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      “Okay, you’re absolutely positive about this?”

      “One-hundred-percent positive. Beyond a shadow of a doubt.”

      “And you’d tell me if you weren’t, right?”

      “I’m your best friend, Heather. Of course I would.” A beat of silence passed. “But now you have to give her over.”

      I glanced down at Faye, my six-month-old baby daughter. She let out a coo, a big smile on her face.

      “Okay, kiddo,” I said. “Hope you’ll be good without me for one night.”

      After taking a deep breath, I handed her over. Julia, my best friend and Faye’s babysitter for the night, took her into her arms and brought her close.

      “Hey, little baby!” she said, wiggling her finger in front of Faye’s face. “Who’s the cutest little girl?” Then Julia flicked her big brown eyes up to mine. “After my own kid, of course,” she said with a warm smile.

      “Naturally,” I said, then shook my head. “This is so weird. I feel like I’m being a negligent mother or something.”

      “Oh, please,” said Julia. “I’ve seen how you’ve been since you had Faye—if anything you’re a helicopter parent in the making.”

      “It feels so wrong, you know?” I said, my eyes still on Faye. “Me going out and having fun while you’re looking after my kid.”

      “It only feels wrong because you’re a worrywart,” said Julia, gently rocking Faye in her arms. “You’ve been all about this girl since she came out of you, and you deserve a night off. Besides, you’re not leaving her with a stranger—this little munchkin’s going to have her first baby sleepover with Melanie. I bet it’s going to be the start of a lifelong friendship.”

      I smiled. “It’s a nice idea,” I said. “And you’re right—it’ll be good for her to hang out with another baby, even if they just roll around and babble at each other.”

      “That’s the spirit,” said Julia. She stepped back from me, giving me a once-over. “And besides, look at you! You look hot as eff.”

      I glanced down at the dark blue cocktail dress I had on. “You think so?” I asked. “I still feel like I haven’t finished losing the last of my baby weight.”

      “That’s because you’re crazy,” said Julia. “Even when you were nine months pregnant you were one of those insanely lucky women who stayed thin and just had a baby bump. You barely had anything to lose.”

      “You’re saying all the right things,” I said with a smile. I ran my hands over the dress as I stepped over to the wine bottle that Julia and I had already had a glass from. “It still feels weird to be wearing something like this. I think other than going to work, it’s the first time I’ve had anything on besides sweatpants since I had Faye.”

      “All the more reason to go out tonight,” Julia said. “Go out there and fetch yourself a man with that hot bod of yours.”

      I shook my head, a smile on my face. I tucked my strawberry-blond hair behind my ears and sighed.

      “You’re making it sound so easy,” I said, turning back toward Julia. “‘Just go out there and get a man.’”

      “Because it is that simple,” said Julia. “Lady, you’re gorgeous. Guys out there are going to be smashing barstools over each other’s heads just to get a chance to talk to you.”

      “It just…feels weird,” I said. “Going out there and trying to find someone when I’ve just had a baby. I thought getting pregnant would be the end of stuff like this. I thought Brad and I were going to…” I trailed off, the mention of Faye’s father, the man who’d left me a few weeks after finding out I was pregnant, bringing back memories that were still raw.

      “Don’t even worry about it,” said Julia, still rocking Faye. “Sure, maybe in a perfect world you’d be living happily ever after with Prince Charming. But you got dealt a bad hand.”

      “That’s one way to put it.”

      “It’s the right way to put it. You did everything right—you were about the best girlfriend you could be and were so ready to be a mom.”

      I nodded. “Brad seemed so excited about it, too. I was so worried to tell him, but when I did, he was just as happy as I was. That’s what I thought, at least.”

      “Maybe he got scared,” said Julia. “He may have seemed sweet and kind before, but he showed you his true colors when things got real.” She waved her free hand through the air, dismissing the topic. “Anyway! This is the last thing you should be thinking about right now. Tonight, you’re going to go out and have fun. You’re going to have some wine, maybe even do some dancing, and who knows after that?”

      I chuckled. “You’re making it sound like I’m going out to a royal ball or something.”

      “Hey,” said Julia, stepping toward the window in my apartment and pulling open the curtains, revealing the glittering Manhattan skyline beyond. “You forget what city you live in? Anything can happen here.”

      “You’re such a romantic,” I said with a small smile. I took my phone out of my bag and checked the time. “Shoot. I need to get going if I want to actually have this night out.”

      “Good call,” said Julia. “Time for me to take this little darling to my place.”

      We both grabbed our things, Julia grabbing the diaper bag, and I took Faye from Julia and held her close. Faye let out an adorable giggle as I held her, her gorgeous blue eyes shimmering.

      “Aw, my little lady,” I said. “It’s only going to be one night, but I’m going to miss you like crazy.”

      Faye cooed again, grabbing onto my finger with her tiny little hand as I stroked the soft skin of her face.

      “Hardly even twelve hours,” said Julia. “You still want to meet for lunch?”

      I opened the front door of my little apartment and let Julia out first. Then I locked the door behind us.

      “Yeah, definitely. You’ve got Faye tonight, and I’ll take Melanie tomorrow.”

      “Such a good team,” said Julia.

      “Pretty convenient, us getting pregnant at around the same time,” I said as we headed down the stairs of my walk-up. “Couldn’t be any more perfect if we’d planned it.”

      “I’ll say,” said Julia. “Okay. Go out there and have some fun. And if I hear that you didn’t talk to a single guy, I’m going to be really disappointed. I’ll wag my finger at you and everything.”

      I laughed, still holding Faye close.

      “But you’re going to have to give up the kiddo first,” Julia added.

      “I don’t know,” I said, looking back down into Faye’s eyes. “You sure I can’t take her with me?”

      “Maybe you could,” said Julia. “She looks like she’s got what it takes to be a party baby. And one way to find out if she can hold her booze.”

      “Julia!” I said, letting out another chiming laugh.

      “I kid, I kid,” she said. “But seriously, hand over the munchkin.”

      “Bye, sweetie,” I said, leaning down and planting my lips on Faye’s almost impossibly pudgy cheeks. “You promise I’m not being a bad mom?” I asked Julia as I handed Faye to her.

      “I promise,” she said. “The worst thing you could be doing right now is not giving yourself a chance to blow off some steam every now and then. Seriously, you’re killing this whole ‘single mom’ thing—you deserve more than a night off as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Aw, thanks,” I said. I had no idea what I’d do without Julia. When Brad left, I felt like I was alone in the world. But the two of us, both pregnant—though she was still with her husband—had each other’s back. The girl was a lifesaver.

      “Okay,” she said. “Time to get going. Have a drink for me, and I’ll see you for lunch tomorrow.”

      One more hug for Julia and one more kiss for Faye, and they were off. I stood still for a time on the busy sidewalk, watching them move down the block and disappear around the corner, pedestrians moving around me like I was a rock plopped down into the middle of a river.

      “Okay,” I said out loud. “Time to have fun.”

      The street outside my building in Greenpoint bustled with Friday-night activity, young men and women gathered in groups as they headed out for the night. It was hard for me to believe that only a year ago I was one of those kids, nothing on my mind but partying and having a good time.

      How quickly things can change.

      The evening air was warm and mild. The recent July heatwave thankfully easing up for the time being.

      The idea of having fun was so strange to me. I’d spent the last six months since Faye’s birth so wrapped up with her that I’d almost forgotten that I was my own person. Not that I was complaining—I was more than happy to give every little bit of myself to my baby girl. But it left me wondering just what the heck I was supposed to do with myself when I was alone.

      Like right then. I stood in the middle of the sidewalk, trying to remember what I did when I wasn’t a mom.

      Then it occurred to me.

      “Booze!” I said, sticking my finger into the air as if I was a detective who’d just figured out a breakthrough clue. You drink booze when you want to have fun, right? And besides, I wanted to be a good guest, and not show up to the party empty-handed.

      I laughed at myself as I started off toward the liquor store. It was almost as if I had to relearn how to be social.

      The fresh air felt great on my exposed legs and arms as I headed down the block. I caught sight of myself in the glass front of a closed store, and I took stock of how I looked out of the corner of my eye. As far as I could tell, I was looking pretty trim. Sure, my boobs were still totally huge, but that wasn’t entirely a bad thing. I’d been making sure to eat right and sneak in exercise when I could, and it looked to be paying off. I was getting back to my normal shape, albeit with a bust that I couldn’t believe was mine.

      But what did it matter if I looked good? Was I really going to go out and meet a guy tonight?

      I loved my baby girl to death, but a nagging thought in the back of my mind had been that my dating life was about to get complicated. Not only was I still dealing with the fallout of Brad leaving me, but now I was a single mom, and I wasn’t optimistic enough to believe that that was exactly what most guys had in mind when they pictured their ideal girlfriend.

      I did my best to put the thought out of my head as I stepped into the corner wine shop. The air inside was chilly, the sight of delicious red wine hitting me as soon as I entered. I walked up to the reds, my eyes scanning over the labels.

      Truth be told, I didn’t know all that much about wine. I liked red, but I didn’t like ones that were too sweet. Usually, I just went for the bottle with the coolest-looking label.

      I continued on, my eyes flicking from bottle to bottle. Finally, I settled on a bottle of pinot noir with a nicely sketched picture of a duck on it, which worked for me.

      My eyes locked on the bottle, and I kneeled down to pick it up. But as soon as I reached out to grab it, another hand shot out and collided with mine. I stepped back, shocked by the sudden touch of my skin against someone else’s.

      “I’m sorry,” I stammered out. “Wasn’t paying attention, I guess.”

      But when I glanced up at the person I bumped into, I nearly jumped out of my heels.

      He was freaking gorgeous.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 2

        

        

    
    






          Heather

        

      

    
    
      Actually, to say he was “gorgeous” would be the understatement of the century.

      The man I bumped into was tall—he towered over me, and I wasn’t a short girl. His hair was black, that deep, dark kind of black that seemed to hint of danger. His eyes were a piercing blue, looking out from a face of perfectly sculpted cheekbones and a wide, strong jaw. I glanced at his lips, created for kissing. And he was dressed in a dark suit, one that appeared both expensive and perfectly tailored for his well-proportioned body. The scent of his manly cologne caused my insides to moan.

      I opened my mouth to say something, but the man had me so taken aback that I couldn’t even think of words to say, let alone form and spit them out.

      “My fault,” he said, his voice low and sensual. “I was making a beeline for the bottle.” He flashed me a small smile, one that made his already handsome face even more striking.

      “No,” I said, finally regaining my powers of speech. “My bad, one-hundred percent. I was off in space.”

      The charming smile still on his face, he took the bottle from the shelf and looked it over. “I blame the label,” he said. “Far too eye-catching.”

      I chuckled. I was still a little jarred from the unexpected touch, but something about this man put me at ease right away. As I looked him over, I saw that he was likely around my age, no more than five or so years older.

      “You’re right about that,” I said. “To be honest, I have no idea what to look for with wine. So the one with the well-drawn duck was a natural choice.”

      “Good call,” he said, taking another look at the bottle in his hands. “The label is key to a great wine.” He winked, then placed the bottle back on the shelf and picked up another. “This would’ve been my second choice,” he said, showing me a bottle with, sure enough, a label of some French vineyard estate.

      “Château Martin,” he said, affecting a slight French accent to his voice. “Can’t go wrong with a nicely drawn sketch.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh, my hand shooting up to cover my mouth.

      “My name’s Justin, by the way,” he said, extending his hand toward me. “I figured you ought to know the name of the guy who’s about to buy the bottle of wine you had your eye on.”

      I took his hand, his skin warm and just rough enough. A thrill ran up my spine as our hands touched, and my heart beat faster. Still taken aback by his almost inhumanly good looks, I forced myself to focus and set aside the fact that I was talking to perhaps the best-looking guy I’d ever seen in person.

      “Oh,” I said, my tone playfully challenging. “And you think I’m just going to let you take it? This duck wine is really calling out to me—I might have to fight you for it. And I’m Heather, by the way.”

      “Well, Heather, something tells me you’re the type,” he said. “And you might very well win. On the ‘lover’ and ‘fighter’ spectrum, I’m definitely more toward the former.”

      I laughed again, partially at his joke, partially out of nervous excitement. Like before, my hand covered my mouth.

      “You know,” he said. “When you’ve got a charming laugh like that, you’re really doing the world a disservice by covering it up.”

      I felt my cheeks go hot as a blush spread across them.

      “I don’t know about that,” I said. “You haven’t heard me do a full-on snort-laugh.”

      “I can’t imagine it’d be any less charming.”

      More nervous laughter sounded and, as if on cue, this one came with a quick snort, followed by more blushing.

      “Ah, and there it is,” he said. “And just like I thought, exactly as charming.”

      I waved my hand through the air. “Oh, stop,” I said. “I sound like a total nerd.”

      He cocked his head to the side as if considering the statement. “Maybe a little nerdy, true,” he said. “But think how unfair it’d be if a girl who looked like you had a totally perfect laugh. We all need a flaw or two.”

      My heart beat even faster—now he was flirting with me, and not even pretending that he wasn’t. I couldn’t believe that a guy this attractive was giving me the time of day.

      “Anyway,” he said. “Would be it be too prying to ask what the occasion for the wine is?”

      “You mean the wine you’re going to buy right out from under my nose?” I asked with a grin.

      “The very same.”

      “I’m going to a friend’s party. Figured I’d bring something with me.”

      As I said the words, I felt my mood shift from the excitement of talking to Justin to the nervous hesitation that the party had brought to mind. And I could see by the slight narrowing of his eyes that he picked up on it.

      “A considerate guest,” he noted. “And how much are you looking forward to this party? On a scale of one-to-ten?”

      I shifted my weight from one foot to the other, wondering how appropriate it would be for me to get into it. But Justin made me feel at ease, like I could tell him anything. Still, I kept myself in check.

      “I’d say about a three. Somewhere around a doctor’s appointment and a trip to the DMV.”

      He raised his eyebrows slightly.

      “Now, I’m not an expert on such things, but I would think a party would have the opposite effect.”

      I very, very nearly spilled the beans then. The reason for me feeling this was partially that I really wasn’t the party type anymore, but there was something deeper to it. Ever since I had Faye, I’d been so wrapped up with her that my old life, one that did involve the occasional wild night out, seemed more and more like a distant memory with each passing day.

      And now, I felt like I was a million miles from my old friends. Julia and I had grown closer, what with both of us having a kid, but my old friends almost seemed like they were a different species. What would I even talk about with them? They’d be going on about guys or their jobs or whatever trendy brunch place they’d last hit up, and I’d talk about what—that new brand of diapers that was both cheap and effective that I was totally thrilled about?

      Bringing this up to Justin, however, was a no-go. Was there a topic that could bring flirting to more of a grinding halt than mentioning a baby?

      “You would think so,” I said. “But I’m not feeling it today. My friend I haven’t seen in a while invited me out, but I’m going more out of a sense of obligation than anything else.”

      “Is that right?” he asked. “And is spending your Friday night out fulfilling an obligation how you want to spend it?”

      “No,” I said. “Not really, now that you mention it.”

      “And what would you rather be doing?”

      I didn’t have the first clue as to how to answer that question. Faye had been the focal point of my life for the last six months, and what I wanted didn’t even enter the picture.

      “That’s…a really good question,” I said. “I hadn’t even thought about it.”

      “Then maybe you should do that,” he said with a smile. “Go ahead—I’ll guard the wine.”

      I flashed him an intrigued expression before doing as he suggested. I let my mind go blank as I tried to figure out what sounded good to me. Some quiet came to mind, but not the “at home watching TV” sort of quiet—more like that of a mellow atmosphere. And I don’t know if it was simply being surrounded by the wine that was doing it, but a drink sounded delicious.

      “I’m imagining…being someplace relaxing. Maybe some chill music playing. And a delicious drink in front of me.”

      “Hmm,” said Justin. “I think I have just the thing. That is, if you don’t mind me buying you a drink.”

      Whoa, what was this—was he asking me out?

      “Are you inviting me for a drink?” I asked, my heart rate picking up again.

      “I am,” he said. “I’m thinking someplace other than the red wine aisle would be a better venue for our conversation.”

      Right at that moment, a customer appeared behind us, angling her body to get past Justin and me. I realized that I’d been so wrapped up in the conversation that I’d totally spaced on where I was.

      “Sure,” I said. “That sounds nice.”

      “I think so too,” he said. “Life’s too short to do anything but what you want.”

      I knew at that moment that whoever this mysterious, charming man was, he didn’t have any kids. No one with a little one to worry about would ever say something like that. But I didn’t mind—it was the exact attitude that I wanted for the evening.

      He set the bottle of wine back on the shelf and turned his attention to me.

      “Then let’s not waste another second,” he said.

      I smiled. “Let’s not.”
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      A brief stroll down the block later and Justin and I were in front of what looked to be a nondescript stairwell. I glanced down it, noting a small pile of fast food wrappers in the corner, along with a steel door sprayed with an artful smattering of graffiti.

      “If you wanted to drink wine in a stairwell,” I said with a smirk, “we probably should have bought that duck wine.”

      “As fun as that sounds,” he said, “I had something else in mind.”

      He trotted down the stairs and gave the door a quick rap. To my surprise, an eye-level slat on the door opened, revealing a rectangle of darkness.

      Justin spoke into it. “In vino veritas.”

      Now I was confused. But a second later, I heard the thick clunk of a deadbolt unlocking, followed by the door opening.

      “Come on,” he said, nodding toward the door, a handsome, mischievous smile on his face.

      Beyond curious, I stepped down the stairs. Justin opened the door, letting me enter first.

      I was shocked at what I saw.

      Past the door was a bar, lit with mellow, soft lighting. Dark colors dominated the interior, along with a long, sweeping bar of brushed steel. Rows and rows of bottles of liquor and wine were behind the bar, bartenders dressed in extremely hip clothing shaking cocktail mixers and pouring drinks. A couple dozen men and women were seated here and there, all of them young, attractive, and well-dressed. A jazz trio played relaxing music from a small stage in the corner.

      “What is this place?” I asked as I looked around with wide-eyes.

      “A speakeasy,” he said. “Not sure of the name—it changes frequently.”

      “A what?” I asked. “You mean one of those bars from back when booze was illegal?”

      “Yep,” he said, leading me to a small table in one of the corners. “Though it’s more of a style thing nowadays.”

      I glanced around some more, noting to my shock that a few of the patrons were very familiar faces—celebrities.

      “Is that—” I asked, my thumb stuck out toward an actor who starred in a recent superhero movie.

      Justin raised his palm slightly, stopping me mid-sentence. “Discretion is the name of the game here,” he said. “This is the kind of place where people come to be seen and not be seen, if you know what I mean.”

      “So, no asking for autographs?” I asked with a smirk.

      He flashed me a grin of his own, one that let me know he understood that I was being silly. “Good call,” he said.

      At that moment, an extremely attractive man with a neatly trimmed beard and dark brown hair tied in a small ponytail approached the table.

      “Mr. Donovan,” he said to Justin. “Good to see you.”

      “Likewise, Brandt,” he said. “Bring us a bottle of something red and delicious.” Then he flashed me another grin. “One with an especially cool label.”

      “Of course,” said the waiter before stepping away.

      I took another look over the place, still surprised and a little overwhelmed by it all.

      “I can’t believe this place is right by my apartment,” I said.

      “The best places have a way of staying out of view.”

      Another sweep of my eyes over the bar revealed a few more famous faces—one a tech mogul, and another a pair of models whose faces I recognized from the covers of magazines at the grocery store.

      It made me wonder—who exactly was this Justin Donovan?

      I didn’t pry, though. After all, me prying into the details of his life might lead him to do the same for me, and that’s not what I wanted. Tonight, I wanted to be something other than a mom. As much as I loved my new life with Faye, a night off sounded like exactly what I needed to recharge myself and be ready for the next six months, and then the next.

      But for now, some wine.

      The waiter returned with a bottle of red. He held it out in front of us, the label displaying an eye-catching design of a beachfront.

      “This is a wonderful pinot noir we just got in from the Rhine region,” he said. “And I hope the label is to your satisfaction.”

      A small smile played on the server’s face. Then he opened up the bottle, set two glasses down on the table, and poured us both a sample. I took a sip, the delicious, rich, peppery taste filling my mouth.

      “Damn,” I said. “That’s some good stuff.”

      Justin raised his eyebrows.

      “I think that means we have a winner,” he said.

      The server poured us more and was off.

      Justin raised his glass and I did the same.

      “To new friends,” he said.

      “I’ll drink to that.”

      We tapped the rims of our glasses together, and I allowed a soft smile to play on my lips, one that suggested that I was interested in being more than just friends.

      As soon as the thought entered my mind, I was shocked. I’d just met this man, and already I was thinking about what I’d like to do to him—or what I’d like to have him do to me. He was casting a spell on me, but I was happy to go along with it.

      “So, Heather,” he said. “Tell me about yourself.”

      “Not much to say,” I said, trying to figure out how I could answer the question without mentioning Faye. “I’m an administrative assistant—not really the most exciting thing in the world. And you?”

      A strange expression formed on his face, and if I didn’t know better, I would’ve guessed that the look suggested that Justin was hiding something of his own.

      The idea that he might be a single father out for a night of fun occurred to me, but I dismissed it. There was something there, though.

      “I own my own business,” he said.

      Before he could say anything else, a very attractive couple stepped up to the table. When I realized who they were—a famous musician and his equally famous girlfriend—I nearly spit out my wine.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” said the man. “But I had to come over to say hi.”

      “Of course,” said Justin, setting down his glass and extending his hand toward the two.

      “And thank you for helping us out last weekend,” said the musician. “I still can’t believe that you were able to come through for us at the last minute like that—you were a total lifesaver.”

      What? Not only did Justin know some of these famous people, but he was helping them out of jams? Who was this guy?

      “My pleasure,” he said. “Oh, and this is Heather. Heather, ah—”

      “Heather Moore,” I said, sticking out my hand and hoping it didn’t shake from the excitement and nervousness.

      The next few moments passed by in a blur. Justin and the couple chatted, and I did my best to not look totally star-struck. When they left, I killed the rest of my wine and tried to catch my breath.

      “You doing all right over there?” he asked, picking up the bottle and pouring me another drink.

      “I think so,” I said. “Just…not expecting company like that.”

      Another look that suggested deceiving appeared on Justin’s face for a brief moment.

      “Just a couple of friends I met through work,” he said.

      “A ‘couple of friends’?” I asked. “What kind of work—”

      I stopped myself, not wanting to pry. As curious as I was, I wanted to keep some of the mystery. Tonight was about stepping away from the day-to-day, not about discussing work—despite the fact that work for Justin evidently involved rubbing elbows with celebrities.

