

“It’s stunning,” I said as I admired it.  “And it’s so wide.  Unless I’m mistaken, I must be looking at several hundreds of diamonds.”

“Or more!  Who know!  I just the grateful.  Being with my Rudsy this year made my dreams come.  Finally, I have real man in my life.  Finally, I have someone who love me for me—which I know can’t be easy on the poor guy, but he does.  And then he go and give me something like this!  It too much because he alone is my Christmas gift.  I love him so much, you don’t even want to—”

And then she stopped cold.

“Hola!” she called out.  “Stop the donkeys!  What that on your wrist, lady?”

“It’s a Chanel watch that Alex gave me tonight.  Isn’t it amazing?  Here, you have to have a look!”

She held her hand in mine and soaked in the watch before she went straight to Alex and gave him a hug.  

“You the best,” she said to him.

“Actually, Jennifer is,” Alex said as they parted.

“You want to know what Epifania think?  She think that you two going to love each other forever.  That watch is a symbol of your love.  He gave you timepiece for reason, Yennifer.  It his way of saying ‘forever.’  Am I right, Alex?”

“Actually, you are, Epifania.  Diamonds are forever, and so are Jennifer and I.  Our love will defy time.”

“Now, I’m going to start crying again.”

“Don’t ruin the makeup!” Epifania said.  “And by the way, guess what Epifania also know?  She know that you two going to grow old together.”

“I already know that we will,” Alex said.  “Perhaps now more than ever, Epifania, especially since we’ve had Aiden.”

“Where is the baby boy?” she said.  “Epifania and the Rudsy love to see him!”

“He’s with Helga,” I said.

“Who the hell is Helga?”

“His nanny for the night.”

“Oh,” she said.  “I get it.  Boy might get fussy with too many people around, right?  Maybe too much noise once things really get rolling.  Still, I wish I could see him.  Especially on tonight of all nights.  I’d like to give him a beeg Christmas blessing!”

“Would you mind if we saved that for another time?” I asked.  “Aiden hasn’t been sleeping well.  I’d hate to wake him up.”

“Whenever you want, the cookie.  You name the day, and Epifania be here to visit you and precious baby boy.”

“Shall we go into the library?” Alex said.  “Blackwell and her daughters are there.  And Kate, Ben, Tank, and Lisa should be arriving shortly.  How about if we get you cocktails?”

“Epifania love a cocktail,” she said.  “But why you no mention the Marcus, Alex?  Isn’t he here?”

Alex had no idea about Blackwell and Marcus, so he just looked at me in question.  “He should be here, shouldn’t he?” he asked.

“He had to work,” I said.  “He’s already sent his regrets that he won’t be coming tonight.”

“Seriously?” Alex said.  “It’s Christmas eve, for God’s sake.  He should be here for Barbara.”

And if we were alone?  I promise I’d tell you the whole story, Alex...

But since that wasn’t the case—and since none of what had happened between Marcus and Blackwell was for me to reveal in front of Epifania and Rudman—I just deflected and distracted.  

“Speaking of Blackwell,” I said.  “I think she might be admiring you right now, Epifania.  Do you see her over there?”

“The devil in the red Chanel?  Of course I see her.”

“Devil or not, I think that she might be trying to conceal her approval of how beautiful you look tonight.  Even from here, I can see the admiration on her face.  So, come on—let’s go and join the others.  I know that everyone is excited to see and be with each of you.” 

*  *  *
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IT WAS ONLY A FEW MINUTES after the group exchanged holiday greetings—and after Epifania and Rudman got their drinks—before Epifania stated the obvious.  

“Well?” she said to Blackwell.  “Where the hell is the Marcus?”

“Oh, him,” Blackwell said as she touched her half-empty martini glass against Epifania’s.  “Let’s just say that he’s dead to me.”

“Heyzeus Cristo,” she said.  “The motherfucker die on you?  Like my Chuckie die on me?”

“No, no—nothing like that.  The relationship is over.  I ended it with him about twenty minutes ago.”

“You what?” Alexa said.

“I ended it with Marcus.”

“Oh, no, you didn’t!” Daniella said.

“Well, yes, I did.  While I was in the living room with Jennifer, I made a decision I already knew I had to make, and then I gave Marcus a call.  We had a little chat, and in a matter of minutes, we were over.  Finished.  Kaput.  It was all perfectly respectful and friendly.”

“Brava,” Alexa said.

“But he loved you!” Daniella said.

“What he loved was the idea of us,” Blackwell said.  “And what I’ll never be to anyone is a mere ‘idea,’ Daniella.  And neither should you.  So all that anyone needs to know is that I did the right thing for me tonight, and that I’m perfectly happy that I went through with it because I won’t be strung along by anyone.  So, please, let’s not make a fuss about this because I’m actually rather relieved by it.  If anything, we should celebrate.”

“You’re my hero,” Alexa said.  “I knew he wasn’t the one for you.  He never made any time for you.  All he ever did was send you roses.”

“Still,” Daniella said.  “At least he sent her roses.  Didn’t that mean something?”

Gently, Blackwell turned to her eldest daughter and touched her shoulder.  “Flowers are just things, Daniella.  It’s making the effort to spend time together that counts.  And Marcus, for all his charms, just wasn’t ready for that.  So listen to me now.  Learn from your mother, my darling girl—never accept anything that’s less than what you deserve.  Marcus is a fine man, but work means more to him at this point in his life than any relationship does.  And since I love my own work, I get it.  Listen, as sweet as he can be, would you want your mother to be in a relationship where I always came in second?”

“Never,” Daniella said.

“Then hear me when it comes to this—sometimes in a relationship, there comes a moment when it’s time to call it a day.  Today was that moment for me.  Since I refused to continue to be led on by him, I decided it was best that he and I go our separate ways—civilly.  And with kindness.  I made it all very easy for him, and by doing so, I also made it easy for me.  So stop looking so sad, Daniella.  Tonight, your mother got her life back.  When it comes to you and Cutter, I’m not going to sway you one way or the other when it comes to him or his behavior.  All I’m asking is that you consider the reasons why I left your father and Marcus.  I want you to think about the reasons why I got out of those relationships, and if you understand the reasons why, I hope that you will apply them to your own life.”

“You make it sound so easy,” she said.

“But don’t you see?” she said when she leaned in and held Daniella close to her side.  “When you love and respect yourself, which I pray in my heart that you will some day—if not tonight, in fact, which is still possible—it’s actually easy to do when you know in your heart that you will never, ever settle for second-best.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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LATER, WHEN EVERYONE had retired to the living room, we were only thirty minutes into the party when Alex and I heard the elevator ring.  

“Company,” I said to everyone.  “Alex and I will be right back.”

“New people arriving?” Blackwell said.  “I assume it’s my arch nemesis...”

“You already know it’s Lisa—and she’s not your arch nemesis.”

She waved her hand at me.  “Shoo!” she said.  “Go and greet them.  After my dramatic breakup, I’m beyond my little catfight with Lisa.  Tonight, there’s nothing I can’t handle—even when it comes to her.”

Alex put his arm around my waist as we walked down the hallway.

“Lisa is never late,” I said to him.  “Neither is Kate.  I wonder what held them up?”

“It’s Christmas eve,” he said.  “Ben had to finish a job, and traffic is probably impossible tonight.”

“You’re right,” I said—just as the elevator doors opened to reveal Cutter, who hesitated for a moment before he stepped into the foyer.  

When I saw him, I wanted to throw a cloak of invisibility on him (if there even were such a thing), if only because of what Blackwell and I had said separately to Daniella about her relationship with him.  And with Daniella now officially angry with Cutter, I’d just be setting him up for failure if he didn’t go to her armed with that knowledge.

Beneath his black overcoat, I could see that he was wearing a tux.  And when I looked at his face, I noted a look of embarrassment.  But there was something else too, particularly in his eyes—and it was resolve.

“Cutter,” I said in a low voice.  “I didn’t think you’d come.”

“I don’t want to ruin your evening,” he said.  “If you think I should go, just say so before she sees me.”

“No, no,” I said.  “You’re family.  And it’s fine—we all want you here.  Please let Alex take your coat.”

When Alex helped him out of it, I thought that Cutter looked more handsome than I’d ever seen him.  It was like Daniella when she arrived and told me in confidence that she’d wanted to look her best in case Cutter decided to come after all.  And now here he was, seemingly ready to take Daniella back into his life again.  

But it was more complicated than that now, wasn’t it?  With her defenses up, how would she react when she saw him?  Especially after all these weeks of reaching out to him with no response.  If she chose to take her mother’s lead, I wouldn’t blame her for dumping him.  But their drama couldn’t be my drama—at least for now—so I welcomed him with a warm hug despite the knot I felt in my gut.

“I’m glad you came,” I said.

“I appreciate that.  And look, I already know that this might not go well.  I’ve handled the whole situation with Daniella poorly.  She probably doesn’t want anything to do with me, but I’m still going to try to win her back because I do love her.  I just needed time to sort things out.”

“And that’s where I’m going to have to stop you, Cutter,” I said.  “She’s been trying to reach you for weeks, and you’ve been completely unresponsive.  You haven’t returned any of her calls or texts.  Why?”

“Because she threw me off,” he said.  “You and I talked about it.”

“We talked about that weeks ago,” I said in a low voice.  “Before I even gave birth.  So what’s the problem?  What’s the issue?  Because I’m telling you right now that whatever has kept you from her had better be substantial.  Otherwise, I don’t know how this will go for you tonight.”

“I’ve never lived with anyone before,” he said in an urgent whisper.  “Where I come from, living together is pretty much the next step to marriage, so when she kept pressing me to do it—as if it was just this casual thing that I should do—it freaked me out because I wasn’t sure I was ready for that yet.  You know how she can be—I felt suffocated.  I needed some serious space so I could think, and so I took it.”

“Regardless of how bad things got between you, I still don’t understand how you could have ignored her that way.  I mean, come on, Cutter.  Not even a phone call or the courtesy of a text to say that you were trying to work through your own shit?  I’m not going to lie to you.  In fact, I’m going to be dead honest with you—if you did to me what you did to her, I’d have dumped you.”

“And I understand that.  I know that I didn’t do right by her.  I just hope that she isn’t finished with me yet, because I’ve hated not having her in my life.  I’ve hated not having her around.  I’ve missed the hell out of her, but I wasn’t about to lead her on if I didn’t know in my heart that I wanted to take our relationship to the next level.  It wouldn’t have been fair to her.  I couldn’t do that to her.”

At that moment, I could feel the depth of his regret, and so I softened.  

“Alright,” I said.  “Let’s just go to Daniella and see what happens.  But I’ll warn you right now, Cutter, you need to know that she might be ready to move on—for a whole host of reasons that happened earlier tonight.  So look at me,” I said.  “Are you sure you want to be with her?”

“I am.”

“Do you want to live with her?”

“I do.”

“Are you certain that you’re ready for that next step?”

“If she’ll have me, I am.”

“Here’s the thing,” I said.  “Tonight, Blackwell broke off her relationship with Marcus because he refused to spend time with her, which might have influenced Daniella to end things with you.  And because of that, I don’t think this is going to be easy for you, so heed my advice.  If you really want to win her back, then you’re going to have to bring your A-game when you talk to her.  Otherwise, I’m not sure that this is going to go well for you at all.”  

*  *  *
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WHEN WE WALKED INTO the living room, it was Blackwell who saw us first.  And when she did?  The cold look she gave Cutter was enough to send a chill straight through me.

“Well, look who the rats dragged in,” she said as she lifted her martini to him.  “Merry Christmas, Cutter.  May I ask how long you’ll be with us tonight?  Fifteen minutes?  Five?  A few seconds?”

Before Cutter could respond, Daniella—whose back had been turned to us—whirled around and stared at him in shock.  For the first time since I’d known her, she was speechless.

“I was hoping to stay longer,” he said.  “If Daniella will have me.”

“That remains to be seen,” Blackwell said.

“Mother,” Alexa said.  “This is for Daniella to handle, with no interference from you.”

“Fine,” she said.  “But just so all of you know, my tongue is nevertheless barbed and at the ready.”

“Daniella,” Cutter said as he looked at her.  “You look beautiful.”

But Daniella didn’t respond.

“May I speak to you alone?” 

She started to answer him, but then she stopped herself short and said, “You know what, Cutter?  Whatever you have to say to me can be said right here, in front of my family and friends.  You know, the very people who have given me the kind of support I needed since you decided to go missing.”

“Then I’ll do that,” he said.  “Because you’re right, Daniella, everyone here deserves an explanation.”

“Then, please do so,” Blackwell said with ice in her voice.  “Explain why you haven’t been in contact with my daughter for weeks when she’s been going out of her way to get in touch with you.”

Even though I was angry with Cutter, I still felt sorry for him then, if only because of what he’d shared with Alex and me earlier, and especially since Blackwell’s claws were out and clearly willing to strike fast and hard if she felt that she needed to protect her child.  

What I was beginning to understand is that where Tank and Cutter came from, making a commitment to a woman wasn’t something they did callously.  They were slow to come to the table, and while that was something that could be misread as waffling, perhaps it was more complicated than that.  In such a quick-paced world as Manhattan, where everything moves at lightning speed, men like Tank and Cutter were rarities.  Whether it was due to their upbringing—or because of their military backgrounds—they believed in their convictions, and they especially believed in not leading women on.  At that moment, I thought they were misunderstood.

And that was just what Cutter tried to explain to Daniella.

“I want to apologize to you,” he said.

Again, Daniella said nothing, which was uncharacteristic of her, but something that for the first time reminded me of how Blackwell might have handled this situation.  Keep quiet, make him sweat, and then decide where to go from there.  As Daniella matured, she was becoming more like her mother than I’d ever imagined.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“For what?” Daniella said.  

“For not returning your calls and texts—I should have done that.  I should have said something.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“Because I wanted to be sure that when I spoke with you, I knew exactly how I felt about going forward when it came to us, and exactly what I wanted to say to you now.”

“And that took you three weeks?”

“It did, because what you asked of me was that significant.”

“Cutter, I only asked if you wanted to live together.”

“That’s the thing,” he said.  “There’s no ‘just’ in it for me when it comes to that, Daniella.  Look, here’s what you need to understand about me, which I thought that you knew after spending the past year with me.  It’s something I thought I made clear to you last Christmas, when we first started seeing each other.  I thought I made it clear to you that if we were going to see each other, that I wanted it to move slowly.”

“It’s been a year, Cutter.  So tell me—what does ‘slowly’ mean to you?”

“Certainly not a year, that’s for sure,” he said.  “I know that this past year might have passed in a New York minute for you, but it hasn’t for me.  We come from two different worlds, Daniella.  I think that growing up in the city, you expect things to move faster than I do.  But on the Midwest farm where I grew up, relationships progress much slower than that.  And then there’s my military background, which gave me a sense of honor that I take seriously to this day.  I’ve had a few girlfriends in my life, but I’ve never lived with any of them, even when they asked me to.  And here’s why—for me to move in with someone is something that’s so significant to me, I have to be certain that the person is the one for me.  Sharing a home is something that I feel should end with a marriage proposal.  I’ve always known this about myself.  And while you might think it’s old-fashioned or square of me, it’s nevertheless who I am.  In order for me to live with someone, I have to know that that woman is the one.  That she’s the woman I’ll eventually marry.  That’s something I’ve never changed my mind about.  And I never will.”

“Then why are you here tonight?” she asked nervously.  “You could have just called me, you know?  If this is the end of us, you didn’t need to come here to humiliate me.  You could have just called—”

“But that’s the thing,” he interrupted.  “I don’t want it to be over between us.  I apologize that it took me time to be sure that this is what I want, but I wasn’t just thinking about me.  I also was thinking about you.  I love you, Daniella.  I’ve missed you so much, I can’t even tell you.  And after searching my soul, I know that I want to move in with you—but only with the expectation of having a future with you.”  

“Are you talking about marriage?” she said.

“Yes, I’m talking about marriage.  That’s what moving in together means to me.  It might mean something less to you, but it means plenty more to me.”  

“Why didn’t we talk about this sooner?” she said.  “You never told me that you felt so strongly about this.”

“That’s because I always thought that we were on the same page,” he said.  “I thought that things were fine.  And then out of nowhere, you suddenly decided that we needed to live together.  You came on so hard and so strong, it threw me off.  I knew that before I could commit to any of that, I had to take a big step back to make sure that’s what I wanted.  Because I would never take that step if I wasn’t sure that you were the one.”  He shrugged at her when he said that, and then he just shook his head, as if he’d already lost the battle.  “That is, of course, if you’ll still have me.”

“Well,” Blackwell said.  “At last, the truth...”

“Will you?” he said.  “Will you still have me?  Or is it too late for us?”

I watched Daniella closely at that moment, and while I saw a wash of emotions overcome her, the most significant that came through was her love for him.

“What are you asking of me, Cutter?”

“That you’ll live with me.”

“Is that all?  Because after what you just said, that seems like a loaded question.  And it carries with it a hell of a lot of expectations on my part, which I already have taken to heart.  Before I answer you, I need to know if that’s truly what you want.  Because if we do decide to live together, there’s a chance that we might find that we’re incompatible, and then marriage will be out of the question.  Where do you stand on that?”

“I understand the risks,” he said.  “I know what’s at stake for each of us.  But I also believe in us.  I already know that I want to live with you.  What I promise you is that should we move in together, I will give it my all, just as I hope that you will.  After that, each of us will need to determine whether marriage is the right choice for us, because neither of us knows that right now, do we?  Still, I’m willing to give it a shot, because if I were a betting man, I would bet on us—and I’d bet big.”

When he said that, I could sense by the emotion in his voice that he had just laid his heart on the line, which moved me.  All along, Cutter had just been trying to do right by Daniella in an effort not to hurt her.

“Are you certain about this?” she asked.

“I am.”

“I’m angry with you,” she said.  “I can’t believe that you never returned my messages.  Not hearing from you for three weeks was hell for me.”

“I’m sorry,” he said.  “I understand why.”

“Do you?  Let me ask you this, Cutter—when has my love for you ever been in question?  You would have died on that island if it wasn’t for me.  Everyone in this room knows that.  I was in love with you then—long before you ever fell in love with me.  And yet despite the threats against my own life, I still cared for you.  So tell me—why should I believe any of this now?”

“Because I love you,” he said.  “Deeply.  I’m sorry for how I handled this, Daniella.  But right now I’m here with my heart on my sleeve, because I know that I can’t live without you.  I was a fool to even question our relationship in the first place.”

“I agree,” she said.  “You were a fool to question it.”

“I’ll ask you again,” he said.  “Will you live with me?”

And when he said that, I looked at Daniella and because she was so heated at that moment, I had no idea what she was about to say.  Was she going to break it off?  Or would she stay with him?  I truly didn’t know.

But love won out in the end.

“Of course I will,” she said quietly.

“You will?”

“I will if you promise to get your act together,” she said.

“I’ve gotten it together—that’s why I’m here tonight.”

“Well,” she said softly.  “To be fair to you and everyone in this room, I also have some ownership in what happened between us.  I’m sorry that I pushed you so hard, Cutter.  I know that sometimes I can be a bitch, and I promise that I’ll work harder to become a better partner to you.  I just thought that things were going so well between us that moving in together wouldn’t be a big deal.  I thought that it would be the next logical step.  But now I understand that living together has a completely different meaning for you, which I respect.  I just wish you could have told me how you felt earlier.”

“I’m sorry that I didn’t,” he said.  “I mean that—I should have told you my thoughts earlier, and I apologize that I didn’t.  But enough of that.  Tell me what I need to do to make this up to you.”

“Maybe a kiss?” she said.  “Because when I kiss you, Cutter, you’re going to feel everything that you mean to me.  And I only hope I feel the same.”

When Cutter moved forward and took Daniella in his arms, he kissed her so hard, it was clear that she not only meant the world to him, but that he regretted all of his mistakes.  

As I watched them kiss and embrace, I placed my hand over my heart, I glanced over at Blackwell—who was looking at them through a mist of tears—and then I hoped beyond hope that all of this was finally behind them.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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“WHERE ARE TANK AND Lisa?” Blackwell asked.  “For that matter, where are Ben and Kate?  All of them are late.  I eschew being late.”

“They called earlier today, and all of them are coming together,” I said. “The invitation was for between seven and eight, and since it’s almost eight, I expect them to be here soon.  Traffic is probably nuts tonight, so calm down.”