      At this point, the wine began to swirl around my head, a pleasant buzz sweeping through me. The mellow jazz relaxed my body, and I felt…calm, for the first time in a while.

      “You like the music?” he asked.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Not really a jazz girl, but this is exactly what I was in the mood for.”

      “This trio is fantastic,” he said. “I had a chance to see them in Paris a few years back. And they weren’t playing for an audience of a few dozen, like today—more like a few hundred.”

      I glanced over at the performers, watching them work their magic. Even someone like myself, with very little understanding of the genre, could tell that they were something special.

      And it led to another question about Justin. Namely, that he was the kind of guy to see live jazz shows in Paris.

      “You’ve been to France?” I asked.

      “Sure have,” he said. “I travel around here and there for work. I don’t get to actually visit much, but I try to check out some sights when I can. And I love jazz, so seeing some live in Paris was at the top of my list when I was there. What about you?”

      “Me?” I asked. “I’ve never even been out of the country. But shoot, I’d love to go sometime.”

      I did another pass over Justin, this time noticing what appeared to be a very expensive-looking watch. Trips to Paris, expensive clothes, celebrity friends, and mysterious, exclusive wine bars—it took all I had not to ask him everything about himself.

      A few moments later the waiter returned, a pair of plates in his hand.

      “Sorry to interrupt, Mr. Donovan, but when Jonas in the kitchen saw that you were here, he insisted on sending a little something over for you.”

      He set the plates down, one with an arrangement of some delicious-looking cheeses, the other with fruit and nuts. As the waiter described the cheeses, all I could think about was how much I wanted to dig in—getting ready for my night out had been such a whirlwind of activity that I realized I hadn’t eaten since breakfast. But I tried to have some decorum and not shove my face right into the food as soon as the waiter left.

      “Don’t let me stop you,” said Justin. “Dig in.”

      I snatched up one of the slices of cheese—a particularly gooey-looking slice of Brie. I popped it in my mouth, letting the rich flavor linger on my tongue before swallowing it down. Next, I took one of the figs, dipping it into a pool of a savory sauce. It was as good as the cheese.

      “That’s…amazing,” I said.

      “You know,” said Justin, taking a slice of his own. “I’ve put some serious thought into it, and I’m pretty sure I could live on nothing but cheese.”

      “Oh my God,” I said, the words shooting out in a smushed-together blurt. “Me too. It’s pretty much the perfect food.”

      “Yep,” he said. “And you’ve got a different cheese for every occasion or mood. Creamy stuff when you’re feeling decadent. The stinky kinds when you’re in an adventurous mood. And American, for when you’re feeling, well American.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” I grinned.

      Justin and I smiled at one another, and I could tell that there was something in the air between us. The wine and the food and the music and everything else were working in concert to make me fall for this guy, despite only knowing him for a brief time.

      And I was ready to get carried away.

      We chatted more, talking about music and food and everything else—avoiding the topic of our personal lives, of course. And as we did, I noticed that our bodies drew closer and closer together. We leaned across the table toward one another, our hands only inches from the other’s.

      We finished the bottle and ordered another. By the time we went through that one, I was certain that if he leaned the rest of the way across the table and kissed me, I would happily accept it.

      But instead, as we both drained the last bits of our wine, a thoughtful expression crossed his face.

      “How do you feel about dancing?” he asked.

      “I love it,” I said.

      I was ready to have more fun with this guy. And whatever else might happen after…well, I guessed I’d have to wait and see.
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      The skyscrapers of Manhattan looked extra majestic as we crossed over the Williamsburg bridge into the city. I don’t know if it was the wine or the thrill of being out or being with Justin, but I felt like a kid again. Back when the whole city felt like it belonged to me, and me alone.

      “So,” I said, sitting back in the seat of the luxury car that Justin had hired to take us into Manhattan from Brooklyn. “Where to?”

      “Well,” he said. “I was thinking that after our mellow start, we could go for something a little more exciting. Someplace with a nice view.”

      “That sounds perfect,” I said with a smile. “And what’s the name of this magical place?”

      Another mischievous grin. I was starting to fall hard for this particular smile, I had to admit.

      “Just relax and let me worry about all that. You strike me as a girl who needs some fun in her life, so I’m going to give it to you.”

      A wicked grin formed on my lips as I thought about what I wouldn’t mind Justin “giving to me,” and I made a mental note to keep myself in check. What if Justin was some kind of playboy, one who loved to swoop up women at wine shops, woo them with exciting nights on the town, and then take them back for a night of…more fun, only to toss them aside the next morning?

      I forced myself to calm down, telling myself that I was getting a little ahead of things. But another part of me, one entranced by the lights of the city as we drove over the bridge, wanted to get swept away with it all.

      What if he did want to sleep with me and never talk to me again? Would a one-night stand be the worst thing in the world? I’d never done anything like that before, but something about Justin was bringing it out of me.

      Didn’t hurt that we were so close in the back of the car that I could smell the attractive musk of his cologne and feel the heat from his body. I bit my lower lip, chewing on it gently as I stole glances of his gorgeous profile backlit by the lights of Midtown Manhattan through the window.

      He was something else.

      We made our way over to Hell’s Kitchen and came to a stop in front of a modern-looking building of steel and glass. It stretched up into the sky, the evening clouds swirling around it.

      “This is it?” I asked.

      “This is it,” he said. “Come on.”

      I watched as he slipped the driver a bill, and my eyes went wide as I noticed it was a hundred—yet another hint at some secret side to him that Justin wasn’t letting me know about. When I wanted to go into the city, I paid for the train like everyone else. And here he was, generously tipping drivers of luxury cars to drive him in. I wanted so badly to blurt out “who are you and what do you do?” But I knew this would spoil the evening. No, better to get swept away.

      We stepped up to the building, the lobby of which appeared dark. If it was an office or what, I couldn’t tell.

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      “Just keep your pants on,” he said with a smirk.

      Justin approached a speaker and pressed the call button. Just like at the bar, he spoke something into it before turning back toward me.

      “Come on,” he said.

      He led me down a small path around the building which ended in what looked to be a maintenance elevator. The doors opened, a few people already inside. But they didn’t look like service employees—two girls and a couple all dressed in expensive evening wear.

      “Justin!” shouted one of the girls, an insanely pretty brunette, running out and throwing her arms around him.

      “Hey!” he said, returning her friendly hug.

      Justin stepped out of her arms and gestured for me to follow him into the elevator. Right away, I noticed the girls’ jealous expressions. They both seemed to know Justin, and they were not happy that some other girl—me—had his attention for the night.

      The elevator rose, going up and up and up. By the time it stopped, I could hear the thumping of a steady bass beat on the other side of the doors. And when they opened, I couldn’t believe what I saw.

      The doors opened to a massive club, neon lights illumining the dancing crowds. The space was two-stories high, a huge, modern DJ booth on an elevated platform in the center. My heart raced as I took in the scene, Justin at my side.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      I wasn’t sure if anything could’ve had me ready for this. But I nodded anyway, eager to get in there and shake my butt. And the delicious wine certainly had helped.

      As we moved closer to the dance floor, Justin grabbed us a pair of drinks, handing one to me as we moved into the crowd. I took a sip, the taste of vodka and lime fresh and lively in my mouth.

      And then it was on. I didn’t waste any time getting in there moving my body to the music. Justin slid next to me, his gorgeous blue eyes brilliant even in the red and white light of the club. We danced, our bodies moving closer and closer together with each passing song. Soon, our drinks were gone, and our hands were free to explore each other’s bodies.

      Justin placed his hands on my hips, applying just the right amount of pressure. My heart beat hard, and I found myself tossing my hair, my teeth biting down hard again on my lower lip. Song after song passed, and I lost track of the time.

      One more song and now we were as close as we could get. Justin and I were face-to-face, his arms draped over my shoulders as we pressed our bodies together. If there was any doubt that he wanted me, it was gone now.

      The beat thumped on, and our faces moved closer and closer. I ran my tongue over my lips, inviting him in for a kiss. But right when he was near enough to give me what I wanted, he spoke into my ear instead.

      “How about some fresh air?”

      That sounded nice, too. But I got the distinct impression he was toying with me, just a little. I nodded, a smirk on my face. Sure, I could play that game. Might even be a little fun.

      Justin took me by the hand and led me through the crowd. As we made our way out, I noticed guys greeting him with friendly shakes and pats on the back, and more girls regarding him hungrily before flashing jealous glances in my direction. Whoever Justin was, he was certainly a man who commanded attention. And now that I’d begun to think about it, he did seem somewhat familiar…

      Before I could consider the matter for much longer, Justin took me out onto the club’s back patio. The cool evening air was a relief to my sweat-sheened skin, and I had a chance to catch my breath from the intensity of the dancing.

      And as soon as I recovered, I noticed the view.

      The balcony looked east over Manhattan, the towers of Midtown stretching up into the night sky. To the left was Central Park, and beyond that, through the slats of light between the buildings, I could make out Brooklyn and Queens beyond.

      It was breathtaking, to say the least. Maybe the second-most breathtaking view on that patio.

      “How you holding up?” asked Justin, leaning against the balcony railing. He looked gorgeous, his ink-black hair attractively disheveled, a few strands dangling over his flawless forehead. Damn, he was good-looking—the type of stunning that it was almost hard to believe he was real.

      “Holding up just fine,” I said, my breath caught, the buzz from the booze perfect.

      “Good,” he said.

      A moment passed as the two of us looked out over the city.

      “Listen,” I said. “I don’t want to get too heavy on you or anything, but thanks for tonight.”

      He turned to me, half-smile on his face.

      “Happy to do it,” he said. Another pause. “But I have to ask; is there anything else you want to do? You know—something to make this night perfect.”

      I had something in mind, all right. I turned my body to Justin and closed the inches between us.

      “Well, there is something…” I said, looking up into his gorgeous blue eyes.

      He smirked, knowing exactly what I meant.

      Then he leaned in and kissed me hard.
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      As hot as the kiss on the balcony was, it only lasted a few minutes before the two of us realized that we wanted to get the hell out of there as quickly as possible.

      “Your place or mine?” I asked in between kisses in the elevator.

      “Ah, yours,” he said. “My place is…indisposed right now.”

      It was an odd way to put it, but I wasn’t all that concerned. I thought quickly about my place, how it was a mess of baby toys and other flashing signs that I was a single mom. I’d have to do something about them, but Justin coming over was certainly doable.

      “Mine is good,” I said in between more kisses. Damn, he was a good kisser. He knew what to do with his hands, and his taste was…something else. I felt like it was certainly possible that I could get drunk off how good he made me feel.

      We hurried out of the elevator and down to the front of the building where another luxury car awaited us. The two of us scrambled into the back seat, pouncing on each other once again.

      Justin climbed on top of me, and I could feel the hardness of his manhood through his slacks. Arousal began to well inside of me, and I craved more and more of his touch by the second.

      We eventually reached Greenpoint, coming to a stop in front of my building. Justin handed the driver another tip, this time two hundreds—the extra for, I assumed, dealing with the heavy petting happening behind him.

      I felt a little embarrassed to be bringing a man like Justin, whom I guessed was wealthy, to my humble walk-up. But if he cared, he didn’t say anything.

      “Top floor,” I said, my heels clattering on the stairs.

      Justin followed close behind, and when we reached my door, I came to a stop.

      “Listen,” I said, trying to spin a lie on the spot. “I…wasn’t expecting company tonight, and the place is kind of a mess. Mind giving me five to make it not look like such a disaster zone?”

      He laughed. I could tell he didn’t care one bit about the state of my apartment, but he was humoring me, and I appreciated it.

      “Sure,” he said. “You know where to find me.”

      I stood up on my tiptoes and gave him a slow, sensual kiss.

      “I’ll make it worth the wait,” I told him.

      “I don’t doubt that for a second,” he replied.

      I opened the door just enough to step inside. Once I’d shut the door behind me, I took in the scene.

      It was…bad. Baby toys were strewn here and there, and the kitchen counter and table were smattered with food stains. It one-hundred percent looked like a place where a single mom and her baby lived.

      I realized there was only so much I could do in a couple of minutes. The first step was turning off the overhead lighting and flicking on a small lamp. That did the job of hiding the stains.

      Next, I made a mad dash to scoop up the baby toys. I gathered them all into the toy basket and shoved the thing into the nearest closet.

      After a couple more minutes of frantic cleaning, I realized that I’d done all I could. I took a breath and opened the front door.

      “Ready?” Justin asked.

      “Ready,” I said, attempting to hide the frantic rush I’d just done with a sensual smile.

      He stepped in and took a quick look at the place.

      “Cute pad,” he said.

      “You think this is nice, wait until you see the bedroom.”

      “I’d love to,” he said.

      I took him by the hand and led him toward my room, quickly shutting the door to the nursery as we passed it, a tinge of fear running through me at the idea of him getting a peek inside.

      If he saw anything, he didn’t say so. And as soon as he and I were in my bedroom, there was only one thing on either of our minds.

      We went right back into kissing, his tongue moving past my lips and exploring my mouth. I moaned as he kissed me, the intensity of his touch and his kiss almost too much to bear.

      Justin reached down and placed his hand on my inner thigh, tingles running through my body at the sensation of his just-rough-enough hands on the sensitive, soft skin. He gave the flesh a firm squeeze, another moan sounding from me.

      His hand moved up, up, inch by inch. Soon he was on the hem of my panties, and I grew so aroused at the anticipation of his touch that I could hardly stand.

      “Bed,” I said, only taking my lips from his for as long as it took me to speak. “Bed—now.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, another one of his smirks spreading across his lips.

      Once we were in front of my bed, my hands moved over the buttons of his dress shirt, undoing them one by one, each undone button revealing more and more of an incredible physique. His chest was sculpted and cut, his abs perfectly defined, and his shoulders round and hard.

      I couldn’t believe that this body was mine to explore for the night. But there was still one more “asset” to check out.

      Justin set on my clothes as quickly as I was on his. He reached back and pulled down the zipper of my dress, peeling the dress down to my waist and exposing the bra I wore underneath, along with the first few inches of my panties. I helped him along, shimmying my dress down my legs and stepping out of it and my heels.

      Once I was in nothing but my bra and panties, Justin stepped back and took a long look over my body. Part of me was worried that it wasn’t what it was before I had Faye, and he’d find me wanting. But the hungry expression on his face made it clear that he liked what he saw.

      “Damn,” he said softly. “You’re incredible.”

      That Justin would find me this attractive just a few months after I’d given birth was something I had a hard time processing. I was thrilled and overjoyed and, most importantly, completely turned on. I was more than ready to lose myself in the pleasure his hungry eyes promised.

      Justin closed the distance between us and leaned down, placing his lips on mine. His kiss lingered there for a time before moving across my now-red cheek, then along my jaw, then down the slope of my neck. The feeling was like heaven, my entire body breaking out into goosebumps.

      I ran my hands through his hair as he kissed along my shoulder, then worked on the clasp of my bra, quickly undoing it, my ample breasts falling out. He teased my nipples lightly, the pink circles turning hard in his mouth.

      At the same time, he caressed me lightly through my panties, then hooked his right thumb into the waistband and pulled them down. Now I was completely nude before him, ready for whatever he had in mind.

      But first, I needed him to be as naked as I was.

      I went to work on his belt and button and zipper, undoing them as quickly and deftly as he’d undone my bra and gotten me out of my dress. Once his pants were down, he stepped out of his shoes and socks and was soon in nothing but his black boxer-briefs, his manhood straining hard against them.

      The sight of his erect member through his underwear pushed me to a new height of arousal. I needed him even more. My hands moved down the hard lines of his chest, over the flat plane of his stomach, then down under into his underwear.

      I gasped as I took hold of him, his manhood warm and solid and stiff. I began stroking him as he took off his underwear, moving my fingers over his length and end. Justin let out a soft growl of pleasure as I stimulated him.

      “Okay,” he said, shivers of pleasure running through his body as I stroked him. “I need you on the bed—and pronto.”

      I smirked. “Yes, sir,” I said, taking one hand off of him and giving him a playful salute.

      He grinned at this before placing his hands on my hips and effortlessly lifting me up off the ground. I don’t quite know why, but I loved how he held me, taking me off my feet and placing me onto the bed.

      Once on my back, he crawled on top of me, his manhood hanging stiff and straight, pointed right at where I wanted it.

      He leaned down and kissed me more, my skin flushed and tingling.

      “You ready?” he asked.

      “So ready,” I said.

      He reached down and grabbed onto his length, pressing the end against my lips. I was more than eager for him to be inside of me, and with a slow driving of his hips, he was.

      “Oh, God,” I moaned as he entered me.

      He pushed deeper and deeper into me, my wetness affording him an easy entrance. Soon he was buried to the hilt. The feeling was like nothing else—almost as though he was perfectly made for me.

      Justin pulled back and drove into me slowly again. The pleasure was so right-away intense that I could hardly think straight. All I could do was grab onto the wide span of his shoulders and wrap my legs around his hips and hold on for dear life.

      His thrusting quickly picked up in speed, and it wasn’t long before I was on the verge of orgasm. Justin grunted hard, his gorgeous face a mixture of pleasure and concentration. He was something else—beautiful and strong and exactly what I’d wanted. At least, for tonight.

      A pulsing orgasm broke loose through my body, and I let out a shriek as the pleasure rushed through me, the feeling so intense that I was almost certain I was going to melt right then and there.

      Justin was next, and I could tell by the look on his face right when he passed the point of no return. Once he was done, he collapsed at my side, holding me close.

      “Thanks,” I said, once I’d finally caught my breath.

      He chuckled drily. “Not what I expected you to say, but thanks to you, too.”

      “Not just for that,” I said, laughing lightly. “I meant for tonight.”

      His smirk turned in a smile that was warmer, more sincere.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Sure.”

      “Seriously. The last few months have been…crazy, to say the least. A night out with a guy like you was exactly what I needed.”

      “And you weren’t such bad company yourself,” he said before planting a kiss on my forehead.

      I was done. The excitement of the night caught up to me, and I was so comfortable and warm in Justin’s arms that I soon fell asleep, a big smile on my face.
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      I woke up with a feeling of contentment that I hadn’t known in as long as I could remember. And that was before I glanced over and saw the beautiful girl curled up at my side.

      Memories of the night before came back to me in that scattered way they often did after a night of fun and drinking, and a smile spread across my face as I thought back over my date with Heather.

      She was still sleeping, and I took the chance to drink in how gorgeous she was. Her long, strawberry-blond hair draped across my chest, her adorable face of a pert, button nose and full, sensual lips rested on me, a slight smile playing on her features. I wondered if, even in her sleep, she was as happy as I was.

      And her body was something else. Heather’s figure was about as perfect as they came. One of her shapely legs rested across my waist, her full, round breasts were like magnets for the eyes. She was stunning, which made her shyness even more noteworthy—a girl as beautiful as she should feel like she could take over the world.

      After a few moments of me admiring her, Heather’s eyes opened slowly, her sparkling, mint-green irises even more striking in the morning light that poured in through the bedroom windows.

      When she saw that I was there, her slight smile spread even further. She must’ve had the same realization that I did when I woke up. She stretched out her willowy arms and brought in a big yawn before turning her gaze back to me.

      “Morning,” she said, her voice charmingly sleepy.

      “Morning,” I said right back to her.

      I couldn’t help myself. I curled my arm around her and brought her in for a slow, deep kiss. She tasted just as heavenly as she did last night. When I took my lips from hers, she gave me a gorgeous, broad smile.

      “Last night was fun,” she said.

      “That it was,” I said. “Regretting not going to your party?”

      “Not even a little,” she said, rolling over and grabbing her phone from the nightstand, glancing briefly at the screen. “I sent a text to my friend after we left the liquor store, saying that I couldn’t make it,” she said, running her hand through her thick hair. “But no text back. They must have been too busy partying to miss me, I guess.”

      She clicked off her screen and tossed the phone onto the bed before laying her head back on my chest.

      “So,” I said, my hand moving slowly over the soft curves of her hips. “What does Saturday have in store for you?”

      A strange look crossed her face, and she glanced away for a brief moment.

      “Um, busy this afternoon,” she said. “I’m meeting a friend for lunch.”

      I got the distinct impression that she wasn’t being entirely truthful with me; that there were some details she was leaving out.

      Nothing wrong with that. As much as I liked Heather, we’d only known each other for a little while. She was under no obligation to tell me everything about her life.

      “Then we have the morning together,” I said.

      “That we do,” she said with a smile, her finger tracing the outline of my chest.

      “And I’ve got some ideas how we can spend it.”

      “Something tells me we’re thinking the same thing,” she said.

      I pulled her in for another long, slow kiss. My member twitched to life below, but as it did, a low growl rumbled from my stomach.

      Heather took her lips from mine and raised her eyebrows.

      “Someone’s ready for breakfast,” she said.

      I was hungry—no doubt about that.

      “How about this,” I said. “Since you were nice enough to do the hosting, let me make breakfast. I’m not the most amazing cook there is, but I can do a mean French omelet. Then, when we’re good and full, we can burn off some of those calories.”

      “Mmm,” she said, the tip of her finger moving down my chest, over the lines of my abs. “I can’t think of a better way to start the day.”

      “Then let’s get to it,” I said.

      Before I could make a single move, however, a look of something like panic flashed on Heather’s face.

      “Hold on,” she said. “Let me, um, make sure the place doesn’t look like crap.”

      “Didn’t you already clean it last night?” I asked.

      “Yeah, but it’s daytime now—I might’ve missed some stuff.”

      I was about to tell her not to worry about it, but before I got a chance, Heather had thrown on a robe and rushed out of the bedroom, the door closing behind her.

      That was weird. Sure, I’d been over to enough girls’ places to know that women could be self-conscious about their apartments, but there was something more to the way Heather was behaving. It was almost as though there was something that she was hiding, something she didn’t want me to see.

      And as much as I wanted to give her privacy, I couldn’t help but be curious. I scanned the bedroom, looking for anything out of the ordinary. Nothing caught my eye. It seemed like the average apartment of a busy girl in her late twenties, a pile of clean, unfolded clothes and all.

      Five minutes later, she opened the door and stuck her head in.

      “Okay,” she said. “Come on out.”

      Her head disappeared, and I couldn’t help but smirk. Something strange was up, but I did my best to put it out of my head.

      I rolled off the bed and threw on my clothes. I hated to be dressed with a girl like Heather around, but I figured I’d be back out of them soon enough.

      I stepped out into the hallway, the smell of brewing coffee greeting me. The hallway turned to the living room, and I took a quick glance around. It was a little messy, but otherwise a very standard, small-but-cozy Brooklyn apartment. The living room was bright and sunny, the window looking out over the bustling street outside. Heather was seated at a small kitchen table, a pair of empty coffee mugs in front of her.