“Please.  They should have been here at seven on the dot just as we were.  I mean, come on, Lisa might have a few bestsellers under her belt, but if she’s going to start behaving like a diva, I’m ready to set her straight.”

“Lisa is no diva, and you know it.”

“She’s certainly behaving like one.”

“Alex mentioned that Ben had a job to finish before they came tonight.  That might have held them up.”

“A fog of lies,” she said.  

“No one is lying here...”

“Whether they are or not, pity for them if they come too late, because I saw that sorry little bar of yours, and it’s barely stocked.  As for the food, it’ll be gone before they arrive.”

“There is plenty of food and plenty of booze.”

“Said the serpent to the woman standing before her in the church of Chanel...”

“Yennifer no serpent,” Epifania said.

“And this from the woman who was born between sudden gasps of voodoo and witchery on a pile of banana leaves.”

“Voodoo?” Epifania said.  “Witchery?  What you talking about, lady?”

“I’m talking about voodoo and witchery,” she said.  “Because without their hellish powers, how else could you be here with us tonight?  For that matter, how else could you have landed Rudman as your suitor?”

“Epifania is the most amazing woman I’ve ever met,” Rudman said.

“Excellent point,” Alex said.

“To me, it sounds more like a Valentine’s day card that somehow made its way to us on Christmas eve,” Blackwell said.  “But how very clever of you, Rudman.  Well played...”

“Clever?” he said.  “Well played?  I’m in love with Epifania, Barbara.”

“Don’t listen to her, Rudman,” I said.  “She’s just trying to get everyone riled up.”

“As she always does,” Alex said.  “And as only she can.”

“Well, someone has to lighten the goddamned mood after witnessing that harrowing reconciliation between my daughter and Cutter,” Blackwell said.  She glanced over her shoulder, where Daniella and Cutter were talking on one of the sofas behind her, and I saw her face soften a bit before she turned back to us.  “I was only teasing, Rudman.  Just being sarcastic.  I think you two make a wonderful couple.”

“Thank you,” he said.

“Mon plaisir.  Now, changing the subject—Epifania, I have to say that your gown is to die for.”

“Of course you say that,” Epifania said.  “You’re the one who pick it out for me, lady.”

“Did I?”

“You know you did.  We went to Bergdorf together last week.”

“A feather of a memory that I must have tossed to the wind.  But it is sublime, isn’t it?  As is that new bracelet I see on your wrist—give it here.”

“You expect me to take it off and yust give it to you?”

“Please.  I just want to admire it.  Extend your arm to me.  That’s right—turn it this way and that.”

Epifania did.

“It’s spectacular,” she said.  “Magnificent.  A gift from Rudman, I presume?  Or was this paid for with your dead Chuckie’s money...?”

“I have no part in this,” she said.  “This come from my Rudsy.  Who else have the kind of dough to give me this sort of bling?”

“In this city, plenty of men do, Epifania,” Rudman said.  “I just happen to be the lucky one to give it to you.”

“Now, you see,” Epifania said as she put her arm around his waist and leaned into him.  “This why I love him.  Not because of bracelet, as much as I love it.  But because he kind.  Because he sweet.  Because he really love me for the me.  And because he funny as hell, which Epifania the love.”

“To be studied by scientists one day, no doubt,” Blackwell said.  “But congratulations, nevertheless.”  She turned to her side, reached for Alexa’s hand, and pulled her closer to the group.  “Rudman, have you met my sane daughter Alexa?”

“Mother...” Alexa said.

“I haven’t had the pleasure,” he said to Alexa as he extended his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Alexa.”

“It’s my pleasure, Mr. Cross.”

I watched Alexa as she and Rudman exchanged pleasantries and thought of just how much she’d grown up since I’d first met her.  She looked especially beautiful tonight in a sleeveless silk gown in black and royal blue.  It had a jewel neckline, a ruched front, and a braided waist with beading.  The fitted silhouette gave her slim figure a certain voluptuousness.

“I love your gown, Alexa,” Epifania said.  “It so pretty.  In fact, I never see you so pretty.  I just adore all of it!”

“Thank you, Epifania.”

“Who you wearing?”

Alexa shrugged.  “I can’t remember the designer’s name.  But since I knew that Jennifer and Alex were going to a lot of trouble to make this evening special in the wake of Aiden’s birth, I wanted to look my best, but without selling out.”

“What you mean by that, the love cat?”

“I care about the Earth,” Alexa said.

“She’s a tree hugger,” Blackwell said with a sip of her martini.  “She’s totally out there hugging the trees.”

“So what if I am, mother?  My gown is made entirely of silk, which is a sustainable fabric.  When produced by weavers on handlooms, silk has a near- zero energy footprint, and it also satisfies most of the guidelines for sustainable fabric production.  That’s important to me.”

Not following, Epifania just blinked.

“The designer Alexa’s wearing is Carmen Marc Valvo,” Blackwell said.  “And I have to say that despite any ethical issues that were involved in choosing her gown, it is divoon.  I mean, I never thought that I’d see my youngest looking like this.  Usually, she doesn’t give a damn about fashion—sometimes, in fact, it looks as if she’s wearing a sack made of hemp.  But with this dress?  I think that we might have made progress!”

“Best not to dream that particular dream, mother,” Alexa said.  “I just wanted to respect the night for what it was, and since this gown checked off every sustainable box I could find when I researched it, I decided to buy and wear it.”

“You researched your gown?  Jesus, Alexa, it’s just a fucking frock,” Blackwell said.  

“No, it isn’t,” she said.  “In fact, I strongly disagree.”

“How is it possible that you’re even my daughter?”

“I’ve been trying to work that out for years,” Alexa said.  “Not that it matters—or that I’d ever think of trading you in, as impossible as you can be.”

“Just imagine trying to replace me,” Blackwell said.  “You’d literally wear yourself out.  You’d become too thin, too pale.  Otherwise known as the person you are today.”

“I’m finished with the zingers, mother.”

“It’s just the martinis talking, darling, so don’t fret just yet.  I’ll try to keep them in check.”

“Your mouth or the martinis?”

“To be decided...”

“What do you do for work, Alexa?” Rudman asked, likely in an effort to throw Alexa a lifeline.  

“I work for Wenn environmental,” she said.

“Good for you.  In what field?”

“Sustainable energy—and I love it.”  She looked over at Alex and me.  “Jennifer and Alex offered me the job.  They are the ones who made my dream come true.  I can’t ever thank them enough for it.”

“It’s our pleasure,” Alex said.

“Indeed, it is,” I said.  “Because the job not only suits you, but you suit it.  I can’t think of anyone more passionate about protecting our environment than you, Alexa.  We’re lucky to have you.  So, please, allow me to speak for Alex and me when I say that we’re happy you took the job.  We keep hearing raves about you, you know?” 

“You do?” she asked.

“We do,” Alex said.

“You know,” Blackwell said with a whimsical note in her voice.  “Alexa even cares about the air we breathe.  No, really, she does.  It’s a passion of hers.  She cares that the green grass continues to grow, that the stars continue to shine, and that the bees continue to buzz.  Oh, and she even cares about the workforce in China, which apparently made my ensemble tonight, which she made abundantly clear to me on the drive over here with one massive dose of Christmas guilt.”

“Whoever made your suit worked under slavish conditions,” Alexa said.  “And with little pay.  And yet you probably spent ten grand on it.  Think about that.”

“When I’m old enough to find time to sit down with a cat on my lap and take up knitting, I will.  Beyond that, what the rest of you should know is that whenever Alexa mentions a footprint, it has nothing to do with one’s actual footprint—you know, the kind you leave in your wake in a pair of Dior heels?  When she says ‘footprint,’ she’s actually talking about one’s carbon footprint, which I still don’t fully understand, but which is something that is extremely important to Alexa.  In fact, I’d go so far to say that that subject is something she can talk your ear off about.  You know, until you want to pull a Van Gogh and chop off your ear yourself.”

“That’s rather harsh,” Alexa said.

“Well, I don’t mean it to be.  You know that I’m proud of you.  I’m just still trying to understand the dynamics of how Chanel and I produced you.”

“Chanel?” Alexa said.  “Don’t you mean ‘Charles’?  You know, as in my father?”

“An unfortunate slip of the tongue.”

“And one tainted by too much vodka.”

When Alexa said that, the elevator rang for the last time that night.

“Excuse me,” I said.  “That will be Lisa, Tank, Kate, and Ben.”

“It’s about time they showed up,” Blackwell said.  “You and Alex go and tend to them while I get myself another martini.”

“Have you eaten anything today?” I asked her.

“The usual,” she said to me.  “Coffee for breakfast, a light salad for lunch, and handfuls of ice in between.”

“If that’s all you’ve eaten, you might want to reconsider that third martini, Barbara.”

“Please,” she said.  “I can handle my booze, darling.”

“Can you?  If you have another drink, I think you might be on the verge of getting loaded.”

“What a cruel and thoughtless thing to say.  You’d think you were concerned that I was about to make a mockery of myself tonight.  I mean, Christ, Jennifer.  I certainly hope that you know me better than that...” 

And then, with a whiff of irritation that I’d ever say such a thing to her, she turned around, flagged a server while wiggling her empty glass above her head, and asked for another martini.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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“I’M SO GLAD THAT YOU’RE here,” I said as Lisa, Tank, Kate, and Ben stepped out of the elevator and greeted us in the foyer.

“I second that,” Alex said as he moved beside me and placed his hand gently against the low of my back.  “Tonight is now officially on.”

As I kissed Lisa and Kate on the cheek and Alex shook hands with Tank and Ben, we quickly switched positions, and soon I was kissing Tank and Ben while Alex did the same with Lisa and Kate.

“Good God, Jennifer, you look amazing,” Kate said as she stepped back and admired my gown.  “How can it be that you gave birth just a week ago?”

“Let’s get real,” I said.  “When it comes to my body, it’s all smoke and mirrors—and Spanx of course.  But thanks for the compliment, Kate.  And by the way,” I said as she removed her red overcoat.  “You look terrific too.”

And she did.  She was wearing a metallic beaded gown by J. Mendel, which I recognized immediately if only because Mendel was one of Blackwell’s favorite designers.  With Kate’s beautiful brown hair swept up behind her neck in a loose chignon—and with a thrilling host of diamonds glimmering at her throat—I thought she looked fabulous.

And then I turned to Lisa.

Apparently, she had come to own this party and to shut everyone down—and I loved her for it because I knew the reason why.  