      “Thanks for waiting,” she said. “I just haven’t had a chance to clean in a while.”

      “Trust me,” I said. “I’ve seen much worse.”

      I realized as soon as I said the words that this wasn’t the best thing to say—it suggested that Heather was one girl among many. Sure, I’d done the one-night stand thing plenty of times, but it was bad form to say it like that.

      Besides, there was something about Heather, something that made me think she might be more than a one-night stand. I couldn’t put my finger on why, exactly, but I already knew I wanted to see her again. And again and again.

      “Okay,” I said, taking a look over her small kitchen. “Ready for some slightly better-than-decent eggs?”

      She smiled. “Well, when you sell them like that,” she said.

      I stepped over to the fridge and pulled it open. I grabbed some eggs, a small package of bacon, and then went for the milk.

      But when I took the milk, I noticed a small can of something strange, an odd-looking can with a plastic covering on it. My eyes lingered on it as I titled my head to get a look at the label.

      “Having trouble finding something?” asked Heather.

      “Just looking for the butter,” I said, coming up with a quick save.

      “It’s on the door shelf.”

      I couldn’t resist. I reached in and turned the can to see what the label was. And when I did, my eyes went wide.

      Baby formula.

      It hit me. That was it. That was why she was being so strange about her place, and why she wanted to make sure she tidied up before I came in—she was hiding any sign that she had a kid.

      I took the ingredients out of the fridge, all of it coming together in my mind. Now it made sense why a girl like her hadn’t gone out in so long—she was busy with a kid.

      Panic took hold of my gut as I set the ingredients on the counter. All I could think about was getting away. I liked Heather a lot, but being with a single mother was…too much for me to handle. I needed to make a quick break before I got even a moment more involved with her.

      So, I shot my hand to my pocket, pretending like I was getting a text. I slipped my phone out and made a surprised expression.

      “Shit,” I said, looking over the blank screen.

      “What is it?” asked Heather.

      “I just got a text from one of my business partners,” I lied. “One of my extra high-maintenance clients came into town without notice and wants me to show them around the city.”

      “Oh, really?” asked Heather. “Does that mean…”

      “Yeah,” I said, putting my phone back into my pocket. “I need to get going. Sorry to do this, but this is a major client and he’s kind of a pain in the ass.”

      A look that was unmistakably disappointment appeared on her face.

      “No, that’s fine,” she said. “I get it. But you don’t even have time for coffee?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry. He’s with my partner right now.”

      “Sure, sure,” she said, nodding and looking away.

      I rushed to the bedroom for the rest of my clothes and on the way there, I stopped in front of the door that Heather had hurriedly shut last night. Out of sight, my curiosity got the better of me, and I opened the door and peeked inside.

      Sure enough, it was a small, brightly colored room with a crib in the center. Heather was a mom, all right, and a recent one at that.

      I shut the door carefully before rushing to the bedroom to put on my shoes and get the rest of my things. Heather was still seated at the table when I came back in, that same look of disappointment on her face.

      I felt bad, but I knew what I had to do.

      “Okay,” I said. “I better be going.”

      I wasn’t sure what to do. Leaving without making some tentative plans seemed rude as hell, but at the same time, I didn’t want to give her the wrong impression.

      “I’ll...see you around,” I said, leaning in and giving her a quick peck on the forehead before starting toward the door.

      “Yeah. See you around,” she said. Her tone made it clear that she knew I wasn’t going to be seeing her around anytime soon.

      Closing the front door behind me, I rushed down the stairs and out of her apartment building, making a hurried walk down the street to a corner coffee shop. As soon as I was inside, I ordered a drink and thought the matter over as the barista prepared it.

      What I’d done wasn’t the most honorable thing in the world, sure. But what else could I do? Heather was a single mom, which meant that she was undoubtedly looking for something more serious than a one-night stand. And I had enough going on with my own life, too much to even have a girlfriend, let alone someone else’s kid to worry about.

      No, I did the right thing. It wasn’t easy, and Heather was probably going to be hurt, but it had to be done. And the quicker, the better—no leading her on.

      The barista called out my name and I took my drink. But as I sat down, I realized my heart was pounding in my chest. And there was something more—touching my fingertips to my forehead, I realized that I was sweating.

      What on earth was going on with me?
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      So, he found out. I wasn’t sure how he did it, but somehow Justin put it together that I was a mom. He didn’t say anything, sure, but there wasn’t any other reason why he’d turn on a dime like that, going from totally into me to all but jumping out of the window trying to make a getaway.

      I was angry and disappointed in equal measure, and I didn’t know whether I wanted to tell him off or try to talk him into giving me a chance. Then again he didn’t leave his number, so it’s not like I’d have the chance.

      Once I felt up to it, I got up and stepped over to the fridge and opened it up. I scanned the inside, my eyes landing on the culprit—a tin of baby formula.

      A frustrated sigh left my mouth as I snatched up the blue-and-white can and looked it over. There it had been, sitting in plain sight. Justin had taken one look at it, pieced together the implication, and begun planning his escape right away.

      Most annoying was the fact that I didn’t even use formula. I breastfed almost exclusively, and the formula was only there from a weekend a couple of months ago when I was feeling under the weather—which is why checking for it didn’t even occur to me.

      “Jerk,” I said as I slammed the refrigerator door.

      Fine. If that’s how he was going to be, then better I find out now then down the road. The jackass couldn’t even be bothered to have a cup of coffee with me. God forbid he spent a single second longer with a single mother than he absolutely had to.

      The coffee was done, and I poured myself a cup. I was so steamed that I’d entirely lost my appetite, and I began putting the ingredients for the breakfast we never had back in the fridge.

      “Asshole,” I said, tossing the cheese back in.

      But once everything had been put away, I thought back to last night. As much of a scumbag as he’d shown himself to be this morning, I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have a blast with Justin. The drinks and the dancing and the conversation—everything had been exactly what I’d needed. I loved being a mom, but a little break like that let me recharge my batteries. I felt refreshed and couldn’t wait to see my baby again.

      So, it wasn’t all bad. Sure, Justin wasn’t going to be anything serious. But I’d accomplished what I’d needed last night.

      And the sex…that was the cherry on top. Justin was a good-looking man, no doubt about that. Those blue eyes, that dark hair, that absolutely delicious body—he was something else. It made sense that he’d feel so comfortable ditching me like that. A man like him probably had a line of girls waiting to get with him. No problems finding someone new for his next night out.

      But there was something between us. It was a connection that seemed like something more than simply two people being into each other physically for one night.

      The more I thought about it, however, the more I convinced myself it was only wishful thinking. What would a guy like him—impossibly handsome, obviously wealthy, and surely successful—want with a single mom like me?

      No—it was a fun night, but a night was all it was. I told myself that the sooner I figured that out, the better.

      I wrapped my hands around my cup of coffee, taking a long, slow sip. Right as I swallowed it down, I heard my phone from the other room. Setting down my mug, I went to the bedroom and plucked my phone off the bed.

      It was a text from Julia.

      Hey! You mind if we move lunch up a bit? I’m freaking starving!

      I smiled and sent a reply.

      Sure, but you’re picking out the place ; )

      A few seconds later, another text came through, one with directions to a nearby café.

      Done. See you there in an hour and a half?

      Works for me!

      I was glad for the change in plans. Last night was fun, but now I was ready to get back to being a mommy. I still had the rest of the weekend ahead of me, and if I played my cards right, I could still get in some errand-running and even some relaxing. Spending the night at home with Faye, curled up on the couch with my little lady while we watched a movie, sounded perfect. I drank the rest of my coffee and tidied up the place until the time for meeting Julia arrived.

      I took a quick shower and threw on some shorts and a T-shirt, ready for the warm July day outside. Sure enough, it was still summer when I stepped out. The last week had been pretty mild, but today actually felt like the season. I didn’t mind—I’d take the heat over the snow any day.

      The little café where we’d agreed to meet was a few blocks south near Williamsburg, and the walk in the fresh air—at least, as fresh as it gets in New York—was exactly what I needed. By the time I arrived, the last traces of my little hangover were gone, and I was ready for some food.

      “Hey!” called out Julia as I entered the place.

      She was seated at a half-booth, Melanie and Faye in separate high chairs across from her. Both of the girls turned around to see me, Faye’s face lighting up when she realized her mommy had arrived.

      “Hey!” I said, approaching the table.

      I scooped Faye out of her chair and brought her close. She gurgled and cooed with happiness, and my heart felt like it was about to burst. It’d only been a night since I’d seen her, but it felt like forever.

      “How was my little angel?” I asked, covering Faye’s chubby face in kisses.

      “She was awesome,” said Julia. “She and Melanie had tons of fun.”

      “Good, good,” I said, setting Faye back down in her chair and giving her one more kiss on the top of her head.

      I took a seat next to Julia and poured myself a cup of coffee from the pot on the table.

      “But now I’m curious what you got up to last night,” she said. “How was the party?”

      “I...kind of didn’t go.”

      Julia’s face took on an expression of “are you freaking kidding me?”

      “Lady,” she said. “I know you’re a big girl and can spend your evening off however you want, but please don’t tell me you stayed home and drank wine on the couch and watched some cheesy romance movie.”

      “Nope,” I said. “You’ll be happy to know that I went out with a real life, actual guy.”

      Julia raised her eyebrows. “This is an unexpected turn of events,” she said. “Now—tell me all about it. And I want all the details, especially the scandalous ones.”

      “Well, it started when I went down to buy a bottle of wine for the night…”

      I told her the full story—meeting Justin at the wine store, going out for drinks at some celebrity-packed place, then dancing at one of the coolest clubs in the city. And sure, I let her know that we got up to some more fun afterward, but I made sure to keep that good and PG.

      “And then what happened?” she asked. “I mean, I would’ve kept Faye a little longer if you wanted to, you know…”

      The disappointment that I’d felt before returned, with a dash of the anger. “No-go,” I said. “I didn’t want him to know I was a mom, but he found a can of formula in the fridge this morning. Once he saw that, he was out so fast I could’ve sworn he left one of those cartoon smoke outlines of his body in my apartment.”

      “Are you freaking kidding me? What an ass!” Julia’s hands shot to her mouth as she realized what she’d said in front of the girls. “I mean, what a stinker!”

      I shook my head. “It sucks,” I said. “I know that not every guy’s going to be crazy about dating a single mom, but do they have to be so obvious about it?”

      “To be fair,” said Julia, “this was only one guy.”

      “True, true,” I said. “But I’ve got a feeling that this is what I’m going to have to get used to, you know?”

      “Put that crap out of your head right now,” said Julia. “There are plenty of men out there who aren’t scared of stepping up. Sure, you might have to work a little harder to sift through the losers and users, but in the end, it’ll be worth it. I’ll bet you anything.”

      I wanted to be hopeful, but it was hard. I felt hopeless, totally unlovable.

      The waitress came and took our orders. I was eager to get off the subject of Justin, so I spent the rest of the lunch asking Julia about all the details of her night with the girls. I didn’t want to miss a minute of Faye growing up, even if I had to hear about it second-hand.

      When lunch was over, I said goodbye to Julia and Melanie and headed off, Faye in my arms. When I got back to my apartment, I decided to make the most of the nice weather and take Faye out for a walk through the park. I loaded her up in her stroller, grabbed my tablet to get a little reading done, and headed out.

      The day was a bit warmer when we left, but still lovely. I strolled Faye down to McCarran Park, took a seat on an open bench, and plopped Faye onto my lap.

      I’d intended to do some reading, but once I was seated with my tablet in hands, I decided to do a little time-wasting on the internet. I went through a few gossip sites, skimming the articles and clicking random links here and there.

      An article about baby clothes caught my eye, and I clicked the link. As I read the first paragraph, a name caught my eye.

      Justin Donovan.

      The article was about a billionaire businessman whose clothing company had just released its first line of baby clothes.

      But it couldn’t be the same guy as last night. Justin Donovan was one of those names you hear every now and then in passing, like those guys in charge of those tech companies.

      My heart beat faster as I scanned the article. I swiped down and saw the picture that went with it.

      It was him, all right.

      Justin was dressed in a well-cut suit and seated in a high-backed leather chair in a sleek, modern office. His hands were clasped together as he leaned forward, an expression of focused intensity on his handsome face. The tall windows behind him looked out onto Manhattan at daytime, the city seeming to stretch out forever.

      The man I’d gone out with last night was none other than one of the wealthiest men in the city. Hell, the whole country. Hell, the entire world!

      It was beyond surreal. Faye cooed and plopped her hand down onto the screen, clicking Justin’s picture and making it bigger. She clapped her hands at the sight of him and turned back to look at me as if to make sure I’d seen him.

      I sat back, still processing everything. I’d slept with Justin Donovan.

      The more I thought about it, the more I felt…okay with everything that had happened. I was surprised by my reaction, but it made sense. Sure, it was rough that he’d left like that, but look who he was!

      There was simply no way a man who lived a life like his and a woman who lived a life like mine could ever be compatible. We came from two completely different worlds. Our evening last night was a total fluke, a chance intersection of the lives of who people who’d normally never be around one another.

      It was fine. We’d had fun, and that was that. I felt better about the whole thing instantly, now ready to think of it all as a fond memory.

      “You’re my life now, princess,” I said, bouncing Faye on my lap.

      But still, part of me couldn’t help but wonder…what if?
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      Cocktail in hand, I gazed out onto the sweep of the city. Mendel’s was by far one of my favorite lounges in New York, with its incredible view of the lower half of Manhattan, mellow atmosphere, and great drinks. Not to mention it tended to be frequented by some of the most beautiful women in the city.

      Sure, a few of them were likely here not for the ambiance, but for the wealthy elite who frequented the place, but that didn’t matter much to me. Typically, all it took was a wink and a nod in the direction of whatever beauty happened to catch my eye. Once they noticed that one of the wealthiest men in the city was giving them attention, the work was already half done. From there, it was usually only a matter of chatting them up and inviting them back to my West Village penthouse. We’d have our fun, and in the morning I’d send them on their way.

      That’s how it usually worked, anyway. And currently there was a gorgeous redhead in a skintight dress seated a little way down the bar, the look on her face making it very clear that she’d love if I came to talk to her. And likely do more than talking a little later on.

      Today, however, as I sat with my Sazerac in front of me, the drink blood-red and delicious, I found myself not in the mood for anything like that.

      Days had passed since my night with Heather, but she was stuck in my head. I kept picturing her face and her smile, and hearing her lovely, chiming laugh—complete with the adorable snort. There was something about her, something different than the other girls with whom I tended to spend my time. And it was something that went beyond her obvious beauty.

      But whatever—I’d made my decision. Heather was a mom, and I couldn’t be with a woman with a kid. And that was that. Even if I changed my mind, she’d probably tell me to screw off.

      Besides, I wasn’t here at Mendel’s to pick up anyone. I was here to meet with Andrew, a good friend of mine back from business grad school who was in town from LA and wanted to catch up. Andrew was a producer for one of the larger production companies in the city, one that specialized in reality TV. And I wanted to bounce some ideas off him about my latest business venture—the line of baby clothes and accessories that I’d begun.

      I’d gone into my new line with high hopes. After all, babies were born every day—how hard could it be to sell to the fresh crop of new mothers eager to outfit their babies in the best stuff? But I was finding it a harder market to crack than I’d anticipated. Sales were down, and some of my execs were even beginning to suggest that I cut my losses and close down the line.

      Giving up that easily wasn’t my style, however. If my new line was failing, there was a reason why. I was going to find out what that reason was and solve it. Sure, it was stubborn. But being stubborn was how I’d gotten to where I was.

      “What’s up, big man?”

      Before I could turn in the direction of the voice, I felt the firm clap of a hand on my shoulder. Into the seat next to me slid Andrew Neely. He was dressed in a sharp outfit of dark blue slacks, a white button-down—the top three buttons undone—and light brown loafers without socks.

      It was all very, very LA.

      “That how you Californians greet people?” I asked with a grin.

      He shot me a huge, toothy smile, his eyes hidden behind a pair of designer sunglasses.

      “Sure as shit is,” he said, slipping off the sunglasses and revealing a pair of bright green eyes. He hung the sunglasses from his shirt and flagged down the nearest waitress. “Can I get something with vodka, darling?” he asked.

      The waitress, a pretty young blonde, blushed a bit.

      “We have lots of drinks with vodka,” she said with a smile. “You’re going to have to narrow it down.”

      “Something…sweet,” he said. “I’ll trust your taste.”

      He gave her a wink.

      “You got it,” she said.

      As she left, Andrew’s eyes locked onto her backside.

      “Damn,” he said. “You know, I can’t ever figure out which city has the more beautiful women. I mean, LA’s got the beautiful blondes who all think they’re the next leading lady. But the girls in New York…”

      Normally, this would’ve been my cue to jump in with my own thoughts on the matter. From there, Andrew and I would swap stories about our recent conquests, each of us trying to one-up the other.

      Today, however, I wasn’t in the mood. Something about it even seemed…distasteful. I couldn’t figure out why.

      Was it because of Heather?

      I shook my head, bringing myself back to the moment. No, it was because I had more important things to talk about than women. I had my business on my mind.

      “Uh-oh,” said Andrew. “I’m with Serious Justin today, aren’t I?”

      I took a sip of my drink as I tried to figure out where to begin.

      “It’s the babies.”

      Andrew raised his eyebrows.

      “‘The babies’?” he asked. “Buddy, please don’t tell me you’ve gone and settled down without telling me.”

      Despite how focused my thoughts were, a dry chuckle escaped my lips at the ridiculousness of what he’d suggested. It was one of the reasons I liked Andrew so much—he could be a little immature, but he always knew how to pull me out of it whenever I started to take myself too seriously.

      “No, jackass,” I said with a smirk. “The line of baby stuff.”

      “Ahh,” he said, tilting his head back in understanding. “That bad?”

      “That bad,” I said. “And I don’t get it. I put so much money into getting this all designed. I hired the top up-and-comers from the fashion institute and put the best designers on the models for the accessories. But they’re not selling.”

      “So, what’s the plan?” he asked, then stopped himself as if realizing something. “Let me guess—the plan is you keep beating your head against the wall until you win.”

      I nodded, a small smile tugging at the corner of my mouth.

      “You know, J,” Andrew said. “One of the first things you learn in my business is that they can’t all be winners. Who the hell knows why TV shows fail and why some don’t even make it past the pilot.”

      The waitress returned with Andrew’s drink, placing it on a napkin in front of him. And on the napkin was a note that read “Off now, but call me?” along with a number. Andrew chuckled and tucked the napkin into the front pocket of his shirt.

      “You know American House Movers?” he asked. “That show where we take condemned houses and turn them into primo places and then physically ship them to the best neighborhoods in the country?”

      “You kidding?” I asked. “It’s all the women at my office talk about.”

      “Well, that was one hit, but before we got to that, we had two dozen shows that didn’t even make it out of focus testing. And one of those shows was about pretty much the same damn thing, believe it or not.”

      “And that has to do with baby clothes…how?” I asked.

      “Because baby clothes and TV shows and all that, they’re products. And sometimes bad products succeed, and sometimes good products fail. The house-movers show was one of the ones I hated in that batch, but it’s the one that worked. And who the hell knows why?”

      He sipped his drink.

      “Come on, J,” he said. “You should know as well as anyone that sometimes you’ve just got to cut your losses and move on. So you’re not cut out for the cutthroat world of baby gear—so what? Not like you don’t have a dozen other departments that are bringing in the billions.”

      Andrew knew what he was talking about, but it wasn’t good enough for me. Not today.

      “No,” I said. “There’s something I’m missing. It’s like there’s a piece to this machine that I need to find that’ll make all this work.”

      “Or…a piece that needs to be fixed.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him. “What do you mean?”

      Andrew sighed and shook his head. “Hey, if you want to go in on your sunk cost fallacy, I won’t stop you. But you want my advice, here it is.”

      He reached into the leather messenger bag strapped over his shoulder and took out a tablet—the latest, most expensive model, of course. A few swipes later, he turned the face to me. It was the website for our baby clothes line, “Le Petit Bébé.” And there I was, dressed in casual jeans and a button-up, my arms crossed and a smile on my face.

      “Who is that charming man standing next to all that stylish gear?” Andrew asked with a smirk.

      “Go on,” I said.

      “Now, don’t take this the wrong way, J. You’re a handsome guy—everyone knows that. Not many CEOs can do double-time as models for their own stuff.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said.

      “And normally, putting a melt-in-your-mouth gorgeous face like yours front and center would be a no-brainer.”

      “If this is leading to you asking me out, let me just say now that I don’t think I like you that way.” I flashed him a smirk, and he gave me a playful jab on the arm.

      “But for this baby stuff,” he went on, “it just doesn’t work.”

      “Really?” I asked. “And why’s that?”

      “Well,” he said, turning off his tablet and slipping it back into his bag. “You’ve got…let’s just say, a little bit of a reputation.”

      My eyes flicked over to the redhead, who was still giving me very obvious signals. I turned my attention back to Andrew.

      “It’s women who are buying this stuff, right?” he said. “Women with kids, women who are ready to put their party days behind them and focus on their kiddos.”

      “Sure, sure.”

      “And the last thing they want to be thinking about when they’re in this frame of mind is a guy like you.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because you’re not the father of their kid—you’re the guy who banged them back in college and didn’t call them again. As oh-so-charming as you look with that big smile on your face, you’re not exactly putting them in the mothering mood. Or the buying one.”

      It made a certain kind of sense. I’d just assumed me being in the ad and giving my guarantee of quality would be enough. I wasn’t even thinking that the same women who would be buying my clothes would be the same ones who’d read about my exploits in the tabloids.

      “So, what, I have to go have a kid or something?”

      “You could always let some girl make an honest man out of you, sure,” he said. “Or you could rehabilitate your image. But that would take time, and you want this stuff to move now.” He looked down, an expression of deep thought on his face. Then his features lit up. “Holy shit,” he said. “I’ve got it.”

      “Tell me.”

      “How would you, Justin Donovan, like to be the star of your very own reality show?”

      I didn’t say anything at first, half-convinced that he was screwing with me. “You’re…kidding, right?” I asked.

      “Not even a little,” he said. “I want to you to be on TVs across the nation, the talk around every water cooler in every office.”

      I let out a dry laugh. “You’re screwing with me. I knew it. Look, I know I have kind of an ego, but you’re going to have to be more subtle than that if you want to give me crap about it.”

      Andrew leaned in, a serious expression on his face. “J, I like to bust your balls, but I never screw around when it comes to TV.”

      He was right about that. I still wasn’t convinced this wasn’t a long-con prank, but I decided to indulge him.

      “Okay, go ahead.”

      “Picture this,” he said, making a frame shape with his thumbs and forefingers in an “L” shape—the man was LA to the core, no doubt about that. “Justin Donovan, playboy billionaire. When he’s not playing master of the universe from the top floor of his company’s skyscraper, he’s living a life of carefree fun—chasing beautiful women, eating at the finest restaurants, and getting buzzed off the best booze.

      “You’re the kind of guy that guys want to be, and that girls act like they don’t like but are secretly crazy about. And what we do is…ready? Pair you up with a baby.”

      I scoffed. “Like what, get some sexy girl to hang out with me?”

      “No, not a ‘babe’—a ‘baby.’”

      “What?”

      “Think about it—the viewers get to watch a guy like you learn how to take care of a kid. It’ll be you and the baby, you know, getting into wacky hijinks, and then you learn how to take care of the kid. You bond. You hit it off, all that.”

      It was insane. Insane, but intriguing.

      “And in the process, everyone in the country gets to see me play nice with a baby, be a good dad. Kind of,” I said.

      Andrew snapped his fingers.

      “That’s right. Then when moms are looking at the ads for your baby stuff, seeing that oh-so-handsome face smiling back at them, they’re not thinking about Justin Donovan the playboy heartbreaker. They’re thinking of Justin Donovan, doting daddy.”

      I sat back in my chair and took a slow sip of my drink.

      “It’s totally insane,” I said. “But…it could work.”

      “I get a hit show—you get some killer publicity, and we all come out smiling in the end.”

      Before either of us could say another word, Andrew’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out and looked at the screen, his eyebrows shooting up.

      “And as if on cue, here’s the boss himself. I’m going to pitch this to him, see what he thinks. But you ask me, we got a winner.”

      With that, he answered and hurried off.

      Me on a TV show. It sounded completely crazy. But damn, it could be just the thing to get women buying my baby line. But…could I actually do it?

      I thought about Heather. She had a kid and was still living a carefree, party-girl lifestyle.

      It couldn’t be that hard.

      Right?
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      The heat blasted down on me as I stood in the parking lot of the dealership in Queens, my stomach roiling with anxiety as I waited for the mechanic to come out and tell me exactly what the damage would be. It didn’t really matter how much I was going to have to pay to get my car fixed—any cost would be too much. My administrative job paid barely anything as it was, and I’d been clinging for dear life to what little savings I had.

      I took a glance inside the garage where a pair of mechanics stood in front of the open hood of my car, their hands on their hips. Owning a car in New York was impractical at the best of times, but it was the only way I could easily get to work, which was all the way in Great Neck, east down Long Island. Going without a car wasn’t an option. Whatever the guys said I had to pay, that was that.

      I was pacing back and forth, thinking about how I was already going to have to pay extra to the daycare for being late to pick up Faye.

      Faye had been another problem—she’d been fussier than usual over these last few days, and I had no idea what could be the cause of it.

      But I couldn’t think about that now. All I could do was get my car situation sorted out, go get her, and take it from there.

      The thud of a car hood shutting cut through the air. I turned to see one of the mechanics, a big, barrel-chested guy with a gleaming bald head, coming over to talk to me. More tension tightened in my stomach.

      “What’s wrong with it?” I asked, shifting my weight from one foot to another.

      “Catalytic converter,” he said.

      I didn’t know what that was, but it sounded expensive.

      “How much?”

      He wiped the sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand and looked off into the distance, his eyes squinting from the sun.

      “Good news is an older car like yours is easier and cheaper to repair. Bad news is that a part like that’s going to be pricey no matter what. You’re looking at a little under a thousand after labor.”

      My stomach sank. A thousand dollars would very nearly wipe out my savings.

      “A thousand?” I repeated.

      He nodded. “If that’s too much, I can look into selling it to one of local parts places. Might get you a couple G’s for it.”

      A couple thousand sounded like the best thing ever, but I needed that car.

      “No,” I said. “I want to have it fixed. How soon can you have it done?”

      “The work itself is only a couple of hours, but we’re backed up as hell around here.” Then he took another look over me, apparently seeing how stressed out I was. “But…I think I can move some stuff around, get it back to you the day after tomorrow.”

      Two days without a car. That meant taking the G up through Brooklyn, then taking the seven to Grand Central, then taking the Long Island Rail out to Great Neck. I’d had to do it before, and the process was almost two hours, one way.

      But there wasn’t anything I could do other than that. Not to mention it sounded like the mechanic was trying to do me a favor by rushing things.

      “Thank you,” I said. “That’d be great.”

      “And lucky for you, we’re right near the Main Street station for the seven. Just a couple of blocks over. But why don’t you come on inside and I’ll take your information?”

      I followed him in, and ten minutes later I was back out in the heat. I was in my work clothes, which meant I was dressed extra warm for the intense air conditioning of the office.

      I stood in front of the auto shop for several long minutes, coming to terms with what had happened. Nearly all my savings wiped out just like that, and that was assuming they didn’t find any other problems with the car.

      I felt hopeless.

      Right before I was about to begin my trek to the station, my phone rang in my purse. I took it out and saw that it was the daycare center.

      “Hello?” I asked.

      “Ms. Moore? This is Allison down at Angel’s Day Care.”

      “Oh, hi,” I said. “I was actually about to call you. See, I’m having some car problems and—”

      “Is there any way you could come down here sooner than later?” she asked.

      “Why?” I asked, panic gripping me. “Is something wrong?”

      “It’s Faye. She’s being extremely difficult. Normally, we’re okay dealing with baby issues, but she’s not cooperating with any of the girls down here.”

      “Shoot,” I said. “Do you think there’s something wrong?”

      “More likely than not it’s her wanting her mom. That ends up being the case almost every time when babies are fussy like this.”

      “Okay, I see,” I said. “I’ll get down there as soon as I can. But I’m in Flushing now and have to take the train. Might be a minute.”

      “The sooner, the better.”

      We said our goodbyes and hung up.

      I sighed as I slipped my phone back into my purse. I hated—hated, hated, hated—having to leave Faye in daycare. If it were up to me, I would’ve been home with her every day until she was at least able to walk. But two months was all the maternity leave my company was willing to give me, and even that was more generous than I was expecting. I was reasonably sure they were cutting me some slack on account of being a single mom.

      On top of not being able to be with Faye, daycare was expensive. Whatever little bit of money I’d manage to save at the end of the month was gobbled up right away by daycare. The tiny bit I’d had saved had required so much belt-tightening, I still couldn’t believe I’d managed to save even that.

      Now it was gone. Just like that.

      I arrived at the station, ready to head down the stairs and grab a train for my long trip back into the city. Right before I turned toward the stairs, however, a car pulled up in front of where I stood on the sidewalk. It was a cherry-red sports car, the top down. In the driver’s seat was a good-looking man with bright blond hair, his eyes hidden behind a pair of sunglasses and a big smile on his face.

      Next to him was a gorgeous redhead, her skin impossibly fair. She wore a light sundress, her red curls dangling down from underneath a wide summer hat. They laughed and smile as they waited at the red light, stealing kisses from one another.

      I watched them as they waited for the light to turn, a feeling of longing taking hold of my heart. For me, this was a miserable, rotten day. For these two, it was all fun and games, nothing to worry about but driving with the top down and taking in the mild summer wind.

      They reminded me of my time with Justin. Made sense—after all, that was the last time I’d felt anything that even resembled “carefree.” As much as I loved Faye, it seemed like my life was nothing but stress. I had to raise my little girl all on my own, work a full-time job, and constantly, worry about money. And here these two were, living the kind of life I’d only be able to dream of.

      The light turned green, and they were off, the engine of the sports car fading into the distance.
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      I hit the button to drop the top of my rented convertible as I drove down the wide streets of West Hollywood. The breeze hit me like a gust of heaven, the air warm and mild rather than the oppressive heat I’d left behind in New York.

      Not to say that New York wasn’t my city. But a change of pace was nice.

      I was in LA to talk with Andrew about the reality show, and as I pulled onto Santa Monica Boulevard, I considered how crazy it was that I’d let myself even get talked into this. Reality TV wasn’t my thing to watch, let alone star in. But Andrew was right—the potential for killer publicity was there, and I’d be an idiot to even think about not doing it. A few months on the air and my baby line would be flying off the shelves. I could even donate the money I’d make from the show to some charity for little kids—not like I needed the cash.

      My car’s GPS alerted me that I was about to arrive at my destination. A wave of disappointment ran through me as I thought about how nice it would be to keep driving and enjoy the amazing California day.

      But I didn’t have time for that—there was work to be done.

      I pulled in front of the twenty-story tower where Andrew worked, a valet coming out to greet me. Moments later, I was in the spacious lobby of the production company offices. Bits of TV and movie memorabilia were here and there, illuminated by the beams of sunlight that streamed into the space.

      “There’s the man!”

      I turned in time to see Andrew strolling toward me, dressed in a sharp, light-colored suit, a big smile plastered on his handsome face. At his side was a pretty young brunette, professionally yet fashionably dressed.

      “Good to see you, buddy,” I said to Andrew, giving him a quick hug. I never could get used to the LA way of greeting people, no matter how many times I’d come here.

      “J, this is my assistant, Natalie,” he said, gesturing toward the girl, who looked barely out of college.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Donovan,” she said, extending a red-nail-tipped hand toward me. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

      I took her hand and shook it gently, noticing that the expression playing on her big brown eyes made it clear she was interested in more than just “meeting” me. It was a look I’d seen more than a few times before, but as pretty as Natalie was, she didn’t stir anything inside of me.

      Not like Heather had.

      I gave myself a quick, internal scolding for thinking of Heather again before turning my attention back to Andrew and Natalie.

      “So,” said Andrew, putting one hand on my shoulder and gesturing toward the elevators with the other as we began walking. “Like I told you on the phone, I ran the idea for our little show up to the top—and they loved it. They’re beyond thrilled that I’ve managed to get someone like you on board.”

      “‘A face made for TV,’” said Natalie. “At least, that’s what Mr. Cohen said.” She flashed me a smile, and I got the impression that she felt the same way.

      “And that’s who we’re meeting with now?” I asked.

      “Yep,” said Andrew. “Believe me, if it was just me, I’d have no problem flying back to New York. But Mr. Cohen’s very, ah, fussy about leaving the city. Doesn’t like to do it unless absolutely necessary.”

      “No worries,” I said. “I’m used to dealing with fussy types.”

      “I’ll bet you are,” said Andrew. “But Mr. Cohen’s ‘LA fussy.’ You’ll see what I mean.”

      He gestured for me to step into the open elevator doors and the three of us entered. We rose up, up, up, all the way to the top floor of the building. The doors opened to a bustling office with expensively dressed men and women zipping purposefully here and there. It reminded me of my own offices, actually.

      Andrew and Natalie blew past the reception desk and led me down a long hallway to a massive set of light brown double doors. Andrew gave a knock.

      “Yeah?” came a gruff voice from inside.

      “It’s Andrew, Mr. Cohen.”

      “Come in!”

      Andrew threw open the doors to reveal a massive, modern office. The back wall was entirely glass and looked out over Hollywood and the rest of the city beyond. The walls were decorated with awards and various photos of a heavyset man pictured with different celebrities and politicians.

      And the man in the photos was the very same one behind the massive desk in the center-back of the room.

      “Is that Justin-freaking-Donovan?” called the man as he rose from his seat. He was a short, heavyset guy, no older than fifty, with hawk-like brown eyes, a fleshy face, and a big “U” of a smile. His hair was a balding horseshoe of black, and I could tell that his clothes were as high-end as they came.

      He hurried over to me with surprising speed for someone his size, sticking out a hand toward me. “Sam Cohen,” he said. “Pleased as hell to meet you. Come on—take a seat. Don’t be shy.”

      He swept his arm toward a set of chairs and couches, and the three of us took a seat, Mr. Cohen stepping over to a large, stainless steel fridge.

      “I gotta tell you, Justin—you mind if I call you Justin? When Andrew told me his ideas for the reality show I was on board right from the get-go.” He came over to us with several bottles of sparkling water in his thick-fingered hands. One-by-one he passed them out. “But I was thinking there was no way in hell we’d be able to land someone like you for a freaking reality show.”

      “That’s when I told him about your unique situation,” said Andrew, taking his bottle and cracking it open.

      “And I knew it was meant to be,” said Sam, plopping into a leather chair across from me and leaning forward. “That’s how the greatest collaborations happen—when two different needs intersect. Perfect—perfect!”

      Natalie said nothing, instead taking notes on her tablet, occasionally glancing up to make eyes at me.

      “Well,” I said. “Glad to hear it sounds like it’s going to work. If you could have a hit show, and I could get a boost to my baby line, that’d be amazing.”

      Natalie piped up. “And don’t forget about the product tie-ins,” she said with a sly smile.

      “That’s right!” said Sam. “Geez, don’t I just have the smartest kids working here?”

      Natalie blushed, happy for the compliment from the big man.

      “Product tie-ins?” I asked.

      Sam shook his head. “Look at this guy,” he said. “You might be good at your game, but you’ve still got a lot to learn about entertainment.”

      Andrew stepped in. “Every bit of baby gear in the show, from cribs to clothes to whatever else, is going to be your stuff. So, in addition to being a great show, it’ll basically be an hour-long commercial.”

      “And not just your baby stuff,” said Sam. “All your company’s clothing lines can be stuck in there somewhere. Everything anyone wears in the show can have the Donovan tag on it.”

      “I’m liking this,” I said. “Liking it a lot.”

      “Excellent,” said Sam. “But I had a little tweak I wanted to suggest.”

      “Sure,” I said, curious.

      “How would you feel about bringing a family member of yours on board?”

      I tensed up. “My father’s been dead for ten years,” I said. “And that would leave my mom.”

      “There!” said Sam. “Perfect! Let’s bring her on and have a little mother-in-law dynamic. Can be great for drama, really give the viewers something to talk about.”

      “No.”

      The word fell out of my mouth and landed like a ball of lead. Andrew, Sam, and Natalie all looked at one another, instantly aware of how serious I was.

      “No?” Sam and Andrew repeated in unison.

      “No,” I said. “My mother and I…aren’t on the best of terms. So, right now I’m saying no, and that’s the end of that.”

      “Okay, no problem,” Sam said after a long pause. “No moms. Well, maybe the girl’s mom—we’ll see.”

      “But that still leaves the issue of the baby’s mother,” said Andrew.

      “Right,” said Sam. “She has to be perfect. Gorgeous, but with that neighborly quality that your average woman can relate to. No supermodels, no fake-looking ladies.”

      “Natalie,” said Andrew. “Pull up the girls on the tablet and put them on the TV.”

      She nodded and made a few swipes on the screen in front of her. The streamlined TV mounted on the front wall of the office came to life, filled with the headshot of an attractive blonde with sparkling blue eyes. Her face was as flawless as they came, with high cheekbones, a button nose, and full lips.

      “This is Allie S—”

      “No!” said Sam, shaking his head. “She’s too freaking pretty. We want the women watching to identify with her, not hate her guts.”

      Andrew nudged Natalie, and she swiped her screen again. The next girl was a brunette. Pretty, but in a girl-next-door kind of way.

      “This is Rebecca Samuels,” said Andrew. “Twenty-two, a recent mother, and has experience acting. Did some community theater work back in Manchester.”

      Sam’s forehead crinkled up. “Manchester?” he asked. “Like, in England?”

      “Right,” said Natalie. “She’s British.”

      “No way!” said Sam. “We want all-American. She starts talking with an accent and we’ll lose half our audience.”

      A thought occurred to me. I took my phone out of my pocket and flipped through my photos, coming to a stop on one of the pictures Heather and I had taken of each other during our night out. Heather was just as gorgeous as ever, her smile beaming and her face nearly perfect.

      “What about this girl?” I asked. I handed the phone to Sam, his eyes going wide as he looked it over.

      “Wow!” he said. “Wow! Who is this?”

      “A friend of mine,” I said. “She wouldn’t be available for the show, but she came to mind when you described what we were looking for.”

      “Yes!” said Sam. “This is exactly it. I mean, maybe a little too pretty, but like a girl-next-door that you spent your youth pining over.”

      He handed the phone to Andrew, who handed it to Natalie.

      “Damn,” said Andrew. “You sure know how to pick ’em.”

      I took my phone back and glanced at the picture one last time, a strange longing tugging at my heart before I clicked the phone off and slipped it back into my pocket.

      “I don’t get it,” said Sam. “Why can’t we use that girl? She’s exactly what we’re looking for.”

      “It’s…complicated,” I said. “But she’s a no-go. I only showed her to see if I was on the right track for the type we want.”

      “You bet your ass that’s the right track,” said Sam. “I’d hire that girl now if she walked through the door.” He shrugged. “But if you say we can’t, then we can’t.”

      “Anyway,” said Andrew. “We’re going to be handling the rest of the behind-the-scenes stuff here. You going to be in town for a few days?”

      “Just tonight,” I said. “Flying back to New York in the morning. I’d love to stay, but too much to do back home.”

      “Of course,” said Sam. “Just glad that you were able to see us for the day. We’ll keep you posted, especially with the casting of your co-star. Ah, co-stars.”

      Sam got up, and the rest of us followed suit. A few handshakes later and I was being led out the door by Andrew and Natalie.

      “Let’s do dinner tonight,” said Andrew. “There’s a killer Thai place in Echo Park—you’ll love it.”

      More handshakes, another heated glance from Natalie, and I was out the door.

      I started down the road, heading into the first bar that I found. I need a drink after that meeting, and soon after stepping into the place I had one in front of me. As I sipped my cocktail at the bar, I thought back to the meeting.

      God, I would’ve loved to have Heather for the role. Who knows if she was actually the type to want to be a reality star, but at the very least I’d get to talk to her again. Ever since our night together, I’d been unable to get her out of my mind, but I was certain she likely wanted nothing to do with me.

      And why would she? I bolted as soon as I realized that she was a mom. What woman with a child would be anything but disgusted with that kind of behavior?

      I took my phone out of my pocket and pulled open the picture that I’d shown during the meeting.

      I’d made my choice, and now I had to live with the consequences.
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      Andrew looked flustered as he strode into the West Village steakhouse where he and I were grabbing lunch. He plopped into the seat, his polished LA charm seeming somewhat out of sorts back on the East Coast. His sun-blond hair was straggly over his forehead, and his eyes were hidden behind a pair of sunglasses.

      “Hey, darling?” he asked, getting the attention of a nearby waitress. “One vodka-something, please. Strong, and get it to me as fast as you can.”

      He slipped his sunglasses off and tucked them into his front shirt pocket, revealing tired, dull eyes.

      “Okay,” I said. “What’s the story?”

      “The story?” he asked. “The story is what I told you over the phone. Emma, our girl for the show, pulled out.”

      That’s what he’d said, but I still had a hard time believing it. I’d met the girl they’d picked out. She was a brunette, slim and with big green eyes. Pretty, but not too pretty, like they’d wanted. She was from Missouri, if I remembered correctly. A cute, small-town girl with an adorable seven-month-old baby.

      “How can she pull out like that?” I asked. “Aren’t there contracts to prevent this kind of thing from happening?”

      “Sure, sure,” he said. “But there was more to the story than she let on. Turns out her baby’s daddy wasn’t some All-American guy who died overseas in combat, like she said.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “That right?”

      The waitress arrived with Andrew’s cocktail. He took a deep drink as soon as it was on the table.

      “Yep,” he said, running his hand through his hair and slicking it back. “The dad was some rich guy’s kid. His dad paid Emma off to keep the baby a secret—figured that it wouldn’t look good for his kid to have a baby out of wedlock with a mother who wasn’t a suitable match.”

      Andrew shook his head as if still in disbelief. “Naturally, when it got back to the dad’s parents that she was planning on putting this baby in the national spotlight, they weren’t too happy about it. They told Sam and me that if we didn’t cancel the contract with Emma, they’d drag us into a legal dogfight.”

      “So that’s that,” I said.

      “More or less,” said Andrew. “No way we’re going to the mat this close to when we’re supposed to start production. What a freaking mess.” He took another long sip of his drink.

      “Does that mean the show’s off?” I asked. I hated to admit it, but part of me had been looking forward to production starting. Not only because of the great publicity, but because doing something like this was so different than anything I’d ever done before. And who knows? Maybe it’d be my foray into what would be a new media enterprise. If the show was a hit, it might be something worth looking into.

      Maybe even think about starting a production company in LA, poach some talent like Andrew, have Sam’s company bought out…

      “No, the show’s not off,” Andrew said, interrupting my reverie. “But this is a hell of a monkey wrench to throw into the gears at the last minute.”

      “Can’t you just get one of the other girls we looked at?”

      “Yeah, that’s what we’re going to have to do. But we’ll have to do another round of auditions, and that’s assuming they’re all still available for work.”

      More head-shaking.

      “Shoot,” I said. “I wish there was something I could do.”

      “No, man,” he said. “This is all my crap to sort out. All you need to worry about is looking good for the cameras, being that loving daddy we’re hoping you’ll be. This behind-the-scenes stuff is my problem—I shouldn’t even be bothering you with the details.”

      “No,” I said, taking a piece of toasted bread from the basket in front of me and ripping it in half. “I’m a CEO, remember? I like to be informed.”

      Andrew smirked. “Good thing I’m working with a guy who knows how sideways things can go.”

      “That, I most certainly know,” I said, popping one of the pieces of bread into my mouth.

      “Well, if you really wanted to help, you’d find me a hot-but-not-too-hot girl for the show. One who’s telegenic and has a well-behaved seven-month-old kid. You got one of those lying around?”

      I chuckled. But then I remembered Heather.

      Right on cue, Andrew spoke up.

      “What about that girl you showed us during the meeting?”

      “You remember her?” I asked.

      “You kidding?” he asked. “Girl like that, face like that—it’d be hard not to.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know,” I said. “She’s not really the Hollywood type.”

      “But that’s exactly what we’re looking for,” he said. “If we wanted an actress, that’s who we’d get.”

      “And there’s more,” I said.

      Andrew raised his eyebrows, waiting for me to go on.

      “She and I didn’t really part on the best terms.”

      He nodded in a knowing way. “Ah,” he said. “She was another notch on the bedpost and thought she was something more?”

      I shook my head. “Not that, exactly.” I didn’t want to go into the exact reason—that she was a mom and I didn’t want to deal with it. Thankfully, Andrew raised his palms in a “sure, sure” gesture.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “Don’t need to know all the messy details. The real issue is whether or not we can get her on board for this thing.”

      “I doubt it,” I said. “She’d probably throw a damn drink in my face if she saw me again.”