As Alex removed her coat, she looked straight at me, put her hand on her hip, and struck a pose.

“Consider this my armor against the darkness otherwise known as Blackwell,” she said.

She was wearing a striking Alexander McQueen damask lace gown with a nude underlay, a mock neckline with picot trim, and long sleeves with picot cuffs.  Unlike the rest of us women, who had worn darker colors, Lisa had gone for winter white.  And it worked.  With her blonde hair and fair complexion—not to mention her slimmer-than-slim figure—she looked like an ice princess.

“That dress is to die for,” I said.

“Good, because I came here to slay,” she said.  “Let’s not forget that my arch nemesis is within mere feet of me.  You know—the one who has bad ideas when it comes to throwing important baby showers.  I had to come here looking my best if only to show her up.”

“You certainly didn’t need to spend thirty grand on a gown to do that,” I said.

“Oh, but I did.  And I’ve already told you why.  So let’s do this shit.  Bring me to the evil one!”

At that moment, a waiter came over to us.

“Mr. or Mrs. Wenn, Helga would like to speak to you by phone.”

“It’s Aiden,” I said.  “He’s probably not sleeping.”

“Let me get this,” Alex said.  “Take our friends into the living room with the others.  I’ll be back before you know it.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

He gave me a kiss before he said, “I’m positive.  Now go.  I’ll deal with Helga and the baby.”

“I’m sorry,” I said to everyone when Alex had left.  “Aiden doesn’t sleep well if he’s not being held by one of us.  And since this is his bedtime, our nanny for the night is probably having a problem getting him down.”

“There’s no need to apologize,” Kate said.  “We’re your friends, and we get it.  Given how busy and tired you must be, I still can’t believe that you even managed to throw a party tonight.”

“Let’s just say that we had plenty of help.  And trust me—I was hoping that tonight would go off seamlessly, which it hasn’t.”

“What do you mean?”

I told them about Daniella’s reconciliation with Cutter, which had been tense and awkward until she finally decided to forgive him, and about how I feared that Blackwell—of all people—was headed straight into the bag after she decided to break up with Marcus.

“She did what?” Lisa asked.

“She broke up with him.”

“On Christmas eve?”

“That’s how Blackwell rolls.”

“I can’t believe it,” she said.  “I really liked Marcus.  They seemed good for each other.  Why the split?”

“Because they’ve only seen each other in person eight times this year.”

“You can’t be serious?”

“Apparently, he’s a busy man.  Tonight, when he was too busy to accompany her here on Christmas eve of all evenings, Blackwell decided that she deserved better than that, and frankly, I don’t blame her.”

“Neither do I,” Lisa said.  

“But I’m concerned about her.  At first, I thought she was fine.  You know how she can be—acting as if nothing seems to touch her.  But when I left her to greet you a moment ago, she was pretty much one drink shy of being in the cups.”

“That’s not like her at all,” Lisa said.  “Blackwell’s always in control.”

“You’re right—this isn’t like her.  But it’s her right now.  She ordered her third martini just before I came to greet you.  And here’s something that will surprise absolutely no one who knows her—she’s drinking on a nearly empty stomach.”  I shook my head.  “Because of that alone, we should probably go to the living room now just in case I need to help right a sinking ship.” 

*  *  *
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WHEN WE WALKED INTO the living room, I announced that our final guests had arrived and everyone turned to greet them.  

Daniella, Cutter, Alexa, Epifania, and Rudman all gathered around Lisa, Tank, Kate, and Ben to wish them a Merry Christmas, while Blackwell—who was standing in front of the Christmas tree in a halo of colored lights—simply lifted her glass in their direction while she brushed off a server who had dared to offer her a canapé.

“I don’t eat,” she said to him.  “As in almost never.”  She tapped a finger against the side of her martini glass.  “But as for this?  I’ll have another one of these very soon, so please keep an eye out for me when I raise my empty glass to you.”

If she keeps drinking like this, she’s headed straight for disaster, I thought.  What is wrong with her?  She never behaves like this.  It has to be Marcus.  She fooled me when she said that she was relieved their relationship was over.  Clearly that isn’t the case.

Tank and Ben had brought two large bags filled with gifts for Alex, Aiden, and me, and when they asked me where they should put them, I motioned toward the tree, where Blackwell stood with her martini to her lips.

“You both look perfectly handsome in your tuxes,” she said as they put the gifts next to the tree.  “Well done, boys.”

She stood on tiptoe so that she could give each of them a kiss on the cheek, and I saw her totter a bit as she did so.  She wasn’t drunk quite yet, but another martini would be the end of her.  And so I walked over to her and took hold of her arm.  For years, she’d had my back.  Tonight, I needed to have hers.

“Are you OK?” I asked.

“Never better.”

“Why do I think that isn’t true...?”

She paused a moment before she finished her drink.  “Because we share no secrets...?”

“What’s going on with you?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“It’s Marcus, isn’t it?”

“So what if it is?  Listen to me, love—all I need is another drink and ten minutes to fully absorb what’s happened tonight, and then I’ll get over the disappointment the day has offered.”

“In my opinion, you’ve had enough to drink.”

“Then by all means, my darling one, feel free to Google, ‘I don’t give a shit what you think.’”

“Really?” I said.  “You don’t?”

“Not entirely true, but true enough at the moment.  And by the way, that’s good enough for me.”

I put my arm around her shoulders and held her close to me while others in the room mixed, laughed, and talked.

“I’m sorry that he wasn’t there for you,” I said.

“No sorrier than I am, but it is what it is, isn’t it?”

“I suppose so.”

“Well, it is.  Here’s what you should know, Jennifer—men always will be men.  I simply was duped into believing in them again.  But trust me—after tonight?  That trust won’t come so easily next time.  If there even is a next time.  Because I’m thinking there won’t be—certainly not after him.”

“Were you in love with him?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” she said wistfully.  “Maybe I was.  I know that I certainly was close to falling for him.  But that’s over now, isn’t it?  What you must never forget is that I’m strong, Jennifer.  I might have had a few too many martinis tonight, but given my disappointment, I also believe that I’m entitled to have a few too many, if only to console my heartbreak.”

“Your heartbreak?” I said, not knowing the depths of what she was going through.

“Yes, that.  I went through it before with Charles, and now I’m feeling the sting of it again with Marcus.  I tried to make it work with him—to see him as often as I could—but despite my best efforts, he rarely made time for me.  What hurts me most is that if he had found the time, I know that we could have been a force.”

“I’m so sorry, Barbara—I can’t say it enough.”

“And I appreciate that, darling—I do.  But it’s all behind me now, isn’t it?  I decided to call it off, and when I did, I knew in my gut that I made the right decision for me.”

“How can you be sure?”

“Because that man is just like me.  He’s all about his work, which is one of the reasons we clicked in the first place.  Relationships come second in our lives—well, at least our secondary relationships.  I know for a fact that he always will be there for his daughters, just as I always will be there for mine—which includes you.  But until I really came to mean something to Marcus, Jennifer, he’d always choose work over me, as he did tonight.  Now, look, I might be disappointed this evening, but what you need to know is that I don’t hold Marcus accountable for his absence throughout our courtship.  What’s over is over.  And by the way, love, after admitting all of that to you, I think I really do need another drink...”

“What you really need is to eat something,” I said to her.  “At the very least, you have to have a canapé or three, because you are teetering on the edge of losing your composure right now, Barbara, and I know in my gut that you don’t want to embarrass yourself if you drink too much.”

“Then bring on the canapés,” she said.

I was about to call a waiter over when she said, “You know, I don’t think I’ve ever been quite as lit as I am tonight.  And I mean that.  I never allow myself to go this far—certainly you know that.  Is it just the vodka talking, or is it getting rid of Marcus that’s done me in?  I think we both know the answer to that question—it’s him.  Or, hell, maybe it’s something else, such as the new spring line, which Vogue recently revealed in its latest issue, and which was such a major disappointment to me, I nearly wept at my desk.  At this point, it doesn’t matter.  And I do agree with you—I probably should eat something, because after downing that last drink, the room is starting to spin.  I need to get myself back on track...”

I called over a waiter, a handsome young man with a silver tray that was filled with canapés.  “Have the beef tenderloin,” I said to her.  “Have some protein, some fat.”

“Fat?” she said in horror.  “Do you even know who you’re talking to?”

“I do.  And yes—fat.”

“I can’t eat fat in front of these people,” she said.  “All of them are looking at me now with drumbeats of concern—including my own daughters, each of whom look horrified at what’s become of their mother tonight.”

“How about if we turn around and pretend that we’re admiring the tree?” I said.  “Then you can have as many canapés as you want with no one watching.”

“Fine!  If that’s what it will take, I’ll succumb to the fat.  But just this once!  Give me that beef thingy thing that you were just talking about.”

Startled that she was beginning to slur her words, I plucked one off the tray and gave it to her as she turned to face the tree to eat it.  But when she did so, she turned so quickly that she lost her footing and her balance.  In what seemed like slow motion to me, Blackwell actually lost it and started to fall straight into the tree.

“Oh dear,” she said as she pitched toward it.

“Oh God,” I said as I looked on in horror.

“I believe that I’m about to go down!” she bellowed as she threw her canapé high into the air and reached out her arms toward the tree.  “And this tree is going to be my victim!”

“Not if I can help it!”

I tried, but I couldn’t help the inevitable.  When Blackwell’s ankles twisted in on themselves and she crashed into the tree, her martini glass slipped from her hand and smashed to the floor in a shattering of glass as several ornaments followed suit.  As she tried to grab hold to several branches in an effort to steady herself, I looked on in horror as the tree shook and trembled, while an embarrassing array of ornaments rained down onto the floor in the unfolding chaos.

“Heyzeus Cristo!” I heard Epifania call out.  “Somebody better say the timber now, because that tree about to go over!”

I got hold of Blackwell’s Chanel blazer and tried to grab her, but it was to no avail.  I simply wasn’t strong enough to stop the inevitable from happening.  

Until Cutter intervened.

“Here,” he said as he wrapped his arm around Blackwell’s waist as the tree shook and several other ornaments smashed on the floor.  “I’ve got you.”

“But do you have my daughter?” Blackwell said as she turned to him while I righted the tree as everyone looked on.  “That’s what I need to know.  Because I worry about her, Cutter.  I’ve seen what she’s gone through since you decided to shun her, and I can’t just sit back and say that your behavior hasn’t affected me or anyone else in this room.”