      “You say that, but let me ask you this—is this girl loaded?”

      “Huh? What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Because if she’s some struggling single mom living in the big city, she might be very, very intrigued by the contract we’re offering.”

      “Good point,” I said. I thought back to Heather’s cramped apartment. She wasn’t living in poverty, but they were far-from-ideal circumstances.

      “We’ll look for a new girl, but give it a shot,” Andrew said. “I can already feel like you and she would be a winning pair for this project.”

      We ordered our food and ate our lunch as Andrew went through a few more of the details about what to expect during the first few weeks before production. Before too long we were done, and he was back off to his hotel.

      “Give her a call, J!” he said as he flagged down a cab. “Worst she can do is say no.”

      Once he was gone, I decided to walk the rest of the way back to my penthouse. I lived in the neighborhood, only a few blocks away.

      I thought about what I’d said to Andrew. Were things really so bitter between Heather and me that she’d say no to something like this? I mean, it’s not like I’d seen her reaction to me leaving. For all I knew there was no bad blood between the two of us, and she didn’t mind one bit.

      Sure, it was wishful thinking. But deep down I wanted to see her again. A month had gone by, and I was still thinking of her constantly. The girl wouldn’t leave my mind, and the more I thought about it as I walked, the more I realized that it was because I hadn’t gotten any closure.

      If I saw her again, even if she slapped me or threw a drink in my face or called me an asshole, I’d have an answer one way or another about how she felt toward me.

      And what if she said yes? That’d mean that Heather would be back in my life, and that, who knows, maybe something would happen between us again.

      Then again, there was still the issue of her being a single mom.

      As I approached my building, I resolved to see her again. A big smile on my face, I was ready to make this collaboration happen.
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      Faye’s crying carried through the apartment like a burst of sonic energy. Wincing, I rushed over to her and scooped her out of her high chair, her face as red as a tomato as tears poured from her eyes.

      “What’s wrong, muffin?” I asked. “You hungry? Tired? What is it?”

      I held her close as she continued to cry. Faye’s behavior had remained volatile over the last month, and I was beginning to worry that there was something really wrong. A trip to the doctor’s a couple of weeks ago showed her to be in perfect health, so it wasn’t anything physical.

      I was beginning to wonder if the problem wasn't with her, but with me. Was I just not up to the job of being a mom? Was I in over my head, Faye's constant tears and fussiness some kind of sign from nature that I was totally out of my element?

      “Come on, baby girl,” I said, wiping her tears away. “Let mama know what’s wrong—please.”

      I knew it wouldn’t do any good to ask a baby to explain herself, but I was out of options.

      Faye still crying, I stepped over to the window of my tiny apartment and looked out. It was a cloudy late-summer day, chillier than it’d been over the last few weeks. I’d planned to spend this Saturday afternoon with Faye at the park, but if she didn’t calm down, I’d be stuck inside, trying to soothe whatever was wrong with my baby girl.

      I was almost on the verge of tears myself, but breaking down wasn’t a luxury I had. I needed to be strong, to keep it all in check for Faye’s sake.

      Right in the middle of my attempts to calm Faye, a knock sounded from my front door. I stood still for a few moments, wondering if it might’ve been a knock on one of my neighbor’s doors.

      But it sounded again, and now there was no doubt that it was someone at my apartment. I wasn’t expecting anyone, and a guest was the last thing I wanted with Faye acting like this.

      Still, I went to the door and took a peek through the peephole. When I saw who it was, I gasped.

      Justin Donovan.

      Seeing him there was like something from a dream. I hadn’t seen him since our night together and hadn’t heard a word from him. And now, there he was, standing on the other side of my apartment door.

      Part of me wanted to ignore him, to hope that he’d go away. But with Faye making this much commotion, he had to know I was home. There was nothing to do but open the door and see what on earth he wanted.

      I took a deep breath and opened up.

      A warm smile was plastered on his face as I opened the door. My heart thudded in my chest as I looked him over, and I wasn’t sure what to say.

      “Hey!” he said. “Long time, no see!”

      Faye continued crying, and I rocked her back and forth as I tried to come to terms with what was happening.

      “Hey,” I said, my voice soft, barely audible over Faye.

      “Damn!” he said. “He’s got a set of lungs on him.”

      “She,” I said. “She’s a she.”

      “Ah,” he said awkwardly. He winced slightly, and I could tell that he wasn’t exactly used to the sound of a baby crying.

      “Something I can help you with?” I asked, my tone cold.

      Justin took in a slow breath and went on. “Listen. I know it’s…been a while. And I left a little suddenly last time.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” I said, holding Faye close.

      “True, true,” he said. “And I’m really sorry, if that means anything to you. But there’s something really important I want to talk to you about—something that might be what they call a ‘game-changer.’”

      I regarded him skeptically. “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “It’s something that might be better talked about inside,” he said. “Mind if I come in?”

      I glanced back at my apartment, realizing what a mess it was of baby toys and blankets and all other kinds of kid stuff. No chance to clean up like before. But what did it matter now, really?

      I sighed and stepped aside.

      “Thanks,” Justin said, striding into my apartment like he owned the place.

      Once inside, he leaned down at Faye, wiggling his finger in front of her face.

      “Aw, what’s wrong little lady?”

      To my shock, Faye’s crying stopped. She calmed down as soon as Justin gave her his attention, coos replacing the wailing. She reached out and tried to grab onto Justin’s finger.

      “Cute kid,” he said as Faye gripped his finger, then stepped farther into the living room. “Mind if I have a seat?”

      Really, I wanted him to say his piece and get out. Seeing him there, dressed in his expensive clothes, a half-grin on his lips, almost made me want to smack the cocky out of him.

      “Fine,” I said. “But I want you to get to the point of why you’re here.”

      “Of course, of course,” he said, plopping down on the couch.

      I closed my eyes for a brief moment, savoring the quiet in the apartment now that Faye had stopped crying. As annoyed and shocked as I was to see Justin, at least he’d managed to get her calm.

      Justin stretched his arm out over the back of the couch and crossed his legs as he waited for me to sit down.

      Once I was in my chair, Faye curled up peacefully in my lap, I waited for him to start. I felt a tinge of anger in my stomach, one that began to spread.

      “Good to see you,” he said. “Things have been good?”

      “Fine,” I said coolly. Things had not been good, as a matter of fact. Between Faye’s temperament and the fact that my finances were still a mess from getting my car fixed, every day was a new source of stress. But I wasn’t about to open myself up to Justin like that.

      “Awesome,” he said. “Now, you’re probably wondering why I’m here, why I’ve come to see you after so long.”

      “Yep,” I said coolly. “You could say that.”

      He glanced away for a moment, as if trying to decide exactly how to say what he was going to say.

      “How do you feel about…reality TV?”

      “What?” I asked. Reality TV? What the hell was he talking about?

      “You like to watch it?”

      I was so shocked that my guard went down a bit. “A little,” I said. “If I’m not in the mood for anything actually good.”

      He titled his head to the side. “Sure,” he said. “It’s good to watch when you want something that’s not going to make you think too much. I’m not a huge fan myself. That is, until recently.”

      I said nothing, both because of my anger and because I was pretty damned curious.

      “Go on,” I said.

      “I’ll put it to you quick and straight: I’m starring in a reality show, and I want you to be a part of it.”

      I crinkled my brow in confusion. Surely, I had to have heard him wrong.

      “You’re what?” I asked, dumbfounded. “And you want me to what?”

      He clasped his hands together and leaned forward. “Just what I said. It’s called Baby in the Penthouse. The premise is that I have a single mom and her baby stay at my place for a week, and during that time I learn a thing or two about what it’s like to raise a baby.”

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “We had a girl and her baby all lined up for the gig, but she ended up dropping out due to…well, we don’t need to get into all that. The big issue is that I know you and—you know what? I never got her name.”

      He pointed toward Faye, who let out another coo.

      “Faye,” I said.

      “Ah, perfect name for such a cute kid.”

      Justin seemed different than how I remembered him. He was still charming, sure, but it was in more of a business way, as if I was a client he was trying to talk into working with him.

      Which, I supposed, was the case.

      “Anyway, you and Faye would come to stay at my place for a week. There, crews would film me helping you out with the day-to-day of raising Faye. I’d pitch in with feeding, changing, cleaning—all that good stuff.”

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “You think you’d be able to handle all that?”

      “Sure,” he said. “Why not? I mean, look at you—you’re able to do all this on your own. I’m sure I could swing it.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “‘Swing it’?” I repeated.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I run my own company. I’m sure raising a kid isn’t all that more difficult.”

      However angry I was before, now I was about to boil over. He clearly had no idea what the hell he was talking about, and I was inching even closer to giving him a piece of my mind.

      But before I had a chance, he went on.

      “Now,” he said. “I know you’re busy, and you’re probably still a little mad at me for what I pulled. So, I want to make it clear that I’m not asking you to do this out of the kindness of your heart.”

      He took a notepad out of his pocket along with a pen and jotted down a number on a piece of paper, which he tore off and handed to me.

      “Give that a look,” he said. “See if it sweetens the deal.”

      Hesitantly, as if he was in the process of playing a trick on me, I took the paper and opened it up.

      My eyes went wide when I read the number.

      “That’s for one week of work,” he said. “And we’d be working out some residuals with you, which means that you’ll get a small piece of the ad revenue if the show ends up in reruns.”

      Then he raised his finger.

      “And the show’s going to be featuring my Petit Bébé clothing line, which means we can get little Faye decked out with all the clothes and gear she’ll ever need.”

      I set the paper down, still in shock.

      I was all ready to throw Justin out on his ass—after all, why would I want to complicate my life further with something like this? But the money…that was, as Justin had said, a game-changer. With that payment, I could put money in savings, cover daycare and maybe even move to a better apartment.

      “Now,” I said. “I’m not saying I want to do this. But I’d need to know all the details.”

      “Naturally,” said Justin. “How about I take you two ladies out to lunch. I’ve got a copy of the contract in my car, and I’ll go over all the odds and ends. No surprises.”

      “Fine,” I said. “No surprises.”

      I threw on some better clothes, and we were soon seated in the booth of a nearby diner. Justin went through all of the details of the show with me, letting me know what I’d be expected to do. It seems I was going to play the wise, put-together mom next to his bumbling wannabe dad.

      “What if I can’t do it?” I asked.

      “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “The story’s told in the editing room. You just have to show up and look great.”

      When he was done, he handed me a pen.

      And, Lord help me, I signed.
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      “Now, fold here.”

      “Right here?”

      “Yep, and be careful—she’s a being a little fussy.”

      Justin’s face wore an expression of total concentration as he applied the diaper to Faye, who was on her back on the changing table in the nursery.

      “You look like you’re trying to defuse a bomb,” I said, doing my best to flash a TV-worthy smile.

      “Hey,” he said. “I saw what the old diaper looked like—that’s not too far from the truth.”

      Chuckles sounded from the crewmen in the room.

      “Okay,” he said. “So, I just put it here…and here…and…”

      “Done!” I said.

      A proud smile on his face, Justin hoisted Faye off the changing table and held her in the air. She giggled happily, now nice and clean.

      “Okay!” called out Craig, our director. “That’s good!”

      The tension left my body as Craig gave the sign that they were done filming for the moment. The crew broke up, talking among themselves as I stayed by Justin.

      “How was that?” he asked, handing Faye back to me. “I’ve never done that before.”

      “I could tell,” I said, giving the diaper an inspection. “But it looks good to me.”

      “Justin! Heather!” said Craig, clasping his hands together as he approached us. “That was awesome, awesome stuff.”

      Craig was a good guy, but very California. He was trim, with a neat beard of dark hair and a matching manbun tied up on the top of his head. He was dressed in designer jeans, bright white sneakers, and a V-neck T-shirt done up with the logo of his production company.

      “You think so?” asked Justin. “I felt like I barely had control of my hands.”

      “That’s what we want,” said Craig, plopping his hand on Justin’s shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “This whole show’s about you being out of your element—we want a little clumsiness now and then. And that line about diffusing a bomb? Perfect!”

      Then he turned his attention to me, his eyes hidden behind a large pair of designer sunglasses.

      “And Heather,” he said. “You’re charming, sweet, and just knocking it out of the park.”

      I blushed, having a hard time with the compliments.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Trying to learn as I go.”

      “And you’re doing a hell of a job at it,” he said.

      The last week had gone by in a total blur. The team from the production company had arrived at my apartment the day after I signed the contract, all of them eager to get me ready for the show. After a few days of prep, I was told to show up at Justin’s penthouse in the West Village, bringing nothing but myself and Faye. Sure enough, when I arrived, I had a whole wardrobe of clothes from Justin’s top designer lines waiting for me. It was a nice change of pace from the sweatpants and budget office clothes I had back at my apartment.

      The penthouse was…something else. It was situated at the top of one of the tallest buildings in the neighborhood, a huge, mansion-sized place right in the middle of New York. It was done up in sleek, modern décor, the floor-to-ceiling windows allowing a three-hundred-sixty-degree view of the city. It made my place in Greenpoint look like a closet. And when I saw the walk-in closet for the room where I’d be staying, I realized how true that statement was.

      We were on day two of filming, the first being a set-up for the premise of the show. There were two main elements to it: Justin experiencing what it would be like to be a father, and me getting a taste of the life of a Manhattan billionaire. Thankfully, this didn’t require much acting on my part—Justin lived a life of luxury that I could only dream about. The show was set to be a mini-series, filmed over the course of the week. And so far, so good. The staff did their best to help me out, and Justin actually seemed to be taking a shine to Faye.

      But it wasn’t all fun and games. Justin and I were on camera twenty-four-seven, the crew only being hands-on for a few sets here and there when they wanted to film something specific, like this baby changing scene. Most of the time they hung back and watched us, like a dozen flies on the wall.

      “So, we’ve got the changing done,” said Justin. “What’s next?”

      “Heather here is going to keep showing you the basics of childcare,” said Craig. “And then we’ve got something different in mind for after that.”

      “Something different?” I asked. “What does that mean?”

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” said Craig. “For now, let’s do some feeding. That sound good?”

      My eyes went wide. “Does that mean I’m going to be on camera…you know?”

      “Breastfeeding?” asked Craig, going right for the word I’d been a little bashful about saying.

      “Yeah,” I said. “That.”

      “Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll be filming it very tastefully. What we’re going to do is start with you feeding Faye. Then Justin’s going to come in, you’ll both have a bit of banter, and then you’ll show him what to do when you’re not around. Got it?” He clasped his hands together. “Go ahead and relax for five,” he said before taking off and leaving Justin and I alone while he attended to the crew.

      “So,” I said.

      “So,” said Justin. “How’re you holding up?”

      “It’s…weird,” I said. “But I think Faye’s doing fine, which is what I was worried about.”

      He wiggled his finger in front of her face, and she let out an adorable giggle.

      “Think about it this way,” he said. “With all this being recorded, you’ll have the best home video baby footage ever.”

      He flashed me a smile.

      I still wasn’t sure how to feel about Justin. He’d been good with Faye, despite the bizarre circumstances. But due to the artificial, contrived nature of this whole production, he and I never had a chance to talk about anything more personal—which meant the feelings of anger I still held were right there under the surface, unresolved.

      “And maybe I’m imagining things,” he went on, “but I’m thinking Faye’s starting to take a shine to me. What do you think?”

      He wasn’t wrong. Faye had been especially easy-going around Justin.

      “I think you might be right,” I said. “Or maybe she’s dealing with the novelty of having a man around.”

      “Well, either way, she’s awesome,” he said. “I never thought I’d be into having a kid around, but…I don’t know.” He looked away as if giving the matter some serious thought. “I don’t know,” he repeated.

      Before either of us could say anything else, Craig came back into the nursery.

      “All right, you two,” he said. “Next scene’s going to be in the kitchen. Come on.”

      He led us out of the nursery and into the expanse of the main room. The sun was beginning to set, the sky outside filled with brilliant oranges and creams, a dark purple above.

      “Lighting’s perfect,” said Craig. “Now, you two go ahead and get to it.”

      The kitchen was as modern and sleek as the rest of the place, the open and raised design looking out over the living area. We took our places in front of the towering, stainless steel fridge, me seated in a chair with Faye, and began after Craig gave us the sign to start. I made sure to have Faye covered as I fed her. It felt bizarre to be doing it in front of the crew, but I kept in mind the fact that they were professionals, and it’s not like anything too scandalous was going to be there for all to see.

      “Okay, Justin,” I said, trying to ignore the crew watching us talk. “I’m going to be grabbing dinner tonight, so it’s going to be up to you to feed Faye.”

      “Right, right,” he said, leaning back on the fridge. “And I’ve been thinking about that.”

      “Oh?” I asked.

      “Yeah,” he said, placing his hands on his pecs. “And I don’t think I’m, you know, up to the task.”

      More laughs from the crew. I gave Justin an “oh, you” look. I had to resist a laugh myself—his sense of humor could be a little immature, but that didn’t mean I didn’t think he had his moments.

      “As much fun as it’d be to see you feed Faye like that,” I said, “I already beat you to it.” I pulled open the fridge, revealing among the other food, a row of bottles filled with breast milk.

      “How am I going to know when she’s hungry?” Justin asked.

      I put on a TV smirk.

      “Oh, you’ll know.”

      I walked Justin through the feeding process, showing him how to hold Faye when she was ready for dinner, how to warm the milk up, and all the rest. Just like with all the other baby tasks I’d been walking him through, he showed a surprising affinity for it.

      After a little more back-and-forth, Craig ended the scene and approached us.

      “Now,” he said. “Heather, we’re going to have you go out to dinner with Julia for a little more filming, but for now I want some shots of the two of you in the nursery.”

      To be honest, I was a little surprised that Julia had been down for shooting a few scenes. But when I told her about the money and baby gear she’d be getting in exchange, she was all over it. Not to mention I think she picked up on the fact that I could use all the support I could get.

      “Sure,” said Justin. “What’re you thinking in the nursery? Another changing scene?”

      “No,” said Craig. “This is the ‘something different’ I mentioned earlier. The scene is going to be you two in the bed in the nursery, lying together next to the crib. We’re going to put it after some footage of Faye crying, so it’ll be set up as the two of you relaxing together, Faye nearby after you’ve both put her down.”

      “Wait,” I said. “In bed together?”

      “That’s right,” said Craig. “Nothing too crazy, just two tired people relaxing after a busy day with the baby. Sound good?”

      Justin flashed me a look that suggested he was as uneasy as I was.

      “It’ll only be a few minutes of footage,” said Craig. “Then we’ll get you out on the town.”

      Justin and I went alone into the nursery, the large room loaded up with all sorts of cameras to film Faye while she was sleeping. I placed her in the crib, and she went down easily.

      “Now,” came Craig’s voice through one of the speakers. “You two get nice and cozy.”

      “This is weird,” I said quietly.

      “I know right,” he said. “I’ll go first.”

      He plopped onto the large bed off to the side of the room. Once I’d gathered up the nerve, I slid onto it next to him.

      “Good,” said Craig. “I’m going to lower the lights, and you two just get comfy.”

      I glanced down to see that there were a good several inches between Justin and me.

      “Come on,” he said with a smirk. “Let’s do some acting.”

      He extended his arm and moved it under my upper body, pulling me close to him.

      At first, it was strange and awkward. But once those initial feelings passed, I found myself…liking being so close to him.

      “Justin, good,” said Craig. “Heather, you’re stiff as a board.”

      My eyes went wide for a brief moment before I remembered that it was all pretend.

      “Okay,” I said out loud. “Loosen up.”

      I took in another deep breath and stuck out my arm, placing in on Justin’s side. His body was as warm and solid as I remembered it being all those weeks ago. In spite of how awkward this was, I found myself growing more comfortable by the moment.

      “Closer,” said Justin.

      I nodded and closed the distance between us, resting my head on his chest. He held me close, his hand on my back.

      As mad as part of me still was toward Justin, it felt good.

      Minutes passed, and I slowly grew so comfortable that I thought I might be able to fall asleep in his arms right then and there.

      But before that could happen, the lights flicked on.

      “Perfect!” said Craig, his booming voice cutting through the room. “Just perfect!”

      I opened my eyes to see Justin looking at me, a warm expression on his face that I couldn’t quite make out.

      Whatever it was, it was no act.
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      Justin and I walked slowly through Central Park, the towers of the Upper East Side stretching up high behind us. The air was mild, the sky was blue, and Faye giggled happily in her stroller.

      “What a day,” said Justin, his hand on my lower back.

      “No kidding,” I said. “When you live in New York, you only get a few days like this every year, when the weather’s totally perfect.”

      “And the city actually seems peaceful,” he added.

      “Exactly.”

      Then he smirked. “It’s almost enough to make you forget that there’s a team of cameramen following us around.”

      I chuckled, doing my best not to flick my eyes up and look directly at one of them. Craig and the rest of the crew wanted some footage of us in the park, and with the day as beautiful as it was, this seemed like the perfect time to do it. So, we were being filmed from a distance, Craig hoping to get some good material to splice in here and there.

      “You about ready for this week to be over?” Justin asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I was thinking of asking them if they wanted to go ahead and stretch this out into a month.” I flashed him a smile, one that let him know I was joking around.

      “You can’t fool me, Heather” he said with a smile of his own. “You’ve got a face for TV, but I’ve definitely gotten the impression that you’re not the reality TV type.”

      “That’s not a bad thing, if you ask me,” I said.

      “I’m right there with you,” he said. “Can you imagine the type of person who’s so desperate for fame that they’re fine with having crews follow them around like this all the time?”

      I shuddered at the thought. Before I started this whole thing, part of me was worried that Justin might end up being one of those types. Sure, he hadn’t struck me as the fame-obsessed type when we’d had our night out. But it’s not like I’d gotten to know him super well.

      In reality, I’d been pleasantly surprised as I got to know him better. Sure, he was a billionaire, and sure, he had his reputation as a playboy, but he was surprisingly down-to-earth. There was something more to Justin than just a flashy rich guy, and I found myself wanting to know what it was.

      Faye let out some squeals, and I could see her hands clapping happily.

      “What’s going on, kiddo?” asked Justin as he stepped in front of the carriage. “See something?”

      He undid her straps and lifted Faye out of the stroller, holding her close and planting a kiss on her forehead.

      That was the other thing. Justin loved—and I mean loved—Faye. At first, I was sure that he was playing it up for the cameras. But more than a few times, I’d caught him away from the crew, laughing and playing with Faye.

      “Oh, I think I see what it is,” said Justin.

      Up ahead a young couple walking a Labrador puppy approached us.

      Justin turned back to me, a boyishly excited look on his face. I nodded and smiled, letting him know it was okay for Faye to say hi. Justin greeted the couple, Faye clapping her hands together and kicking her legs in excitement as the puppy moved closer to her.