“I love Daniella,” he said.

“Do you?” she asked.  “Now isn’t the time for bullshit, Cutter.  I need to know if your love for her is real.”  

“It is,” he said as they parted.  “I got cold feet, and I’m sorry, because now I see that my actions didn’t just affect her.  They also affected those who love her.  I’m sorry, Barbara.  It won’t happen again.”

“Best that it not,” she said as she patted her bob while I placed the palm of my hand firmly against her back.  “Now, before I make an even bigger fool of myself, will somebody please get me to a chair?  Or to a sofa?  Or whatever I might need to sit on so that I’m no longer a danger to this party.  My apologies to everyone,” she said with steel in her voice.  “Que c’est embarrassant...”

“There’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” I said as I led her to a comfortable chair away from the tree.  One of the waiters was already sweeping up the mess of broken glass.

“Please,” she said to me.  “I just dove headfirst into a tree in front of all of our friends and family.  Tonight couldn’t get any worse.”

“What’s the problem,” I heard Alex say when he returned to the room.  “What’s wrong with Barbara?”

“Mother decided to go belly up and fly into the tree,” Daniella said.

“She did not,” Alexa said when she joined her sister.  “She just lost her footing, that’s all.”

“Right,” Daniella said.  “After having about a million martinis.”

“That’s enough,” Alex said in a warning tone.  I looked up as he walked over to us with concern stamped on his face.  “Are you OK?” he asked Blackwell.

“Just humiliated to my core, but nothing that I shan’t overcome.”

At that moment, I heard a host of swooning sounds before Helga’s distinct voice rang out into the room.

“Boy need nipple!” she said.

Really, Helga? I thought.  You’re announcing this now?  

When I turned to her, I saw that Aiden was swaddled in her arms in a blue blanket.  I also saw that he was squirming and crying such that no one—not even a trained nanny like Helga—could console him.  He needed his mother right now, so I hurried over and took him from her arms.

“I’m so sorry,” I said to Helga.

“I try my best, but boy don’t want bottle.  Boy want nipple!”

“Perhaps we could go into the bathroom just off the foyer?” I said.  “I can feed him in there.”

“That perfect,” she said.  “We go there.”

I apologized to everyone before I left, I saw Lisa mouth the words “I’m so sorry, Jennifer” before I disappeared, and then I left the group with Aiden in my arms.  

As I walked down the hallway to the first-floor bathroom with Helga hustling behind me in an effort to keep up, I looked down at my son’s beautiful face and saw that he’d stopped crying and now was just smiling up at me.  At the sight of that alone, I nearly burst into tears at the love that I felt for him before I excused myself from Helga, went into the bathroom, and then started to feed Aiden—while the distant rhythms of this peculiar Christmas eve carried on without me. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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WHEN I WAS FINISHED feeding Aiden and he was asleep, I left the bathroom and found Helga and Alex waiting outside for me.

“I think we’re good,” I whispered to Helga.

“Boy love his mother,” she said as she took him in her arms.  “I try my best, but nothing work.  He want you.  I sorry, Jennifer.”

“Don’t be, Helga.  I’m glad that you came to me,” I said.  “Do you think he’ll be alright for the rest of the night?”

“We’ll see.  No one knows when it come to child this young.”

“I guess you’re right,” I said.  “I’m still learning.”

“You good mother, Jennifer.  This just blip.  Now go back to party with handsome husband and enjoy friends.  I put baby to bed, OK?  We good now.”

“Thank you,” I said to her.

“I appreciate your help,” Alex said.  “We couldn’t have done this evening without you, Helga.”

“It no problem,” she said.  “Now you two go.  You have fun.”

When she took the stairs that led up to the second floor, I sank into Alex’s arms, and we just stood there for a moment holding each other before we returned to the party.

“I can’t believe that Blackwell fell into the Christmas tree,” I said.

“Neither can I.  What’s going on with her?”

“It’s Marcus,” I said.  “She’s more upset than she initially let on, and she got a little tipsy because of it.”

“Is she OK now?”

“I have no idea.  I had to feed Aiden.”

“It’s always something, isn’t it?” he said as he kissed me.

“When it comes to us?  Pretty much.  But I’m worried about her, so we should go to her.  Aiden’s fine now.  I think he’ll sleep.”

“I love you, Jennifer.”

I looked up and into my husband’s eyes, and knew from the intensity of his gaze that he meant every word of it.  “I love you too, Alex—more than you’ll ever know.  Every day, I thank God that I found you.  That I found my soulmate.”

Wordlessly, he took my hand in his own and as we walked down the hallway to the living room, I felt my heart swell with gratitude.  Regardless of tonight’s mishaps, I knew that I was one of the luckiest women in the world.  I had my health and my husband, I had given birth to my first child, and I had my closest friends around me.  Not even Ava, in her best attempts to destroy everything I held dear to me, had succeeded in doing so.  

How did I ever become so fortunate? I wondered.  How did I ever arrive at this point in my life...?

When Alex and I returned to our guests, Tank caught my eye and looked expectantly at me.  I nodded at him that it was fine to go ahead with whatever he had in mind for Lisa tonight, and then I wondered what in fact that was.  

Despite my best efforts to get it out of him, he’d said nothing more than that he wanted it to be a surprise.  But just a few days earlier, when Lisa had opened up to Blackwell and me in my hospital room about the state of their relationship—that she was actually thinking of leaving him because he wouldn’t commit to a wedding date—I had to wonder if this surprise would be good, or if it would just be another disappointment for her.

“I have a present for Lisa,” he said to everyone.  “It’s something that I’d like to share with her and with our friends as well.”

“You have a present for me?” Lisa said with raised eyebrows.  “Here?  When did that happen?”

“When I dropped it off yesterday to Jennifer, who knows nothing about its contents,” he said as he knelt beside the tree and removed a slim, beautifully gift-wrapped box from beneath it.  “Would you like to open it?”

“Of course I would.”  

Tank moved forward and handed it to her.

“It’s so light,” Lisa said as she lifted it in her hands.  “Are you sure there’s something in here?”

“There’s something in there,” he said.  “Promise.”

“What are you up to?” she said.

“Open it up and find out.”

“OK, so now I’m dying to know what it is,” she said as she started to unwrap the box.

When the gift wrap was gone, Lisa was left with a simple white box.  She looked at it and then at Tank for a moment before she removed the lid and was faced with a plethora of red tissue paper, beneath which was a white card.  

“What is this?” she asked Tank.  “The front of it is blank...”

“Maybe the inside isn’t, so why don’t you open it and see what it says?” he said as he kissed her.

When she opened it, she looked up at him in confusion.  “All it says is ‘June 10th,’” she said.

“That’s right.  Otherwise known as the day I’d like to marry you.”

At first, she was speechless.  In fact all of us—even Epifania—were speechless.  And then Lisa just put her hand to her mouth and said, “Oh my God!  Are you serious?”

“I’m absolutely serious.  We’ve waited too long to make our relationship official.  I know that we’ve talked many times about setting a date, but with both of us so busy, I think it’s finally time that we just set the damned date so we can officially become husband and wife.  I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of waiting.”

“You are?” she said.

“Of course I am.  It’s been two years since I asked you to be my wife.  It’s time for me to take a break from Wenn, for you to take a break from writing—and for us to make it official.”

Thank you, God! I thought as a groundswell of emotions came over me.

“I’m so happy,” Lisa said as her eyes welled with tears.  “I didn’t know if we’d ever get here.  In fact, I was starting to get worried that we wouldn’t.  And now you’ve gone and done this...”

“I’ve always seen you as a June bride,” he said.  “And since June 10th is a Saturday, we can enjoy the entire weekend together—and likely a couple of weeks after that when we go on our honeymoon.”

“Our honeymoon?” Lisa said.  “Where are we going?”

“I know that you’ve always wanted to go Bora Bora—you know, to rent one of those huts that stretch out into the water.  The ones you’re always showing me online in not-so-sublte hints.  So how about Bora Bora?”

“Totally Bora Bora,” she said.  

“And now I’m going to cry,” I said.  “Tank, this is the perfect Christmas gift.  My girl finally has a date to get married, and to the best man possible.”

“It’s so beyond divoon, I need another word for divoon,” Blackwell said.  “Well done, my dear boy.  Perfectly executed.  And congratulations to you, Lisa.  The dark, you see, doesn’t always remain dark.  Sometimes, when you least expect it, a sudden ray of light can appear that has the power to make everything light again...”

“What does that mean?” Tank asked.

I knew that Blackwell was referring to Lisa’s concerns about whether she’d ever marry Tank, but still—in pure Blackwell style—she just waved her hand dismissively.  “Oh, who knows, Tank?” she said.  “Everyone knows that I’m half in the bag, so think nothing of it.  I’m likely just running off at the mouth.”

But Lisa and I knew better, and with appreciation and love, we looked at Blackwell.  No one could wrap up a moment as profound as this—and with such concise words—better than she.

“So,” Tank said to Lisa.  “Will you marry me in June?  Can we finally carve out some time for ourselves and nail this down?”

“I’d marry you right now if I could,” she said.  “I’ve been waiting so long for this to happen, you can’t even know.  This is the greatest Christmas present I ever could have received.  I love you, you big lug.  I’ll love you to Bora Bora and back, and then even more.”

When she threw her arms around him and gave him one mother of a kiss, I looked on as tears of happiness filled my eyes.

“Why are you crying?” Alex asked me.

“Because they deserve this,” I said.  “Because she’s waited so long for this— just to have a date.  To have something to look forward to.  And because I’m so thrilled for them right now, I could burst.  Before long, she’ll be the one giving birth...”

“Jennifer,” Lisa said when she pulled herself away from Tank and looked at me.  “It’s here.  I’ve finally got a date!”

I was a mess, but I didn’t care.  “I’m so happy for both of you,” I said as I wiped the tears from my eyes and walked over to her.  “I can’t even tell you.”

At that moment, we crossed the room and held each other for several moments while we whispered in each other’s ears that Tank had come through—and that June was only six months away.

“I’m going to get married,” she said to me.

“And when you do,” I said in a low voice that only she was meant to hear.  “Especially to that man?  Trust me on this, Lisa, it’s going to be the happiest day of your life.  You’ll see, because after I married the love of my life, I already know that to be true.  When you marry Tank, you will never be the same again.  Not with that kind of love surrounding you.  So cheers to you, love.  He did the right thing, Lisa.  He came through.  He finally did it—and with style.”  And then, in a voice everyone was meant to hear, I said, “Let’s celebrate!”

“Hear, hear!” Blackwell said.  “Somebody give me another martini!”

“You know, after what just happened, I think that I might,” I said.

“Congratulations!” Epifania called out.

“Love to each of you,” Kate said.

“And my love to you, Tank,” Lisa said when she walked back to him.  “Thank God we met.  Thank God that you gave me a chance when I first met you.  And thank you for putting up with me and all of my damned zombies.  I’ll love you forever, Mitch McCollister.  And that’s a promise I hope you feel in your heart and soul—because I do love you, Tank.  And I can’t wait to be your wife!”
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EPILOGUE
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WHEN I AWOKE THE NEXT morning after a night of making love to my husband—which had been so off the charts, it was one for the record books—it was Christmas day.

The first Christmas Alex and I would share with our son.

From the robust smells of freshly brewed coffee that wafted up from the kitchen below, I already knew that Alex was up and preparing something special for us, which made me smile as I stretched out my arms and swiped a few strands of hair away from my face.  Alex loved to cook, and from what I was smelling now?  It already was clear that it was going to be delicious.

I looked at the clock on the bedside table, saw that it was just after eight, and then I sat up in bed and looked out the wide expanse of windows in front of me.  It was snowing hard in the city—and on Christmas day—which would make this Christmas even more memorable.  

Before I got out of bed, I saw a note on Alex’s pillow: “Care to join us downstairs?  Aiden and I are making a killer breakfast for you.”

They are?  And how is that going?

Quickly, I put on a red-silk robe before I hurried down the stairs and saw my husband naked except for his boxer shorts.  He was holding Aiden, who was swaddled in the same blue blanket he’d slept in last night.

“Good morning, beautiful,” Alex said.

“Good morning to you,” I said when I walked over to give him and Aiden a kiss.  “I can’t believe that he’s asleep,” I said in a soft voice as I looked down at him.  “This is unheard of.”

“I think he had too many martinis last night,” Alex said.

“Not unlike Blackwell.  I should feed him soon.”

“Not yet—he’s still asleep and content.  When he wakes and wants his mother, he’s all yours.  In the meantime, Aiden and I have managed to make you and me a frittata.”

I cocked my head at him.  “You were able to make a frittata with a baby in your arms?”

“In fact, I was, Mrs. Wenn.”

“Then color me impressed, Mr. Wenn.  Because that involves peeling and dicing potatoes.”

“It wasn’t so hard,” he said.  “Aiden was more than cooperative.  And it’s the same recipe that my parents’ chef Michelle used to make for me when I was a kid.”

“Michelle was like a mother to you.  In fact, she was the mother you should have had, just as Blackwell is the mother I should have had.”

“True enough.  Michelle knew that I loved this dish so much that she used to make it for me whenever I wanted it, especially since my mother wanted nothing to do with cooking and my father always was at work.  The recipe is actually simple.  A few eggs, some diced potatoes, basil, a bit of milk and ricotta, some spinach and parmesan, and a little salt and pepper.  Mix it up in a bowl, pour it into an oven-proof pan, and you’re pretty much good to go.  It should be done in ten minutes or so.  Want some coffee?”

“I’d love a cup,” I said to him.  “But you’ve got Aiden in your arms.  Let me get it.”

“As you noted, I had Aiden in my arms when I diced those potatoes,” he said.  “So pouring you a cup isn’t a problem.  Now sit down at the bar, and let me get it for you.  Today, Aiden and I are treating you.”

Could I love you even more than I already do, Alex? I thought.  No—not by far.  

As he poured coffee into a mug for me, he held Aiden tight to his bare chest and I just soaked it all in.  My son was being held against my husband’s chest while Alex deftly poured me a cup of coffee as if he’d done this dozens of times before.  Since I liked my coffee black, he simply handed it to me with a grin when he was finished pouring.

“What’s with the grin?” I asked.

“I’m just happy,” he said.  “This is our first Christmas together with our boy, and it’s snowing.  I mean, come on—it’s snowing on Christmas day.  That almost never happens, so let’s call it what it is,” he said.

“A Christmas miracle.”

“Exactly.  When I woke up this morning and saw the snow, I couldn’t wait to get up and get breakfast started so that I could celebrate today with Aiden and you.”

“And Aiden slept through everything,” I said as I sipped my coffee.  “How can that be?”  And then it came to me.  “You know what?”

“What’s that?”

“You might be that coveted husband known in certain circles as the ‘child whisperer.’  Because at this time of morning, Aiden is hungry, which he usually makes perfectly clear to the world.”

“Maybe he was mesmerized by my cooking skills,” Alex said.  “Because he watched me do all of it.”

“When did Helga leave?” I asked.

“An hour ago?” 

“She has her quirks, but she did well by us,” I said.

“I couldn’t agree more—especially after last night, when I got you alone...”

“About last night,” I said.  “You were amazing.”

“As if you weren’t?”

“I wish we could do it again right now, but that would be selfish of me.”

“Once we’ve opened presents and Aiden is sleepy, maybe we can?”

“Deal me in.”

“Consider it done.”

“When you took Aiden from Helga, had she already fed him?  You know, from the bottle?”

He nodded.  “This morning, Aiden drank from the bottle,” he said.  “Which is a good sign.”

“To say the least.  Let’s consider it another Christmas miracle.  And speaking about miracles, how about last night?” I said.  

“You mean when I was between your legs?”

“Well, there’s that.  And there’s also what happened between Tank and Lisa.”

“My main man finally stepped up to the plate.” 

“Lisa was fretting over this, but now she officially has a date.  I’m thrilled for them.”

“Same here.  It was about time they sealed the deal.”

At that moment, the oven’s timer went off, and Alex quickly shut off the stove before the beeping could awaken Aiden.  When he removed the frittata from the oven, it looked golden, crispy, and delicious.

“Michelle taught you well,” I said.  “Because that looks amazing.”

“I wish she was still alive so that you could have met her.  She was the one person who grounded me and made me feel safe in ways that my parents never did.”

I looked at him when he said that, and my heart reached out to him.  One of the things that bonded us together is that both of us had been scarred by our parents, but saved by our mother figures.  And because of that alone, I knew the depths of his feelings about Michelle—and I honored them because I knew just how profound those feelings could be.  What would my life look like today without Blackwell in it?  And what would Alex’s life look like without Michelle’s influence?

We got lucky, I thought.  God, did we get lucky, in so many ways...

“So,” Alex said as he poked a knife into the center of the frittata.  “This is done.  How about if we have some before junior wakes up?  After that—and once you’ve fed him—we can open the presents beneath the tree and enjoy the rest of the day together.”

“That sounds perfect,” I said to him.

In the end, it was more than perfect.  The breakfast Alex made for us was fabulous, Aiden woke up soon after we’d finished eating, and then I fed him in the bathroom off our foyer before I joined Alex in the living room to open presents.  

As I sat on the sofa with Aiden in my arms, Alex knelt next to the tree and started opening present after present for Aiden, who was in such a coma after his feeding, he just looked on without a sound, as if he didn’t give a damn about any of it.  And why would he?

But Alex and I did.

With each new comforter, toy or pair of clothes that were offered to him by either us or our friends, Aiden just kept looking up at me with eyes that were so blue, they matched his father’s.  They were a brilliant turquoise that I hoped would never change.  Because Alex’s eyes were magical.  Never in my life had I seen such an intensity of color, and I prayed that our son would inherit the depth of that color as he grew older—as well as the depth of his father’s heart.

With Alex sitting with his legs crossed in front of us—and laughing as he opened each gift with a flourish in an effort to get a rise out of Aiden—I felt an overwhelming sense of completeness.

Finally, we were here.  

Alex and I now had the family that had been denied us.  I looked at him as he held up this present and that present for Aiden, and as I watched him interact with our son, I committed the moment to memory.  Because this day?  This morning?  It was everything that I’d dreamt it would be.  Alex and I had our baby, and we were more in love now than we’d ever been.

As the knowledge of that sank in, I held my child close to my heart, I blew Alex a kiss with my free hand, and when he tossed me a kiss of his own, I thought I never could be as happy as I was at that moment.

#  #  #
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THANK YOU FOR READING Annihilate Them: Holiday.  I hope you enjoyed it!  Coming up next is a new, long-awaited book in the Unleash Me series—Unleash Me: Wedding.  I know that many of you have asked for a new story about Lisa and Tank, and I plan to deliver a juicy one.

If you are interested in reading more about Kate and Ben, I’m including the first chapter of A Dangerous Widow on the next several pages.  This is a second-chance stand-alone novel loosely set in the Annihilate Me world, and it’s filled with romantic suspense.  Here is the book’s description:

Five years after her beloved husband’s death, Kate Stone suddenly learns that it was no accident.  Instead, due to a chance encounter with a psychic, she discovers that it was a full-on, calculated, cold-blooded murder.

Initially, Kate rejects the idea.  How could Michael possibly have been murdered?  All of the evidence surrounding his death suggests that it was an accident.

Enter Ben Cade, the first love of Kate’s life—a man she hasn’t seen in sixteen years.  Now a former SEAL turned private investigator, Ben agrees to help Kate learn the truth.  Soon, the love they once shared for each other begins a slow simmer—just as chaos ignites around them as twists, turns, death threats and deceptions abound.

Enjoy the excerpt!  The A Dangerous series continues in 2017 with A Dangerous Agenda.
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A Dangerous Widow
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PROLOGUE

New York City

October

JUST HOURS BEFORE HIS brutal and unexpected death, Michael Stone woke to greet the day just as he had every day since he’d married Kate seven years ago—with optimism, with a hunger to tackle the day head on and to see what would come of it, and with the same burning sense of love he had for his wife.

In the master suite of their Park  townhouse, he looked over at the clock on the bedside table and then turned onto his side, came up close behind Kate, kissed her on the base of the neck, and held her next to him as she woke up.  

“It can’t be morning yet,” she said.

“Like clockwork, the globe has turned.”

“Didn’t we just go to bed?”

“Technically, we went to bed around eleven.  But in reality, we went to sleep around twelve-thirty.  You know, after I had my way with you.”

“That was nothing short of a marathon.”