      “Sorry to bother you,” he said. “But my daughter’s going crazy over your puppy. Mind if she says hello?”

      An odd feeling ran through me at Justin referring to Faye as his daughter. I stepped back, trying to process it. This was the first time I’d heard the words come out of his mouth, and they sounded…good. Natural, even.

      Justin squatted down, getting the puppy in petting distance. Faye stuck her chubby little fingers out toward the dog, patting his golden fur in a charmingly uncoordinated way. Once Faye had her fun, Justin said goodbye to the couple, taking Faye’s hand and waving it toward them.

      “Was that fun, muffin?” I asked Faye, her precious face lit up with excitement.

      “I think I can speak for the both of us when I say yes, it most certainly was,” said Justin.

      “I’m glad you enjoyed yourself,” I said with a smile.

      Then Justin scrunched up his face, as if listening carefully to something.

      “Wait a minute,” he said. “I think she’s speaking her first words.”

      He leaned in closer to Faye, putting his ear right by her head. But she didn’t speak, of course—instead, she clamped her lips down on Justin’s earlobe, nibbling it happily.

      “What’s that?” he asked. “You think Mommy needs to get you a puppy?”

      I let out a bright laugh at the absurdity of it.

      “Gotta get the little lady what she wants,” Justin said with a grin.

      “Hey, you want to buy it, feed it, and walk it, then you go right ahead.”

      “Maybe I will,” he said. “You think it’s too late to convince Craig to add a dog to the mix?”

      “No way,” I said. “This is all too much as it is.”

      “And you could throw away this stroller,” said Justin, making faces at Faye as he strapped her back in. “Get a little saddle for the dog and have her ride it around.”

      I laughed again, the mental image too much for me. I’d gone into this whole thing still mad at Justin for what he’d done, but he was still managing to make me smile constantly. He was too damn charming for his own good.

      “Okay!” called out Craig as he approached us. “Perfect, perfect! Justin, stopping that couple so Faye could play with that dog? Stroke of genius. You were made for this.”

      “Just wanted to pet the dog,” he said with a smirk.

      “And Heather, you’re killing it,” he said, putting his hand on my shoulder. “You’re really playing the part of a woman who’s warming up to Justin—it’s a very nice arc for the series.”

      “Great to hear,” I said. Really, I wasn’t sure how much acting I was even doing. Justin was actually winning me over with how well he’d been with Faye. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but it wasn’t this.

      “What’s next, chief?” asked Justin.

      “Next, we’re going to have a nice dinner for the three of you back at your penthouse. Then after that, I want to get a little more footage of the two of you in bed together. But this time, if you both don’t mind, I’d like to have some cameras filming you while you’re sleeping.”

      Justin raised his eyebrows, and I felt my stomach tighten up into a knot.

      “While we’re sleeping?” I asked.

      Craig raised his palms. “Now, not like that. Don’t worry. We’re keeping this all PG. What I’m hoping for is some good footage of the two of you sleeping in bed and getting up in the middle of the night to take care of Faye. You know, to really capture that feeling of two people working hard, even in the middle of the night, to care for a little girl.”

      “Sounds…okay,” said Justin. He shot me a look, one that suggested he wanted to hear what I thought about all this.

      “Yeah,” I said. “That should be fine.”

      Inwardly, I was still processing everything. This would be the first night that Justin and I would be sleeping in bed together. There were cameras, so it’s not like anything…out of bounds, might happen. But still, it was a lot to think about.

      “Let’s not waste another minute, then,” said Craig.

      We all headed to our little convoy and went back to the penthouse. A few more scenes were filmed, and by the time they were done, the crew brought out a sumptuous dinner.

      We ate and chatted, though I had a hard time relaxing with the camera crew all over us. I sat on one end of the dining table, Justin at the other, Faye in her high chair next to me. Dinner was lobster and some delicious veggies, finished with a dessert of crème brûlée and some sparkling white wine.

      Through it all, however, I tried to ignore the fact that in only a few hours, Justin and I would be in bed together. I had no idea how to feel about it. Part of me looked forward to being next to him, remembering how good it had felt to be in his arms the other day. But another part of me was worried that it would be too much intimacy, especially with a man for who I still held lingering anger.

      “Now, are we ready to film the overnight scenes?” asked Craig.

      “About as ready as I’m going to be,” I said.

      “Yeah,” said Justin. “Let’s do it.”

      “We’re going to keep a small staff here, so don’t be surprised if you see a cameraman or two go in for some shots while you get up to see to Faye. It’s a little odd, I know, but it’ll only be for the one night. And I think we’ll be able to get some great footage, some really true-to-life stuff.”

      I wrung my hands together, feeling tenser by the moment. As if sensing this, Justin placed his hand on the small of my back. Something about his touch caused me to calm almost instantly.

      “Shall we?” he asked once I’d returned from putting Faye down for the night.

      He led me and the rest of the crew into the bedroom where a crew was finishing setting up some equipment. Once they were done, the crew hurried out of the room. The bedroom was as gorgeous and well-appointed as the rest of the penthouse—aside from the thick, black wires that tracked over the floor from the equipment.

      I wanted to relax, what with us alone and Faye sleeping peacefully. But knowing we were being recorded was too strange.

      “You can use the closet if you want to change in there,” he said. “There’s plenty of sleeping stuff you can use if you don’t want to get anything out of your bedroom. Plus, no cameras in there.”

      “Sure,” I said. “Sounds good.”

      I went into the closet and found the drawer with some of Justin’s sleep apparel inside. I took off my clothes and slipped into a pair of his pants and a fitted white shirt. Right away the scent of him that lingered on his clothes hit me, and I couldn’t help but feel slightly aroused.

      I tried to quickly put such thoughts out of my head, but what I saw when I left the closet only made matters worse. Justin was in nothing but a tight pair of boxer-briefs, the fabric clinging to his sculpted legs and round package. His ass looked absolutely perfect, and the rest of his body was as gorgeous as I remembered it, every muscle in his body tight and toned.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Um, yeah,” I shot out, pulling my eyes away from the display.

      “Good, because I’m tired.”

      Justin put on a pair of sleeping pants and a gray tank shirt before climbing into bed. I followed him in under the covers, the sheets soft and warm. Once we were settled in, Justin flicked out the lights.

      Then it was only the two of us, our bodies wrapped in sheets and silence.
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      “How you holding up over there?” Justin’s voice cut through the silence.

      “Um, good. I think. You?”

      “Not bad,” he said. “Still feeling a little weird, but I think that’s to be expected.”

      “No kidding,” I said. “But we’re almost done with this, right?”

      “Almost,” he said. “Just a couple more days and then it’s nothing but sweet, sweet residuals.”

      I laughed. “Like you need the money,” I said.

      “Not about the money, really.”

      “Oh yeah?” I asked. “Then what is it about? The warm feeling you get from knowing that you’re providing the masses with top-notch entertainment?”

      He chuckled. “Not exactly. I just want this baby line to be a success.”

      “That’s a weird thing to say.”

      He turned toward me, a look of curiosity on his face. “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Just that, well, you’re not a parent or anything. Not sure why you’d be so eager to get into the baby business.”

      “Because I saw a marketing opening and I went for it,” he said. “I can’t help myself. I love this business, love knowing my name’s on clothes that thousands, if not millions of people are wearing every day.”

      “So, it’s an ego thing?”

      “Possibly. Maybe. It’s more of a ‘success’ thing. Like with this thing we’re doing. Am I into reality TV? Of course not. But doing this project might be the thing that turns my baby clothes line into a success. And if that happens, I’ll know that I did whatever it took to win.”

      “And then what?”

      He crinkled his eyebrows, as if he hadn’t considered such a question. “And then onto the next thing. I do whatever it takes to make that a success, whatever it is, and then the next, then the next.”

      “Sounds…exhausting,” I said.

      “Maybe,” he said. “But I can’t think of any other way to be. Until…”

      Now it was my turn to be curious.

      “Until?” I prompted.

      “Until I got to spend this time with you and Faye. It’s weird—at first, I was going into this with complete business professionalism. Get in, do the job, and get out. But I wasn’t expecting to like that little girl so much.”

      A warm tingle took hold of my heart.

      “She’s pretty awesome,” I said. “If I do say so myself.”

      “I’d never thought about kids before. At least, outside of these abstract things I could have my designers make clothes for. But spending time with Faye, holding her, being there for her whenever she needed it…it was satisfying, like working hard for my business, but different.” He shook his head. “It’s hard to put into words. It’s all so new to me.”

      I inched closer to Justin.

      “I get it,” I said. “When I found out that I was pregnant, it was the most surreal news I’d ever received in my life. I didn’t know how to process it.”

      “But once you did?”

      “Once I did, I was scared. Scared out of my mind. And this is still when Faye’s dad was in the picture—I had no idea how scary it was going to get. But I got over it, and soon I got more excited than I’d ever been in my life. Then…her dad left.”

      Justin shook his head. “Still can’t believe that bullshit,” he said. His jaw clenched as he spoke. “What kind of a man leaves the woman pregnant with his baby?”

      “A cowardly one,” I said. “One who wants to be a kid forever, to never have to deal with adult decisions.” I shook my head. “I don’t want to talk about him, though. I’ll get too pissed off.”

      “Got it,” said Justin. “Totally understandable.”

      “It’s been over a year since he left,” I said. “But it’s still fresh.”

      I shook my head as if trying to banish away thoughts of Brad. “And it’s been hard being on my own,” I said. “But…amazing. I can’t put into words how much I love that little girl. It’s like my life was some dream that I’d finally woken up from that first time I held her in my arms.”

      “That sounds amazing,” he said.

      “Trying to describe it wouldn’t begin to do it justice. It’s like I’d finally found my purpose for being, and it’s her.” I felt the hot sting of tears in my eyes, and I quickly wiped them away. “Sorry,” I said. “Talking about her gets me all gushy.”

      He chuckled. “Get as gushy as you want. I like hearing you talk about her.”

      “Is that right?” I asked with a smile. “I’m always worried that I’m going to be one of those parents that never shuts up about their kid and annoys everyone around them.”

      “Nah,” he said. “Not with me. You get this look on your face when you talk about her. It warms my cold old heart to see.”

      He grinned, and I laughed again.

      “You’ve…never thought about being a dad?” I asked. Immediately I checked myself, feeling silly for asking the question. “Sorry,” I said. “That’s a really personal question, I know.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” Justin said. “I haven’t. I mean, I’ve thought about the idea of being a parent, but I didn’t really have the happiest childhood.”

      “How you mean?” I asked, then again, checked myself. “Sorry, I keep asking these personal questions.”

      “It’s fine,” he said with another one of his winning smiles. “Well, normally I wouldn’t like to talk about these kinds of things, but something about you…I don’t know. Makes me feel like I can open up.”

      I said nothing, not sure what to make of his admission.

      “Anyway,” he went on. “I don’t like saying my childhood was unhappy. Plenty of kids would’ve killed to be in my position. My dad was a bank executive, and my mom was a big shot with this international electronics distribution company. So, I was taken care of.”

      “But you weren’t happy?” I prompted.

      “My parents were workaholics. Both of them liked to brag about the seventy-hour workweeks they pulled. This meant we had a huge mansion up in Westchester, but it also meant I was more-or-less raised by nannies. And when my parents did take their yearly vacation, I wasn’t allowed to come with them. Said they needed their ‘kid-free’ time.”

      He shook his head. “When I hit thirteen, they sent me off to this boarding school upstate. They said it was so I could get a good education and learn about life away from the city, but I had the suspicion that it was so they could put some distance between them and me. Sometimes I wonder if they ever even wanted kids, you know? Not like they had another besides me.”

      “Then what?” I asked.

      “Then after boarding school was a private college, then graduate school, then my dad died—a decade ago. I was twenty-four.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Really. It was the weirdest thing when he passed. I was sad, sure, but it almost felt more like a family friend died than my old man. After some time, I realized that it was because I barely knew the guy. Not only did he and I barely spend any quality time together, but he was also one of those ‘strong and silent’ types.”

      “And your mom?”

      “She retired, turned into one of those jet-setting widows zipping around from place to place. I might get a mass text with a picture of her in front of some waterfall or ancient monument, but other than that we don’t really talk.” He shook his head. “Sorry, I’m complaining.”

      “No, it’s okay,” I said. Inside, I felt grateful for the relationship I had with my parents. They were both good people, both of them always eager to hear about my life with Faye.

      Without thinking, I reached over and placed my hand on Justin’s arm.

      “The moral of the story is that I don’t really have the sunniest view of being a parent,” he said. “Or at least, I didn’t. Being with Faye was the first time I’d ever given parenting a shot, even if it was in a small way.”

      “And you like it?” I asked with a smile.

      “It’s nice, that’s all I’ll say. And having you here made it even better.”

      I glanced down to see that the distance between us had shrunk to mere inches. I opened my mouth in a wide yawn, not sure what to do with myself.

      “Anyway, I’ve yakked enough,” he said. “Ready for bed?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” I said.

      Justin turned over onto his back and closed his eyes.

      “Thanks for talking,” I said.

      He smirked and glanced over at me.

      “Thanks for listening.”

      We said our goodnights, and I rolled over onto my side. And as I lay there, all I could think about was how much I wanted his arm around me, holding me close and tight.
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      “And that’s a wrap!”

      As soon as Craig announced that filming was done, I fell back into the nearest chair and let out a long sigh.

      “That bad?” asked Craig as the crew began taking down their equipment.

      “Not bad, really,” I said. “Just really, really exhausting.”

      “And you only did this for a week,” he said.

      “No kidding,” I said. “I’m thinking I might stick to the clothing business.”

      Craig looked up and around at my penthouse.

      “Not a bad call,” he said with a smile. “Looks like it’s been working out well for you so far.”

      I chuckled, realizing I needed a drink. Right at that moment, as if she’d read my mind, Heather came into the living room with a champagne bottle in each hand.

      “I don’t know about you all,” she said, “but I could go for some celebrating.”

      The crew sounded their approval of this idea, and Heather passed out the bottles, leaving the room only to return with a few more.

      “Wait a minute,” I said. “Are you raiding my wine cellar?”

      “Hey,” she said, passing out glasses among the crew. “You just going to let all that perfectly good booze collect dust?”

      “That’s kind of the idea behind a wine cellar,” I said with a grin, letting her know I was only busting her chops.

      Soon, we had all the bottles cracked open and the glasses poured.

      “Hold on,” I said. “Where’s the star of the show?”

      “Sleeping,” Heather said. “I think she’s about as exhausted from this week as we are.”

      “Then let’s let the little lady get her beauty sleep,” said Craig.

      I nodded and raised my glass. “I want to thank you all for doing a hell of a job this week—for a bunch of home invaders, you’re all right.” Laughter sounded out among the crew. “But, I hope you all aren’t too hurt if I dedicate this toast to Heather.”

      Heather’s eyes went wide, as if she couldn’t believe that I was making her the center of attention. Her cheeks turned a deep shade of red, which I happened to find very attractive.

      “And not just to Heather,” I went on, “but to Faye, too. In my opinion, she and her mom made this whole thing work. So, let’s all raise our glasses to an amazing, beautiful mother and her adorable daughter.”

      The crew and I cheered, tapping our glasses and taking sips. They all went back to breaking down their equipment as they chatted and drank.

      “Hey,” I said to Heather once we were both out of the spotlight. “Sorry for putting you on the spot like that. I just didn’t think it’d be right not to give you the kudos you deserved.”

      “No, it’s okay,” she said. “My reaction was more out of surprise than anything else. Thanks—those were some kind words.”

      “And I meant every last one of them,” I said. “I knew you were an amazing person before all this, but now I know what a great mother you are.”

      She blushed and bit down on her lip, as if not sure what to say. I realized I loved how she looked when she became flustered—the spread of pink on her fair skin made a gorgeous contrast.

      “Thanks,” she said. “That’s nice of you to say.”

      “I wouldn’t say it if I didn’t mean it,” I said.

      I took a sip of my wine as I glanced around at all the workers noisily taking down their equipment, chatting loudly, and otherwise carrying on. Thankfully the walls were good and thick, which meant that Faye wouldn’t be woken up by the noise.

      “Hey, I have an idea,” I said.

      “Oh?” Heather raised her eyebrows in anticipation.

      “I don’t know about you, but I think I’d rather be someplace else while these guys finish their work.”

      “Good call,” said Heather. “I could go for some quiet. But what about Faye?”

      I took out my phone and prepared to call the front desk. “One of the nice things about a building like this is they have nearly everything you could want—including last-minute childcare.”

      I made the call, the staff at the front desk letting me know they’d be sending someone to keep an eye on Faye while she slept.

      “We’ll only be gone an hour or so,” I said. “And the staff here is top-notch—plenty of the tenants with kids swear by the on-call nannies.”

      Heather shook her head. “‘On-call nannies,’” she said. “You rich people really do live in another world.”

      I smiled, knowing she was right. And her comment gave me a little glimpse of her own life, one where she didn’t live in a building where all of her needs could be attended to by a trained staff.

      It wasn’t long before the nanny showed up. Heather took her to the room where Faye slept and let her know of any important information.

      “So,” said Heather. “What’s on the agenda?”

      “I thought we could go for a nice, quiet dinner,” I said. “Something no-fuss, but delicious all the same. And maybe somewhere we can grab a good bottle of wine, too.”

      “Sounds perfect,” said Heather.

      I let Craig and the rest of the crew know what was up, and Craig informed me that they’d likely be done by the time the two of us got back.

      Sounded great to me.

      The West Village street where I lived was about as picturesque as they came. The road was narrow and curved, Colonial-era brick buildings were here and there, the occasional super-modern, multi-story condo sprouting up between them. Centuries-old light posts cast the street in a warm, orange glow.

      “So peaceful,” said Heather as we walked slowly down the sidewalk. “Hard to believe we’re in the middle of Manhattan.”

      “Part of the reason why I picked this place,” I said. “I love the city, but if you can’t get away from the noise and the chaos, it has a way of making you a little crazy.”

      “Yeah, no kidding,” said Heather. “Can’t count how many times I’ve gotten a wake-up call from a garbage truck banging down the street.”

      I winced, making a mental note to watch my words. Not everyone was lucky enough to live in the upper strata of the city like I did.

      “Where to?” she asked.

      “How do you feel about burgers and wine?” I responded.

      “Sounds like a hell of a pairing to me,” she said.

      “There’s a place right down the block that specializes in just that. And dinner’s on me, of course.”

      Heather opened her mouth, I assumed to protest out of courtesy.

      “Let me treat,” I said. “You really pulled me out of a jam by filling in for this show. It’s the least I can do.”

      “If you insist,” she said through a smile.

      I led her down the block to the restaurant, opening the door for her to enter when we arrived.

      “‘The Lancaster’?” she asked, reading the sign on the front of the place. “Fancy name.”

      “Might as well just call this place ‘booze and burgers,’” I said. “That’s why people come here.”

      The interior of the restaurant glowed with soft lighting, dark wood dominating the design. Huge racks filled with bottles of wine were behind the bar, and the staff were dressed in sharp black-and-white outfits. Electronic music played on the speakers.

      Once at our table, the two of us looked over our menus.

      “Anything jump out at you?” I asked.

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this,” she said, her eyes on the menu. “But I kind of want the bacon double cheeseburger.”

      “If the lady desires an incredible amount of meat and cheese,” I said in a joking, upper-class accent, “then that’s what the lady shall have.”

      Heather smiled and flicked her eyes back to the menu. “And onion rings,” she added.

      “Good call,” I said. “But don’t forget about the wine.”

      “Any chance I can get you to pick it out?” she asked. “I don’t know if my brain can handle the decision-making process.”

      “Sure can,” I said. “How about you order me that mushroom Swiss—medium with steak fries—and I’ll go to the bar and pick us out something good.”

      “Perfect,” she said.

      I hopped out of my chair and strode up to the bar. Once there, I slowly panned my eyes across the wine bottles on display, making my decision—as always—by the attractiveness of the label.

      After a few quick scans, one label, in particular, caught my attention. It was a familiar label for a wine that Heather and I knew very well. I put in the order with the bartender and headed back to the table.

      “Burgers are ordered,” she said.

      “And so is the wine,” I said.

      “What’d you pick out?” she asked.

      “You’ll have to wait and see, I suppose,” I said.

      “Now I’m intrigued.”

      “You should be.”

      Before too long, the waiter arrived with the bottle of wine. As he presented it to the two of us, Heather’s eyes lit up with surprise.

      “It’s the duck wine!” she said. “The one from the store.”

      “Actually,” said the waiter. “Its name is—”

      I waved my hand good-naturedly. “‘Duck wine’ is fine,” I said with a smile.

      “Then let me get the duck wine opened up for you,” he said.

      He set two glasses on the table and poured us each a sample. We sipped and regarded one another.

      “Perfectly ducky,” said Heather.

      “I can’t help but agree,” I said.

      “I take it that means you like it?” asked the waiter.

      “It sure does,” I said.

      He poured us two glasses and left the bottle on the table.

      “So,” I said. “How are you feeling now that this is all over and done with?”

      “Relieved,” she said. “And I’m not going to lie—I’m looking forward to the payday. Things have been…kind of tight lately.”

      An expression flashed on her face that suggested she immediately regretted saying that. “Sorry,” she said. “I don’t really want to complain about money, but I’d be lying if I said that this wasn’t going to help out a lot.”

      “And don’t forget about the money you’ll be getting down the road when this show goes to reruns. If it’s popular, you could be getting a decent check every month.”

      “That’d be perfect,” she said. “Now I just need to figure out how to get all that baby stuff from the show back to my apartment.”

      “I’m happy to take care of that,” I said.

      “Thanks,” she said with a smile. “Faye’s going to be the most stylish baby in Brooklyn with all your clothes.”

      “She can be my baby model,” I said. “Hopefully all the moms that see her out and about will be dying to know where she got her clothes from.”

      “Everyone wins,” Heather said lightly.

      We sipped our wine. And as we did, I found myself wondering what this meant, what Heather and I being with each other said about our relationship. We were just friends, of course, but she didn’t seem to still be upset about what I’d done, as much of a right as she had to be.

      As if reading my mind, she spoke.

      “If…you want to come to visit Faye sometime, that’d be cool,” she said. “I don’t know how busy you are with work and everything.”

      “I’d love that,” I said.

      “Great,” said Heather, now beaming. “Because I can tell she really likes you. And even if she only sees you now and then, I think having a halfway-decent man in her life would do her a lot of good.”

      “Does that mean you consider me halfway-decent?” I asked.

      She narrowed her eyes a bit, a small smile on her face.