“It was meant to be one.  And let’s just call this day what it is—a celebration.  StoneTech remains mine.  Thank God I didn’t sell it.”

When she turned to face him, Michael thought how beautiful she was, even fresh from the throes of sleep.  He watched her sweep her long brown hair away from her face before she leaned in to kiss him.

“Sorry about the morning breath,” she said when they parted.  Her brown, almond-shaped eyes sparkled at him.  “But consider it my gift to you—if you weren’t awake before, you certainly are now.”

“I’d exchange morning breath with you any day, love.  And Kate, I want to thank you again for listening to me over the past week, and for helping me come to the decision I made.”

“You made the right call, Michael.  I know how difficult it was for you to do what you did, but in the end, StoneTech is your baby.  You’re the one who built it into what it is today.  You’re the one who created a company that apparently everyone wants, and for good reason.  You’ve turned it into a billion-dollar powerhouse.  Let’s just be grateful that you never took the company public, because if you had, anyone with serious capital reserves—such as Apple, for instance—could have come in with an aggressive takeover strategy, and you’d be dealing with a whole host of other problems right now.  I know that yesterday was hard on you because you let down two of your closest friends, but in comparison to a hostile takeover, that was minor.  At least all you had to do was to give them an honest explanation for why you weren’t going to sell StoneTech, and then walk away from the deal that they proposed to you.”

“The deal that I’d pretty much promised them would happen,” he said.

“You had the right to change your mind.  But I get it.  I understand how you feel about letting people down, especially when it comes to Mark and Tom.  They thought that everything was set to go.  Legal was present, the papers had been drawn up, and everyone was excited for the buyout to happen.  But in the end?  It was your choice not to sign those papers.  Yours hardly is the first deal to fall through in this city, that’s for sure.  And it won’t be the last.  We both know it—and so do they.”

She kissed him again on the lips.  “How about some coffee?”

“I’d love some coffee.”

“Then let me make us both a cup.  Because with the slate of meetings I have in front of me today—and after what you did to me last night—let’s just say that this girl needs one.  Or three.  Probably three.”  

She slid out of bed, and he admired her naked body as she crossed the room with the same unaffected confidence that had attracted him to her the moment they first met in grad school at NYU.  

Back then, each had been pursuing their graduate degrees in business, and when they met, the mutual attraction was as swift as it was powerful.  Two years later, the summer after they graduated, they married in a small ceremony that included only family and close friends, because, at that point in their lives, they were so broke, they couldn’t afford a large wedding.  

Each had hailed from modest backgrounds, and with hefty student loan debts hovering over them, there literally was no money for the sort of big, expensive wedding Michael wished he could have given Kate.

And look at us now, he thought as he watched her slip into a silky white robe.  Christ, we’re lucky.

At thirty, Kate Stone was a senior vice president of finance for Bank of America in Manhattan.  At thirty-one, Michael headed a multi-billion-dollar company that had made its fortune on the encryption software he’d written and perfected.  It was now considered the industry standard in data protection.  

StoneTech had been revising and selling versions of its software for the past seven years.  Its clients included the government, the banking, insurance, medical, retail, and hospitality industries, as well as the airline industry, the global marketplace in its many forms, and also a whole host of other corporations and businesses that needed to ensure their clients that their personal data was locked down.

That’s where StoneTech shined—and that’s where Michael Stone had made his unlikely fortune in only a matter of a few short years.  It was his deep affection for what he’d built that had stopped him from signing over his company—despite the three billion dollars he would have reaped in the process.  

Neither he nor Kate denied that the lure of that kind of money was enticing.  But the more he thought about the deal and giving up StoneTech—and the more he talked to Kate, who was against it because she thought that he’d eventually come to regret it—the more he realized that she was right.  He would come to regret it.  Until he and Kate decided to have children, which each wanted sooner rather than later, StoneTech was his child for now.  With new software in the works, there was a whole host of other opportunities to explore that excited him.  

He wondered what he would have done with his life if he’d sold it.  Since the contract had carried with it a non-compete clause, he couldn’t have designed a better version of his encryption software.  So, where would he have gone next?  Where would he have fit in?  How could he ever duplicate that kind of success?  Knowing that he couldn’t unnerved him, and so, with Kate’s support, he decided to keep the company, despite the anger and disappointment of too many people to count. 

“Meet me in the kitchen?” Kate said from the bedroom door.

“Right behind you.”

She winked at him.  “Just not behind me like you were last night, OK?”

“I can’t promise you that,” he said.  “Not when you’re looking like that.”

*  *  *
[image: image]


AFTER KATE HAD SHOWERED and dressed, and was ready to leave for work, Michael stood in the townhouse’s grand entryway in nothing but his boxer shorts with their towering Great Dane, Bruiser, sitting by his side.  

Each watched her come down the curving staircase.  

She was wearing a fitted black business suit, her long hair had been whipped up behind her head in a tight chignon, and the only jewelry she wore were her wedding and engagement rings and the diamond solitaire earrings he’d purchased for her last Christmas.  He thought she looked beautiful.  

When she saw him, she just stopped mid-staircase and looked down at him.

“How can you stand there looking like that?” she said.  “You know I can’t handle seeing you like that.  You’ve been spending so much time in the gym lately, I’ve become a wanton woman.  Look at how ridiculous your pecs have become—and those abs.  And then there’s your curly head of black hair, which you know I want to rake my fingers through.  You’re nothing short of a tease, Michael Stone.  And it’s not fair.”

“Maybe I’m trying to convince you to stay home with me...”

She grinned when he said that, and then started down the stairs again, her black briefcase swinging at her side.  

“I wish I could, but today is so jam-packed with meetings, I already know that it’s going to be the day from hell.  I can sense it.  In fact, it’s probably going to be worse than I imagine because I know whom I’m dealing with at those meetings.”

“Well, that’s just another good reason to stay home.”

“Believe me when I say that I wish I could.”  She furrowed her brow at him.  “Lydia comes today, doesn’t she?”

“She does.”

“And thank God for that!  When she cleans, would you mind asking her to leave my office the way it is?  I know that it’s a hot mess, but in that mess, I also know exactly where everything is.  And since I’m in the middle of writing up an important report, there are post-it notes everywhere with items that I need to include in that report.  I’ll straighten things up before she comes next week.  Tell her that’s a promise, even though she’ll already know that I’ll probably fail to pull through.  Still, I’ll try.”

“You’ve got it.”

“You know, I’m glad that you’re staying home today,” she said as she crossed over to him and placed the palm of her hand against his cheek.  “I know the workaholic in you wants to get back at it, but you need this day for yourself, if only to decompress from yesterday.  Read a book.  Watch a movie.  Take Bruiser out for a walk—he could use one, and so could you, if only to clear your mind.  And, please, forget about the upcoming takeover of MicroCom—that’s weeks away at this point, and you don’t need to be thinking about it.  Even though I know you will.  Still, after what you went through yesterday, you should try to do your best to relax, OK?”

“I’ll do my best.  I love you, Kate.”

“I love you more than you’ll ever know—and I mean that from the bottom of my soul.  I don’t know what I’d ever do without you.”

“I can say the same.”

When he said that, Bruiser, who long had been jealous of their relationship, made a low growling sound deep in his throat and stomped his foot on the parquet floor.

“And I love you, too, my giant Bruiser,” Kate said as she scratched his head and rubbed the steel-gray fur beneath his jaw.  “Where would we be without you?”

The dog barked.

“Exactly,” she said.  “So, keep your father company today, OK?”

The dog stomped his foot again.

“That’s a good boy.  You’ve always been the best boy.  And since you’ve put your foot down, I’m going to take that as a ‘yes.’”

“Dinner out tonight?” Michael asked.

“Absolutely.  I’m up for anything, because the last thing I’ll want to do when I come home is cook.”  She reached down, pulled back the waistband of his boxers, and released it so it slapped against his skin.  “But just make sure that you’re properly dressed, stud.  Otherwise, you might be the main course.  Now, give me a kiss.  I should leave.”

When they kissed, it was just like it always was before either of them headed off for work—quick and light so that Kate wouldn’t ruin her lipstick and his lips wouldn’t become stained with it.  It was a kiss meant to begin their day, as well as a promise that they’d see each other at the end of the day.

But this time that didn’t happen.  Though neither knew it, this kiss would mark the end of their lives together.

Michael stood alongside Bruiser and watched Kate sweep through the front door and into a blinding burst of sunlight.  When the door clicked shut behind her, he looked down at Bruiser and said, “You see—I miss her already.  But then, I always do regardless of how busy the day is.”  He patted the top of Bruiser’s head.  “Let’s get you something to eat.”

Less than two hours later, Michael Stone was dead.

*  *  *
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THE NEWS CAME JUST before nine-thirty.

Kate was preparing to attend her first meeting of the day when her secretary, Carrie, came to her door looking shaken.  The fingertips of her right hand were pressed against her lips.  Her green eyes—usually so striking, and sometimes filled with mischief and good humor because they had become good friends over the years—were bright with a look of horror, grief, and loss.  She was trembling.

“Kate,” she said.

Kate got up from her desk and came around it.  “Carrie, what’s wrong?  Why do you look so upset?  What’s happened?  Is it Charlie?  Is he all right?”

Charlie was Carrie’s husband, who was undergoing chemo to battle leukemia.  She moved to speak, but despite the effort she made, no words would come.

“We’ll take it from here, ma’am.”

In a haze, Kate watched Carrie step aside as two police officers—one male, one female, each with their hats held in their hands—stepped into the doorway.

Take over what from here? Kate thought as she faced them.  And why are their hats in their hands?  As fear grabbed hold of her heart, she thought, What is this?  What’s happened...?

“Kate Stone?” the female officer said.

When she spoke, she became aware that her body was suddenly thrumming with anxiety.  Was this somehow about her parents?  Had something happened to either one of them?  They were in their late-seventies, after all, and neither was in the best of health.  Was that what this was about?  Had one of them died?  But if that were the case, then why were the police involved?  It made no sense.  Just beyond the officers, she saw that some of her colleagues had stopped in the hallway outside of her office—and like Carrie, they also looked as if they were in a state of shock.

“Yes, I’m Kate Stone,” she said in a voice that was stronger than she felt.  “Why are you here?  What’s happened?”

The woman looked over at Carrie, who had gone pale.  

“Might we have a moment alone with Ms. Stone?”