      “I think we can upgrade your status to ‘halfway-decent,’” she said. “For now.”

      “Works for me,” I said.

      The food soon arrived, and we dug in. And as we ate, I couldn’t think about anything else other than what the future held in store for this wonderful woman and me.
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      I pulled up to my parents’ townhome in Sunnyside, Faye strapped into her baby seat in the back.

      “You excited to see grandma and grandpa?” I asked in a sing-song voice as I got out and opened the rear passenger door.

      Faye smiled and clapped her hands together.

      “I think that’s a yes,” I said, giving her round little belly a playful tickle. “Yes, I do.”

      I unstrapped the car seat and carried it up the steps to the townhome. Truth be told, I felt guilty as hell leaving Faye alone with my parents for the weekend. But Justin had invited me up to Long Island with him, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want a vacation.

      I rang my parents’ doorbell, and they soon answered.

      “There she is!” said my mom, a spritely, gray-haired woman. She squatted down to Faye, doting on her instantly.

      My dad, a stout man with an open, friendly face, a shining bald head, and a small paunch stepped forward and pulled me into a tight hug. “How you doing, sweetie?” he asked as my mom continued to fawn over Faye.

      “Good, good,” I said. “I think.”

      “You think?” he asked. Then he checked himself and gestured to the inside of the house. “Come on in,” he said. “We can talk inside.”

      I entered my childhood home, feelings of nostalgia washing over me as soon as I crossed the threshold. I made my way to one of the big comfy chairs in the living room, my parents entering with Faye in tow. We all got comfortable, Mom bringing in some snacks.

      “You look tense for someone about to go on a weekend getaway,” said Dad, cracking open a diet soda and taking a sip.

      “Guilty is more like it,” I said. “This is the first time I’ll have been away from Faye for so long. Doesn’t feel right.”

      Mom took Faye out of her car seat and plopped her on her lap. Once Faye was settled in, Mom waved her hand through the air. “It’ll be fine,” she said. “Trust me—you don’t want to be one of those parents who think their kid’s going to fall apart the second they take their eyes off them.”

      “And you’re not leaving her with some stranger,” said Dad. “You’re leaving her with her grandparents. The worst that’s going to happen this weekend is we might spoil her a little too much.”

      Dad was right. But despite that, I still felt like I was doing something wrong.

      “And Heather, you’ve been such a good mother to Faye. You’ve earned some time off.”

      “I know, I know,” I said. “And I’m so fried from the reality show that I’m worried my brain might melt into a puddle if I don’t relax.”

      “Oh, that’s right!” said Mom. “I forgot our little angel’s going to be a star.”

      She picked up Faye and held her in front of her face.

      “Yes, you are, little cutie. Yes, you are.”

      I laughed. “No way,” I said. “The last thing I want is for Faye to be some kind of weird celebrity baby. I was happy to get extra money in my savings for this show, but that’s the end of that.”

      Dad chuckled. “Right, the last thing we want is a little diva baby.”

      The mental image of Faye all glammed out with big sunglasses appeared in my mind, and I had to suppress a smile at the thought.

      “When does this show come on, anyway?” asked Mom.

      “Not for a little while,” I said. “They have all the footage, but now they need to edit it and make the commercials and all that.”

      “Well,” said Dad. “We’ll be right in front of that TV the first night it’s on.”

      “Now,” said Mom. “What I want to know is who is this man that you’re going out for the weekend with? Is he someone we should be meeting?”

      The implication of what Mom asked was as clear as the day outside. I rubbed my hands together, not sure of how to answer. No way I’d tell her exactly what was going on between Justin and me.

      Not that I knew the answer to that myself.

      “He’s the other lead in the show,” I said.

      “You mean the billionaire?” Mom asked, not missing a beat.

      “That’s the one.”

      With her free hand, Mom waved in front of her face. “And he’s taking you out for a weekend up Long Island?”

      Dad raised his eyebrows, clearly curious for my answer.

      “It’s not like that,” I said. “It’s a professional thing. Just a ‘thank-you’ for the hard work.”

      “A very romantic-sounding ‘thank-you,’” said Mom.

      Right at that moment, my phone buzzed in my purse. I took it out and saw that it was a text from Justin.

      Faye with the grandparents yet? Just give me the word, and I’ll send your ride over.

      I typed up a quick reply.

      Yep, ready when you are.

      I fired off my parents’ address and stuck my phone back into my bag.

      “That him?” asked Mom.

      “That’s him. Told me he’s sending a ride over for me.”

      “Wow,” said Dad. “That’s pretty impressive.”

      Truth be told, I was doing my best not to think about Justin’s money. “Billion” was such a huge sum that it made my head spin to think about. How could someone like me, happy for the little boost to my savings that the show would bring, even begin to identify with a guy like that?

      My folks and I played with Faye and got her room set up while I waited for my ride. Before too long, I received another text.

      Check outside.

      Impossibly curious, I stepped over to the window looking out over the street, gasping at what I saw. It was a sleek, black half-limo, a chauffeur standing outside waiting for me.

      “Wow!” said Mom, running up to my side, Faye in her arms. “Now that’s a nice car.”

      “You sure this is just a professional thing?” Dad asked with a wink.

      I had no idea how to respond.

      Everything was set up for Faye, and Mom and Dad came downstairs with me, Dad grabbing my bag and bringing it out front.

      “Bye, angel,” I said, kissing Faye on the cheeks over and over again. “Mommy’s going to miss you so much.”

      I turned to my parents.

      “Let me know if anything happens,” I said. “And send lots of pictures.”

      “We will, we will,” said Mom. “Now go out and have fun!”

      Hugs abounded, and the chauffeur came up to take my bag and lead me to the car. He opened the back door, revealing a breathtaking interior of dark leather and soft lighting. I slid onto the seat and rolled down the window, waving to the family as the car pulled away from the house.

      Then I was alone. The moment I was apart from Faye, I felt like a piece of me had been taken away. But I tried to remember what Mom and Dad had told me, that I was leaving my daughter with two people who loved her like crazy. She couldn’t be in better hands.

      After a few minutes of driving, I started to feel a bit better. The driver rolled down the partition and half-turned his head toward me.

      “We’ll be at the airport soon,” he said. “Mr. Donovan says to help yourself to the bar, but not to get too full on wine.”

      “The airport?” I asked, surprised to hear that this was our destination. I’d gotten settled in and ready for a several-hour drive up the length of Long Island.

      “That’s right,” said the driver. “Shouldn’t be more than twenty minutes or so.”

      The partition went back up, and I turned my attention to the bar he’d mentioned. It was a small compartment between the side doors, and with the touch of a button, it opened up. Bottles of booze were revealed to me, and my mouth watered as I looked them over.

      I settled on a small bottle of champagne, popping it open and pouring myself a glass. As I sipped my wine and watched the city pass me by, the sky clear and blue above, I finally found myself relaxing.

      It wasn’t long before we arrived at La Guardia. The driver took a private road away from the traffic that led to the main entrances of the airport, and after going through a few security checkpoints, we came to a stop on the airfield.

      “Here we are,” said the driver. “Mr. Donovan is waiting for you. I’ll get your things.”

      Outside of the window on the airfield was a coal-black helicopter, Justin leaning against it. He was dressed in a light blue shirt, slim-fitting gray slacks, and a pair of black dress shoes without socks, his eyes hidden behind sunglasses.

      He looked good—damn good.

      “You ready for this weekend?” he asked, stepping toward me as I got out of the car.

      “We’re taking a helicopter?” I asked, still in disbelief.

      “Of course, we are,” he said, grinning. “You think we’re going to waste time in traffic?”

      It was a good point—taking a helicopter would cut the trip from hours to maybe thirty minutes.

      “You don’t have to talk me into it,” I said. “But you haven’t told me where we’re going.”

      He gestured toward the helicopter. “Hop in, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

      The chauffeur loaded my things into the copter’s storage compartment, and Justin helped me up into the passenger’s seat. I settled in, strapping the belts secure. Once Justin was inside and behind the controls, he handed me a headset.

      I took a deep breath as he started up the engine, the blades whirring to life. Seconds later we lifted off, rising higher and higher above the airfield. I took in the amazing view, my hands pressed against the glass.

      “You mind if we take a little detour?” he asked. “The city looks amazing from this high up.”

      I nodded eagerly. With a smile, Justin turned the helicopter back toward Manhattan. It wasn’t long before the city was in view, New York looking like an amazingly detailed miniature from this height. My eyes swept over the scene, tracking from Queens to Brooklyn to the Empire State Building to One World Trade Center. Boats in the East River cut through the water, leaving long white wakes behind them.

      My heart raced—it was like nothing I’d ever seen before. We took in the sights before Justin turned the helicopter back toward Long Island and took us closer to our destination, whatever it was.

      “So,” I said. “Where are we going?”

      “You know our duck wine?” he asked. “The one that brought your lives together when we almost fought over it at that wine shop?”

      I smiled.

      “Sure do.”

      “Turns out they’re a Long Island vineyard. I figured a weekend in wine country would be just the thing to unwind after our television exploits.”

      I wanted to scream I was so excited.

      “I love it!” I said.

      “Then let’s go.”

      He took us over the length of Long Island, the blue of Long Island Sound giving way to the green of Connecticut beyond. Soon, the dense urban areas turned into vast tracts of estate land, large houses dotting the landscape.

      We eventually arrived at the vineyard, Justin lowering the helicopter until we were back on the ground. He cut the engine, got out, and helped me back onto terra firma.

      “How was that?” he asked.

      “Still catching my breath,” I said.

      He gestured toward the large, sweeping vineyard in front of us, lines of wine-bearing grapes going off into the distance.

      “We’re just getting started,” he said.
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      Justin and I stepped into the lobby of the rustic main building of the vineyard. It was an open space, three stories high, a large ornate rug spread out on the ground in front of us and a massive chandelier hanging from above. A huge fireplace lay dormant in front of a cozy-looking living room-style area.

      “Damn,” I said, taking in the scene. “The duck wine vineyard doesn’t mess around.”

      “Nice, huh?” Justin asked as we stepped further into the place. “I looked it up on a whim a few days ago after our burger-and-wine date.”

      He quickly corrected himself.

      “Our burger-and-wine outing,” he said, clearing his throat after. “When I saw how gorgeous the vineyard was, I was interested. And when I saw that it was a hotel too, I was sold.”

      I couldn’t help but notice how briefly flustered he became when he said the word “date.” As far as I knew, we were just friends. But there was still something between us, something unmistakable. Justin appeared to be trying to keep it out of his thoughts like I was.

      We approached the front desk and the staff member working it gave us the keys to our rooms.

      “Separate, but adjoining,” he said, handing us two key cards.

      Separate rooms—that was something for the “just friends” category.

      The bellhop took our bags and led us up the grand, wood staircase that went up to our floor.

      “There’s a really charming town nearby,” Justin said. “Lots of restaurants and places to go shopping.”

      “Sounds amazing,” I said.

      “I figure tonight we can have a night out on the town, then tour the vineyard tomorrow.”

      “And drink lots of duck wine,” I said.

      “Naturally,” Justin said with a smile.

      We arrived at the doors to our rooms. The bellhop nodded after setting the bags down and heading off, Justin slipping him a twenty as he did.

      “Now,” said Justin as he raised the keycard to the lock of one of our rooms. “There’s only one rule for this weekend, and I’m going to be strict about it.”

      I nodded, waiting for his answer. I wondered if he was going to say something like “no hanky-panky.”

      “This is my treat,” he said. “You did an amazing job with the show, and it’s not hard to see that you’ve been busting your butt raising Faye. So, the rule is this: I pay, and you enjoy. Got it?”

      This was a tough one, and I bit my lip in indecision.

      “Believe me,” he continued when I said nothing. “I’ve been around plenty of bratty princess-types who would be expecting me to pay, and you’re not one of them. Which makes it all the more important that you relax and let me worry about all of that.”

      I took a deep breath.

      “Okay,” I said with a smile. “I’ll do my best.”

      “Exactly what I wanted to hear,” he said.

      With that, he opened up the door to the first room.

      I loved it from first sight. The room was rustic, like the rest of the place, but somehow even cozier. A deerskin rug was on the ground in front of a small fireplace, the bed looked soft and inviting, and the window looked out over the gorgeous landscape. It was like a little Wyoming cabin right in the middle of Long Island.

      “This is your room,” he said, lifting my bags and bringing them inside. “That door over there leads to my room.”

      “Perfect,” I said.

      Justin checked his watch.

      “I made reservations for an hour and a half from now, which should give you some time to chill out and take a shower—whatever you need. Give me a knock whenever you’re ready to head out.”

      “Are we taking the helicopter downtown, too?” I asked with a smirk.

      Justin chuckled. “I don’t know—they might frown on us landing in the middle of Main Street,” he said. “But we could give it a shot.”

      I laughed. “Okay, let me get ready,” I said. “I’ll be ready to go before too long.”

      “Sounds good.”

      Justin stepped back into the hallway, shutting the door behind him as he did.

      Once I was alone, I fell back-first onto the bed. It was as soft and warm and exactly as comfortable as it looked. Part of me wanted to curl up with one of the oversized pillows and take a nice, long restful nap. But I remembered that I had the whole weekend ahead of me to rest and relax. Tonight, Justin and I were going to hit the town.

      Another thought occurred to me as I lay there, comfortably snug: I wanted Justin there next to me.

      My eyes went wide at the thought. I knew I shouldn’t be thinking that way about him, but I couldn’t help it. My mind went back to that night when he and I laid together in Faye’s nursery, when my head was tucked tightly against his chest. He was so comfortable and warm and…perfect.

      I jolted up as I thought about it. I knew that was never going to happen, and that I needed to get those thoughts out of my mind as quickly as possible. This weekend needed to be about fun and relaxing and good wine. Not about…those other things.

      As nice as they sounded.

      I decided to take a quick shower, hoping the hot water would jolt me out of my thoughts. It didn’t work. As soon as I was soaped-up and warm, all I could think about was Justin stepping into the shower, his body looking glorious as hell under the cascade of water. He’d wrap his arms around me, then…

      I turned off the water and got out, wrapping a towel around me as quickly as I could and trying my best to put all those naughty thoughts out of my head. I was soon dressed and ready to go, wearing a pair of slim jeans and a light pink blouse, a pair of sneakers completing the look.

      Right as I finished tying my laces, there was a knock at the door. I opened it up to see Justin dressed in an equally sharp outfit to what he had on during the trip over.

      “Wow,” he said, his eyes taking a quick pass up and down my outfit. “You look incredible.”

      I felt a hot blush spread out across my cheeks. Part of me hated how easily only a few words from Justin could make me blush. But another part of me loved it.

      “Thanks,” I said. “You’re looking pretty dapper yourself.”

      “Dapper, huh?” he asked. “I’ll take it.” A smile flashed across his face as he stepped aside. “You ready to hit the town?”

      “Absolutely.”

      We left the hotel, a sports car waiting for us in front of the building. It was a deep red color, one that reminded me of the car I’d seen speeding past me back when I was stuck in Queens at the auto shop.

      “Very nice,” I said. “Someone’s riding in style tonight.”

      “That’s right,” he said, taking a set of keys out from his pocket. “We are.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked. “You rented this?”

      “Bought it, actually,” he said. “Been looking for a new convertible for a while, and when I laid my eyes on this baby, I couldn’t resist.”

      I ran my hands over the paint, taking in the impossibly smooth, cool texture.

      “I figured we could take the car back up to the city. I’ll hire someone to fly the helicopter back. Supposed to be great weather all weekend—perfect for top-down driving.”

      I clasped my hands together, bursting with excitement.

      “Let’s go!” I said, feeling as giddy as a little kid.

      “What the lady wants, the lady gets,” Justin said with a grin as he beeped the keys and unlocked the car.

      He opened the door for me, and I slid into the seat, the leather interior cool and soft. Justin followed, the car starting up as soon as he sat down.

      “Wow,” I said. “Auto-starting engine, huh?”

      “Pretty snazzy, right?”

      “I’ll say. With my car, I’m happy if it even starts when I want it to.”

      The engine growled as Justin revved it. He put the car into gear and pulled out from his spot, catching the eye of anyone who happened to be nearby. Before too long we were racing down the narrow roads leading from the vineyard into town.

      With a tap of a button on the dash, the top lifted off and silently slid into the back of the car. The wind hit my face and I closed my eyes, savoring the feeling of the perfect evening air on my skin. Sure, my hair was probably going to be a disaster from the wind, but I didn’t care.

      Right then, it was me, Justin, and the road. And that was all I needed.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next day, we sat in the tasting room of the vineyard, a wine expert doing her best to enlighten us.

      “And this is our 2015 pinot noir. The first thing I want you to notice is the richness of the color—a deep ruby red. Go ahead, give it a swirl in the glass.”

      I did.

      “See those track marks of the wine down the side? Those are called ‘legs.’ You can see they’re moving down slowly, which means there’s a higher alcohol content to this wine.”

      Higher alcohol content—now she was speaking my language.

      “Give it another swirl and hold it up to the light,” the expert continued. “You’ll see that barely any light gets through. I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that this means it’s a heartier wine.”

      I shot a glance over to Justin who was seated next to me at the bar. He met my sly glance, flashing me one of his own that suggested he was ready to hurry up and drink.

      The sommelier, a trim, middle-aged woman with stylish, Brooklyn looks, went on.

      “Next is the smell. Give it a whiff and tell me what you think.”

      I gingerly brought the glass to my nose, taking a small sniff of the wine.

      “Smells…winey,” I said.

      The sommelier chuckled.

      “Not like that,” she said. “You really want to get your nose in there—give it a deep, deep sniff. Don’t be shy.”

      I turned slightly toward Justin, seeing that he about had his entire face shoved into the wide mouth of the glass.

      “Like this?” he asked, his voice muffled through the glass.

      I laughed at the sight of him.

      “I like your enthusiasm, Mr. Donovan,” the sommelier said. “Now, tell me what you smell.”

      He sniffed in a comically exaggerated way before lifting his head back up.

      “It smells like…grapes,” he said.

      “You’re not wrong about that,” she said lightly, then turned to me. “Go on in, Mrs. Donovan,” she said. “Really get your nose in there.”

      “Oh, we’re not—”

      Justin and I said the same thing at the same time, then looked over to each other with wide eyes, both of us realizing what we’d said. The sommelier appeared a tad flustered.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just assumed.”

      “It’s fine,” said Justin. “Ninety-nine percent of the time you’d be right.”

      “You can call me Heather,” I said.

      “Sure, Heather. Sorry again,” she said. Then she nodded toward the glass.

      I sniffed it, expecting to sense nothing else other than grapes.

      But instead, I smelled something. Many somethings, actually.

      “I smell…lavender,” I said. “And something else…something chocolaty, maybe with some coffee thrown in there. And some pepper—definitely that. Oh! And vanilla, too.”

      Justin and the sommelier both appeared very impressed.

      “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” she said.

      “Wow,” said Justin. “Very descriptive. Maybe you’re in the wrong business.”

      The sommelier smiled, placing her hands on the table.

      “Normally, I’d say this is the part where you spit it out and move onto the next one. But I can tell you two like it.”

      “That we do,” said Justin, raising his glass for another sip.

      “In that case, I’ll let you both spend some time with the bottle. Go ahead and flag me down when you’re ready for the next one.”

      “Thanks a lot,” said Justin.

      With that, the sommelier left us to enjoy the wine.

      I took a look around the sampling room. It was an old barn, cleared out and repurposed as a large bar. Hundreds of wine bottle had been stacked here and there along the walls, the front of the barn opened up and allowing a lovely view of the vineyard illuminated by the afternoon sun. A couple dozen other visitors were here and there, seated at the bar with us or relaxing in the lounge area in the center of the room.

      The vibe was relaxed, the wine was delicious, and the soft music in the air complemented it all. The nice buzz I had going on was the cherry on top.

      “Cheers,” said Justin, raising his glass.

      “What’re we toasting to this time?” I asked.

      “That’s a good question,” he said, scratching his chin as he looked away. “With all the wine we’ve had over the last day, I think we’ve about run out of toasting topics.”

      “How about to having another glass of amazing wine,” I said.

      “Works for me,” said Justin.

      We tapped the rims together and took our sips.

      “How’re you holding up?” he asked.

      “Perfectly,” I said. “This weekend’s been just amazing so far.”

      And it had been. Our dinner the night before in the charming downtown of the nearby city had been wonderful. That morning, we’d had a delicious breakfast courtesy of room service, followed by a tour of the vineyard. I’d learned so much about wine that I knew I’d have a hell of a time keeping it all in my head, but that was okay.

      Now we were in the tasting room, ready to indulge.

      “Don’t get too crazy,” said Justin. “We’ve still got dinner later tonight.”

      I raised my eyebrows playfully.

      “You think I’m the type to go crazy?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Maybe once you get a few more glasses of wine in you.”

      “I suppose I’ll have to pace myself.” I gave him another smile before taking a sip.

      “This duck wine’s some good stuff, huh?” Justin said after taking a sip of his own.

      “I’m pretty sure it has an actual name,” I said.

      I picked up the bottle in front of us and read the label.

      “‘McAllister, Ford and Thorne,’” I said, reading the title above the duck.

      “Too many names to remember,” said Justin. “I’m fine calling it ‘duck wine.’”

      I laughed. “Works for me.”

      A pleasant silence fell as we worked our way through the wine.

      “Well, I hope this has been a nice, relaxing weekend so far,” he said. “Because you’ve earned it, Heather.”

      “It’s been heavenly,” I said. “It’d been so long since I got out of the city, I was starting to forget there was a world outside of it.”

      “That’s the New York effect,” he said. “But you grew up here—you know all about it.”

      “I do,” I said. “Even getting out of Queens was like a vacation when I was a kid. Little did I know how much was only a helicopter ride away.”

      Justin chuckled.

      “Thanks for all this, by the way,” I said. “It really means a lot to me that you’d do this.”

      “Happy to give you a break from it all.”

      “Though I have to admit,” I said. “I’m missing Faye like crazy.”

      “You heard from your parents?”

      “Oh, don’t you worry—they’ve been keeping my messages full of pictures and videos.”

      “Excellent.”

      “And they still want to know all about this mysterious man who’s whisked me away from the city.”

      Justin appeared intrigued at that.

      “What have you told them?” he asked.

      “Only the basics. But the more scraps of info I’ve thrown them, the more they want to know.”

      “That’s usually how it goes,” he said. “But that’s good that they’re so curious.”

      I was about to say something joking about how I sometimes felt like I never got a moment’s peace from them, but then I remembered Justin’s family situation. He’d probably kill to have family breathing down his neck like this.