“She’s a friend of mine,” Kate said.  “I’d like her to stay.  Carrie?”

“Of course I’ll stay with you, Kate.”

“Then for your own privacy, I believe that we should at least come inside and shut the door behind us,” the woman said.  “Please trust me on this.”

“Trust you on what?” Kate said, realizing that her voice had become unnaturally high.

When the woman shut the door behind them, Carrie came over to her side and took her by the arm. 

“Ms. Stone,” the policewoman said.

“Mrs. Stone,” Kate corrected.

“Of course,” the woman said, and when she said that, Kate caught the woman glance up at her partner, whose face was grim.  “Mrs. Stone, I’m afraid that there’s been an accident that involves your husband.”

“An accident?” she said.  “Is Michael hurt?  I just left him two hours ago.”

“There is no easy way to say this...”

Oh, my God...

“I’m sorry to be the one giving you this news...”

This can’t be happening...

“But your husband is dead, Mrs. Stone.  By all accounts, it appears to have been an accident—”

The woman might have said more, but Kate didn’t hear it.  Instead, the last thing she remembered was the swell of darkness that overcame her as she fainted and fell to the floor.

*  *  *
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THE REST OF THE DAY was a horrible blur.

She only remembered pieces of the block of time that came after she got the news about Michael—being escorted out of the Bank of America Tower, the press that were waiting outside to take her photograph as she was ushered into one of the waiting police cruisers, and then the even larger swarm of media who were waiting for her at Michael’s and her townhouse on Park.

Dead, she thought, still unable to comprehend it.  Somehow, Michael is dead.  How can this be?  How could this have happened?

“We’ll get you into your home as swiftly as possible,” the female officer said as she placed a hand on Kate’s arm.  The woman was sitting in the back of the cruiser next to her.  What had she said her name was?  Officer Ward?  Kate was in such a state of shock, she couldn’t remember.  She looked out the car’s front and side windows, saw photographers taking shots of her, and somehow came back into herself despite the fact that she felt faint again.

“Are you with me?” the woman asked again.  

“Get me inside,” Kate said.  “They’ve already stolen enough of me.”

“Then take my hand,” the officer said in a kind voice that Kate registered as genuine.  “We’ll get out on my side—it’s closest to the sidewalk.  The door to your home is just steps away from us.”  And then she just stopped and studied Kate’s face.  “Look, I’m concerned about you.  I know you don’t want to faint in front of that crowd.  Do you need another moment?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“All right.  If you’re with me, we can get away from the press quickly.  But I need you to focus and to keep up, as difficult as that sounds.  But I’ll have your back.  So, hold tightly onto my hand.  I’ve got you.”

And she did. 

The moment they exited the cruiser, the officer gripped Kate’s hand in her own.  Despite the rise of voices that shouted at her as she stepped out of the car and onto the sidewalk, and the staccato flashes of lights that encompassed her as she was led toward her front door, Kate dug down deep, held it together as best she could, and soon found herself in the vestibule, with the door closed firmly behind her.

“Are you all right?” the officer asked.

Kate didn’t respond.  Ahead of her, she saw officers moving in the foyer.  More flashes of light, but these lights were somehow colder.  And there was Lydia, crying somewhere in the distance.

“I’m here for you,” the woman said.  “And by the way, my name is Anna.  And I’m so sorry, Mrs. Stone.  All of us are.”

As wealthy as she had become through her own hard-won successes and through Michael’s business hitting it big several years ago, Kate Stone remained, at heart, Kate O’Malley, the middle-class girl from Vermont who was raised by good parents that had instilled within her a sense of humility and kindness.  And because of that, it was purely knee-jerk when she said, “Please—call me Kate.”  

“If you wish.”

“Where is he?” Kate asked.

“In the foyer.”

“What happened to him?”

“Do you know a Lydia Brown?”

“Of course.  She’s our cleaning lady.  She was scheduled to clean today.  And she’s here now.  I can hear her crying.”

“She’s shaken.”

“What happened here?  What happened to my husband?”

“Mrs. Brown was washing the foyer’s floor when your husband came to the top of the stairs to speak to her.  Apparently, you have a Great Dane?”

“Bruiser,” she said.

“This is what Mrs. Brown witnessed and has testified to—when your husband approached the stairs, Bruiser allegedly rushed up them to greet him, but when he did, he clipped Mr. Stone at the knees, and Mr. Stone tripped over him and fell hard down the stairs.  By all appearances—and given the hysterical state Mrs. Brown was in when she called 911—your husband fell over Bruiser, tumbled down the staircase, and broke his neck, according to the M.E.  If this means anything to you, I was told that his death was instant.  I’m so sorry, Mrs.—Kate,” she said, correcting herself.  “I’m so sorry, Kate.”

“I need to see him.”

“My strongest recommendation is that you don’t see him now.  Please trust me on this.  There will be time for that later—when we’ll need for you to identify his body.  But not like this.”

“Take me to my husband,” she said.

“Kate,” Anna said.

There was steel in her voice when she said, “I asked you to take me to my husband.  He’s alone now.  Do you even understand how awful that is?  To be surrounded by people who don’t know or love him?  Take me to him, or I’ll go by myself.  I will not have him lying alone.  Right now, he needs me just as much as I need him.”  

*  *  *
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SINCE THE ENORMOUS, curving staircase emptied into the marble-tiled foyer, the first thing Kate saw when she stepped into the space wasn’t the men and women in uniform who stopped to face her while they removed their hats.

Instead, it was the plain white sheet that had been placed over Michael’s body at the foot of the stairs.

She’d know his body anywhere—even in death and concealed by a sheet.  After all, in their own bed, how many times over the years had she woken to find him lying on his stomach, arms stretched out on either side of him, legs sprawled out as if he alone owned the bed?

And with his head turned to the right—as it appeared to be now?  

Michael was indeed beneath that sheet, but this time she wouldn’t be able to wake him.  This time she wouldn’t be able to wish him good morning and slink out of bed to make them coffee so he could enjoy another ten minutes of sleep.  This time there would be no other times between them—all of that was over now and their lives together were finished—which had seemed unreal to her when his death was first announced to her, but which now felt real to her in ways that made her close her eyes in pain and lean on Anna.

“Do you have family here, Kate?  Somebody we can call?  To help you through this?”

“All of my family is in Vermont.”

“Can I call any of them for you?”

“I appreciate the offer, but I’ll do that myself—when all of you are gone.”

“As for Michael?”

“His parents are closer, but they don’t live in Manhattan.  They live in upstate New York.”  She looked at Anna.  “Have they been notified about what’s happened?”

“I tried to call his parents, but I got no answer.”

“His parents are mall walkers,” Kate said.  “They walk three miles every day around this time, so they very well might be at the mall and unaware of any of this.  And I hope that’s the case.  I want to tell them myself.  But right now, if it’s OK, I’d like to be alone with my husband.  Has everyone here finished?  Can I go over to him now?  Touch him?  Be with him?”

“You can.”

“Would it be too much to ask for the room to be cleared so Michael and I can be alone together?”

“I’m afraid that, due to protocol, at least one of us needs to be here.”

“Can that person be you?”

“It can.”

“I’d appreciate that.”

“Then let me take care of that.”

When Anna did, Kate walked over to the sheet covering Michael.  At first, because there were so many people in her house—strangers she didn’t know or want to know—she thought that she might get through this without completely breaking down.  As a New Englander, it was in her roots not to do so.

But that wasn’t the case now.

The moment she touched Michael’s back and felt the chill of his skin through the thin sheet, she put her hand to her mouth and began to cry in ways that she hadn’t cried since...ever.  

With heaving sobs—and with the reality that the love of her life was dead because of some fucking accident with their dog—all she could do was lay herself over the sheet, and press herself against Michael’s body.  

She draped herself over him, and when she did, she felt how stiff his body already was becoming, which stabbed at her heart again.  She then gently lifted the sheet away from his face and saw his dead eyes, wide open and staring at some point just beyond her.  Gone were the deep blue eyes she knew so well—now, they were only wide pools of black as his pupils had become fully dilated in death.

“Michael,” she said.  “Oh, my God, Michael...”

“Kate,” Anna said.  

“Please leave me alone,” Kate said in despair.  Her heart was literally breaking at that point.  Tears streamed down her face as an overwhelming sense of grief overcame her.  “Let me have this moment alone with him.  Please!”

“Of course,” Anna said as she retreated to a corner of the room.

But Kate barely heard her.  She pulled the sheet back farther and saw how Michael’s neck was bent in an unnatural position.  

“I’m so sorry,” she said as she cried.  “I’m so sorry, Michael.  How am I to carry on without you?  How am I even to wake up without you by my side?  Why did this have to happen to you?  To us?  We haven’t even had a child yet!  That was to come this year!  Why the fuck has this happened?!” she screamed.  “It’s not right—it’s not fair.  I love you, my darling.  I hope that you know that—that you can hear me even now, wherever you are, hopefully in this room with me.  I will love you until the end of my life.  And when that day comes, we’ll be together again.  I can promise you that.  So, go,” she said.  “Set yourself free.  I know how you are—you’re only going to worry about me.  You’ll want to stay near me.  But don’t.  Somehow, I’ll get through this.  Go and live out the rest of your life in the afterlife.  See your family and friends again.  Tell your grandparents that I love and miss them.  I’ll be with you soon enough.” 

After the long moments it took for her to collect herself, Kate Stone lowered her lips to her husband’s cool lips, and she kissed him in death while her gut clenched in despair.  

When she finished, she placed the palm of her hand on the floor to steady herself, carefully wrapped the sheet around his body in such a way that cradled him as he lay there, and then bowed her head and burst into the sort of tears, grief, anger, and loss that would echo throughout her heart for the rest of her life.

#  #  #
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MORE TO COME...
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CAN’T WAIT FOR MY NEXT book?  More are on the way, and finding out when is easy!  Join me on Facebook here, and especially join my SPAM-free email blast here.  By joining my email blast, you’ll never miss another book—or the opportunity to receive a free ARC to review a book before it goes live to the public.

I love to hear from my readers!  If you have any questions or comments, please reach out to me at mailto:christinarossauthor@gmail.com.  I hope to hear from you soon!

If you would leave a review of this or any of my books, I’d appreciate it.  Reviews are critical to every writer.  Please leave even the shortest of reviews.  And thank you for doing so!
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