      We finished our wine, the sommelier returning and walking us through a few more different varietals. I paced myself with these, only taking a small sip of each. After all, I did have an entire evening ahead of me.

      Once we were done with the tasting, the two of us made our way back to the hotel. Once we got there, however, Justin stopped in his tracks.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “Just thinking,” he said. “You feel up for another helicopter ride?”

      “To where?” I asked.

      “A secret,” he said. “I’m thinking we can do some dinner to-go, maybe take a bottle of wine with us.”

      “Sounds…interesting,” I said.

      “It will be. Go pick out what you want to wear, and I’ll let you know when it’s all ready.”

      “That’s it?” I asked. “No more details?”

      He shook his head. “That would ruin the surprise, wouldn’t it?”

      “Never a dull moment with you,” I said.

      “And that’s exactly how it should be.”

      He gave me a wink and headed toward the car. Moments later he was off down the road, the roar of the car engine fading into the distance.

      I couldn’t help it—I was totally excited. I hurried up to my room and went through my things, trying to pick out the perfect outfit. I didn’t have much with me, having only packed for a weekend, but I eventually settled on a nice, light blue dress that fit just right and boosted my confidence whenever I wore it.

      Once I had it on, I stood in front of the mirror and gave myself a once-over.

      I didn’t look half bad, and there was a smile on my face that I couldn’t get rid of.
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      An hour later, I got the text from Justin asking me to meet him outside. I sprang from the bed where I’d been lounging, having just video-called my parents and Faye, and rushed out the front door.

      Justin awaited me out front, dressed in a sharp suit and leaning against the convertible. In one hand was a picnic basket, in the other a bottle of wine.

      “A picnic?” I asked, intrigued. “Are we having dinner in the vineyard?”

      He shook his head. “Wouldn’t need the helicopter for that, would we?”

      “I suppose you’re right about that. So, where are we going?”

      “You’ll see,” he said simply. “Now hop in, I want to get there before sunset.”

      The sun had already begun its dip toward the horizon, and I guessed we had about thirty minutes before it went down completely. We jumped into the car and were off.

      Justin zipped us down the road, and we soon arrived at the airport. One of his employees met us near the car and took it off our hands as we approached the helicopter. We climbed inside and, after getting strapped in, were soon airborne.

      The helicopter rose up and up.

      “There,” he said, pointing toward the west. “Check that out.”

      I gasped as I saw what he was pointing to. It was the sunset, more brilliant and colorful than I’d ever seen. The red orb was surrounded by brilliant, swirling colors, the purple above fading into a coal-black night sky dotted with thousands of twinkling stars that were only visible this high up.

      “It’s beautiful,” I said.

      “Nothing quite like a sunset from this height.”

      He pointed the helicopter toward the east end of Long Island and flew. It was only about a five-minute ride until we reached the tip of the island, at the village of Montauk. We touched down at a small, private airfield and were soon back on our feet.

      “The place is only a short walk from here,” said Justin. “Come on.”

      Basket and wine in hand, he led me off the airfield and down to the eastern shore of the village. The lighthouse at the end of the island cast a thick beam of light out onto the ocean, the spotlight illuminating white crests of waves.

      “How does a beachfront dinner work for you?” he asked.

      “Works perfectly,” I said.

      He opened up the basket and took out a blanket, unfolding it onto the sand. I took a seat as Justin unpacked the food.

      “Went with some Italian today,” he said. “Thought it’d be good with the wine.”

      “I love it.”

      My heart soared as he got our dinners ready. I couldn’t get over how thoughtful and sweet it was. I’d never had a man treat me like this before.

      “How is it?” asked Justin before taking a sip of his wine.

      “So amazing,” I said. “You’ve…you’ve really gone all out for me this weekend.”

      “I’m only in it for the duck wine,” he said with a smirk. “But I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself.”

      I laughed. “Jerk,” I said, playfully hitting him on the arm. I took a bite of my primavera, letting the flavors play on my tongue before swallowing.

      “I thought about heading back into town again,” Justin said. “But I figure when you live in New York, you’ve got to take your quiet time when you can get it.”

      “Very good call,” I said.

      We worked through our dinners, finishing the meals with two big servings of tiramisu. Once we were done, I sat back on my elbows.

      “I’m the perfect amount of full,” I said. “Not too much, but not hungry for more.”

      “That’s what I like to hear,” he said, sitting back next to me.

      We said nothing for a time, instead watching the tide come in, listening to the soft hush of it crashing on the shore. The moon was a silver coin overhead, its sheen reflected on the water.

      I glanced over to see that Justin was close to me, very close. His eyes were fixed forward, but he was close enough that I could feel his warmth, smell his scent.

      I wanted him to kiss me. I knew that this was a platonic weekend away, only a “thank you” for my work on the show. But I didn’t care anymore—I wanted him, and I wanted him badly. All I could think about was if he felt the same way.

      Then, Justin turned his head. We were even closer now, our lips mere inches apart. I could feel the heat grow between us, that wonderful tension that builds and builds right before a kiss. I closed my eyes, waiting for it.

      But it never came.

      Suddenly, Justin sprang to his feet.

      “We…need to get going,” he said. “Not a good idea to be flying when it’s dark out. Come on.”

      Disappointment hit me like a truck. I’d been so certain that he shared my attraction in that moment, but I guessed I was wrong.

      Wordlessly, we gathered up everything, and soon made our way back to the helicopter and the vineyard. The view was as incredible as we soared, the glow of New York visible off in the distance.

      But I couldn’t help but feel like there was some new tension between us, and not the good kind. Had he gotten the impression that I’d wanted him, only for him to decide that he didn’t want me back?

      Something was on his mind, something making him silent and distant.

      I worried I’d blown it, that I’d taken a fun weekend and screwed it all up with my obvious advances.

      We were soon at the vineyard, the walk back up to our rooms as silent as the trip back from Montauk.

      When I reached my door and took out my keycard, I glanced over at Justin.

      “Thanks again,” I said.

      “Yeah,” he said, his tone quiet. “No problem. Have a good night.”

      I stepped into my room and shut the door, a mixture of sadness and disappointment whirling inside of me. I plopped down onto the bed, mad at myself for what I’d done, how I’d made my desires so obvious.

      Before I could stew in my frustration for too long, however, a knock sounded at the door. Confused, I got up and answered it.

      It was Justin.

      “Hey,” I said. “What’s up?”

      His answer came in the form of a sudden, passionate kiss.
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      I took my lips from Justin’s, a look of total shock on my face.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “What I’ve been wanting to do all weekend,” he said. “You have no idea how hard it’s been to be with you and not kiss you. I’ve been losing my mind.”

      It was flattering to hear, to say the least. And it was what I wanted, too. Hell, it had been what I was hoping he’d do since we got to the beach.

      Now that it was real, however, it was too much to process. Emotions swirled in me, and I didn’t know what to do, what to say, what to think.

      He stepped into my room, placing his hands on my hips. Something like electricity crackled through me at his touch. It was irresistible.

      “If you want me to go, I’ll go,” he said. “But I’d be kicking myself if I hadn’t done that.”

      I said nothing, instead biting down on my bottom lip in anticipation and tension.

      “So tell me,” he said. “I’ve made myself clear—now tell me what you want.”

      “I want…I want you.”

      And damned if it wasn’t true.

      That was all he needed to hear. Justin closed the distance between the two of us, kissing me hard on the lips as he shut the door behind him. His hands ran over my body, and mine over his. Between the wine and the passion, I was some new, unknown kind of intoxicated. All I could think about was how much I craved his kiss and his touch.

      We made our way over to the bed, our lips never separating. On the way there our hands went to work, releasing one another from our clothes. I quickly undid the buttons of his shirt, exposing more and more of his sculpted chest and abs. The man had the body of a god, and I wanted to drink in the sight of him.

      Justin soon had me in nothing but the lacy, light blue bra and panties I wore underneath my dress. Any insecurity about my post-pregnancy body was long gone—something about the way Justin desired me made me feel like the sexiest woman alive.

      He slipped his hand behind my back and laid me down on the bed, his gorgeous eyes fixed on mine.

      I took in a deep breath, my breasts heaving against my bra. I wanted Justin so badly I could hardly stand it.

      And, judging by the way his erection strained against his pants, the feeling was more than mutual.

      Justin climbed on top of me, his manhood grazing against my sex through my panties. I moaned, biting my lip hard.

      “Tell me what you want,” he said, his voice a passion-filled growl.

      “I want you. I want you so much.”

      He responded by reaching around and undoing my bra, my breasts spreading slightly across my chest, my nipples solid and stiff. He leaned down and took one into his mouth, then the other. He knew exactly how to touch me, exactly how to make me feel good.

      His desire was palpable. I could sense that he craved me, that he was losing his mind for me just as I was for him.

      Another moan sounded from him as he caressed my breasts. Then, his hands moved down to my waist. Effortlessly, he flipped me over onto my stomach. He wanted to take me with animal fervor—I could tell.

      And I wanted him to.

      I stuck my rear out toward him, inviting him. Justin placed his hands on my hips, squeezing the soft, warm skin, his touch like heaven. Slowly, he peeled my panties down my legs, the air cool on my now-hot sex.

      “Come on,” I moaned. “I need it, please.”

      I glanced back from my position on my hands and knees to see Justin quickly working his zipper and belt buckle. He was out of his clothes so fast I couldn’t believe it. Placing one hand on the small of my back, he took his member into his hand and dragged the end against me, teasing me.

      I pressed my behind against him, urging him with my body to enter me. He didn’t waste any more time. I watched him take hold of his member once again and slowly, so slowly, penetrate me.

      The feeling was so intense that my arms nearly gave out from under me. Inch by inch he entered me, filling me full. I let out a long, pleasured moan as he buried himself to the hilt, my body shaking with tension.

      “You feel…you feel so perfect inside of me,” I said, my voice quivering. Almost like he was made for me. It was the same thought I’d had when we slept together before. When it happened then—this feeling of almost unbearable physical compatibility—I wanted to write it off as a fluke. But now here it was again, and all I could do was prepare for the onslaught of pleasure.

      His hands taking my hips firmly into his grip, Justin began to move in and out of me at a slow, steady pace, soft grunts sounding from him as he did.

      I savored it all—the scent of his body, the sounds of him filling me up, and the feeling of his manhood in me and his hands all over my body. It was almost too much to bear.

      It wasn’t long before I needed more. I arched my back and pushed into him, begging him with my body to go harder and faster.

      And that’s exactly what he did.

      Justin entered me over and over at a driving pace, his hips slapping against my rear with each full push into my sex. An orgasm began to form inside of me, and I wanted it to explode.

      “Oh God,” I moaned. “Don’t stop. I’m getting… I’m so close.”

      I could tell by his deep, throaty grunts that Justin was too. I wanted him to finish, I wanted to make him feel as good as he was making me.

      In the middle of a deep series of thrusts, I came, hard. My arms finally collapsed underneath me, my face falling into the pillow and muffling my moans as Justin unloaded himself with a hard grunt.

      I stayed in that position, my face in the pillow and my backside in the air, as I caught my breath. Justin fell forward next to me, then wrapped his arm around me and brought me close to him, my head coming to rest on his warm, solid chest.

      It was right where I wanted to be. I closed my eyes, still wrapped up in orgasmic bliss, and soon fell into a deep sleep.
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      I wasn’t sure why, but I was a tad nervous as the elevator rose up to Justin’s penthouse. Maybe it was because of this being our first actual, official date since last weekend, since we’d decided to give this relationship thing a go. Maybe because I was worried about Faye, like I always was when I left her with a sitter. Maybe it was because Justin was about the most perfect man I’d ever met, and part of me was convinced that this was all a dream.

      Maybe it was all of these things, all working together to tie my stomach up into a small, hard knot.

      The elevator doors opened with a gentle “ding,” revealing Justin’s massive penthouse apartment. The place looked bigger than I remembered from the shoot—probably due to it not being filled with crew and equipment.

      Justin stood leaning against his kitchen bar, his demeanor the picture of effortless cool. He was dressed in another one of his button-up-shirt-slacks outfits, the shirt a crisp white and the pants a dark blue.

      “Hey,” he said, that slightly cocky smile on his face that I was starting to fall hard for. “Welcome.”

      I stepped into the room, noting the soft jazz music playing on the stereo. It reminded me of the music at the speakeasy club we went to the night we met, and I wondered if that was deliberate.

      “Hey,” I said, tucking my hair behind my ear on my right side. I noticed there were delicious smells in the air—simmering butter, cooking meat, and steaming vegetables. I breathed in deeply, letting the scents play on my senses. “I smell dinner,” I said.

      “And it smells good?” Justin asked.

      “Smells amazing.”

      “I have to admit,” he said, stepping toward a small glass tray of liquor bottles and glasses. “I’m not the best cook in the city. But I can make a mean steak. So I hope you’re the carnivorous type.”

      “I am,” I said. “And I know you are.”

      I flashed him a playful smile, letting him know that the subtext was most certainly intended.

      “Something to drink?” he asked.

      “Um, a vodka tonic would be perfect,” I said. “With a lemon twist.”

      “That I can do.”

      He set to work on the drink, making a whiskey on the rocks for himself. I approached him as he prepared them, closing my eyes and taking a slow, secret whiff of his scent.

      I loved the way he smelled. I wasn’t sure if it was cologne or his natural musk or what, but I couldn’t get enough.

      “Want to have these on the balcony?” he asked. “Nice night, nice view.”

      “Let’s do it.”

      He handed me my drink, and we headed outside. Just as he said, the view was amazing, and the weather was perfectly mild. We were getting into late summer and had yet to have a chilly day. I resolved to savor perfect evenings like this while they lasted.

      I sipped my drink as I leaned over the balcony, taking in the sight of the city below. We had to be about two-dozen stories up, and the city looked so small from this height.

      “When you’re up this high, New York actually looks kind of peaceful,” I said.

      “You’re right about that,” he said. “No blaring car horns, no people yelling at each other, no ambulances screaming down the road.”

      “Oh my God,” I said. “The ambulances. I’ve lived here my whole life, and I still haven’t gotten used to how loud they are.”

      We both chuckled. When our laughter died down, I stood up on my tip-toes and planted a soft kiss on his gorgeous lips.

      “It’s good to see you,” I said.

      “You too,” he said, putting his arm around me.

      I leaned in and rested my head against his chest, the fabric of his shirt cool and soft. It felt so good that I didn’t want to move. But I took my head away, stealing one more kiss before turning my attention back to the roads below.

      “How’s Faye?” he asked.

      “Great,” I said. “She’s with my friend Julia tonight. She’s got a kid about Faye’s age, so they’re perfect playdate partners.”

      “Awesome,” he said. “Is Julia a…”

      He let his voice trail off, then an expression appeared on his face that suggested he realized he’d asked a somewhat personal question.

      Or, at least, brought attention to a sensitive subject.

      “No,” I said. “She’s not a single mom. Her man stuck around.”

      He shook his head.

      “I still can’t believe you got ditched like that,” he said. “Guy’s freaking scum. Sorry if I’m speaking out of turn.”

      “You’re not,” I said. “You can call him a jerk all you want—I’ll agree with you all the way.”

      Justin looked away for a moment, as if trying to decide if he really wanted to say what he had on his mind.

      “Can I…can I ask what happened between the two of you?” he asked. “Or is that too personal?”

      Normally, talking about Brad and me would be too personal of a subject. But with Justin right now, I felt…different. I felt like I could talk to him about anything.

      “Sure,” I said. “It’s not much of a story though, I’m afraid. His name was Brad, and we’d been together for a couple of years. Met back at work not long after I started there. He was barely anywhere on the ladder, some low-level guy that I fell hard for.

      “Things…seemed great. We hit it off right away, both of us moving up in the company at the same time. Eventually, he made a lateral move to this company based in Jersey, which meant he was making more money, but had a terrible commute. But we were dedicated to making it work.”

      “Then you got pregnant.”

      “Then I got pregnant, yeah. I was scared and excited and thrilled when I found out—mostly scared. But I had a great boyfriend, right? I was thinking that he’d be happy too.”

      “And how’d he take it?”

      “To start with, great. He seemed as excited as I was. But almost immediately I started to get the impression that something was…off. He spent more time at work and was distant when he was with me. I asked, and he said he was focusing on working, making sure we’d have enough money to raise the baby. And I noticed he never mentioned marriage. I mean, I’m not one of those women who’s desperate to get married, but it seemed like the next logical step, right?”

      “Right.”

      I couldn’t believe how open I was being about this. Aside from Julia and my parents, no one else had gotten the full story of Faye’s dad.

      “Then one day, a few weeks after I told him I was pregnant, he never came home from work. I was nervous at first, worried that he’d gotten into an accident or something terrible like that. Then later that night, I found a note on the bed. Brad had written that he couldn’t do it, that he couldn’t be a dad. Said he didn’t ‘have it in him,’ whatever that meant.”

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” asked Justin. “Left with just a note?”

      “Mhmm,” I said. “Changed his number, left no forwarding address—nothing.”

      “You ever find out what happened to him?”

      “Yep. At first I wanted to pretend that he didn’t exist, but eventually, my curiosity got the better of me. Turns out that he shacked up with some girl from his office—one who wasn’t a mom, and wasn’t pregnant, of course. And that was that.”

      Justin shook his head in total disbelief.

      I continued. “I was left alone, pregnant and without a partner or any financial help.”

      “This is all infuriating to hear,” he said. “What I’d do to that jackass…”

      He grit his teeth, and I could tell he was genuinely mad.

      “It’s okay,” I said. “Thanks for having my back, of course, but it’s done. And it’s not like I’d want him back anyway. When he left me like that, he showed me who he really was. Even if he’d stuck around and done the right thing, this all would’ve come out at some point, somehow. Better I found out about it earlier.”

      “That’s one way to look at it, I suppose,” Justin said. But I could tell he was still angry thinking about Brad and what he’d done.

      I sipped my drink, but only ice fell into my mouth.

      “Make me another?” I asked, hoping to take both of our minds off the subject.

      “Sure,” he said, seeming to have calmed down. “Food should be about ready, too. Go ahead and have a seat inside. I’ll get everything ready.”

      “You need some help?” I asked.

      “Nah,” he said with a smile. “What kind of host makes his guest do any of the work? No, your job tonight is to relax and enjoy.”

      So, that’s what I did. Fresh drink in hand, I took a seat at the kitchen bar and watched Justin finish cooking. We chatted as he worked, the conversation about lighter, more fun topics. Before too long the meals were ready, and he brought everything to the table.

      The dinner was excellent, of course, and paired with a delicious bottle of wine from the case Justin had brought back from the vineyard. Dessert was some lovely custard tarts that he’d had delivered from a local bakery. By the time the meal was done, I was happy and satisfied.

      I insisted on helping Justin clean up, and when that was all taken care of, the two of us cuddled together on the couch.

      “Is this…something you’re cool with?” I asked “You and me? I know it’s only been a week, but I was to make sure we’re on the same page.”

      I could sense my insecurity creeping into my words. Justin was the first man that I’d even gone out on a date with since Brad. And I was only now beginning to see the effects of the wounds that Brad had left me with. I half-expected Justin to change his mind on a dime and decide he was done with me.

      “Of course, it is,” he said. “I’m not a man who makes decisions lightly.”

      He leaned in and kissed me softly. It wasn’t long before the kiss turned to something more, which led to us taking it to the bedroom.

      In the naked, hazy, post-coital bliss, I curled up close to Justin. Whatever he wanted to do, it was out of my hands. I was going to have to trust him, as hard as that sounded.

      In the morning, he made me a delicious breakfast of French omelets, hash browns, bacon, and coffee.

      “I would’ve cooked,” I said. “Breakfast is something I actually like making.”

      He flashed me a warm grin over his meal.

      “I seem to remember promising you a French omelet the morning after the first night we spent together. Least I can do is make you one now.”

      His words warmed me. He seemed to want to do right by what had happened before—it was a good sign.

      “You…want to stay another night?” he asked. “I’ve got a little work to do this afternoon, but then I have the rest of the day free.”

      The idea sounded tempting, but it wouldn’t work.

      “Sorry,” I said. “Got to get back to the little lady. I don’t feel right about leaving her alone two nights in a row so soon after our weekend away.”

      He nodded and took another bite of his hash browns.

      The thought occurred to me that I could invite him over to my place, but that would mean not only spending the evening with me, but with Faye.

      Sure, Justin did take a shine to her during the show, but that very well could’ve been for the cameras.

      I realized at that moment that I now had two different lives, one of being a mother, the other that of a lover. And fear began to grip me as I realized just how hard these two worlds were going to be to reconcile.
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      A brisk, early fall breeze swirled around me as I stood on the dock in front of Justin’s gleaming yacht. The two of us were on the docks at one of the marinas down on the southern half of Queens, the ocean stretching out into the distance.

      “It’s so…big,” I said, taking in the sight of the massive vessel.

      Justin stepped up next to me, dressed in a pair of white pants with the ankles rolled up over his handsome boating shoes and a white-and-blue striped button-up. He put his hands on his hips and assessed the ship.

      “Too big, I think,” he said. “But I’d always told myself when I hit my first billion that I’d buy a yacht, and I’m a man of my word. Haven’t taken the thing out in over a year, though.”

      “What’s her name?” I asked.

      He smirked. “Odyssey.”

      “Classy,” I said.

      The deck was huge, and I imagined Justin and his wealthy friends partying on it, surrounded by gorgeous women in skimpy bikinis. I shook my head to banish the image.

      “But now, I’m thinking our one-month anniversary is the perfect occasion to take her for a spin,” he said with a smile. “How about you?”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      The last few weeks had gone by wonderfully. Justin and I were like two kids who couldn’t keep our hands off each other. By the time we realized we’d nearly hit a month of dating, we both wondered where the time had gone.

      There was one issue, however: Faye hadn’t really been a part of our lives. She was still a part of mine, of course—the most important part. But anytime we went out it was for grown-up activities, and Justin was always on the ball with making sure she had a babysitter to look after her.

      I was beginning to wonder if he didn’t want to have her around, if he was happy to date me but keep the little detail of me having a daughter as off to the side as he could. Faye was with her grandparents for the weekend, but part of me wished we could all be together out on the boat.

      “Come on,” he said. “The coast isn’t going to explore itself.”

      He picked up my bags and started up the ramp leading to the deck. I followed him through the ship, which was so big that I could’ve easily gotten lost if he hadn’t been there to guide me. The interior was two stories, with a huge living room, a full kitchen, and multiple bedrooms.

      We eventually arrived at the master bedroom, an enormous room with a big round bed in the middle, a long window looking out over the ocean behind us.

      “Wait until you wake up in the morning to the sun pouring in through that,” he said, nodding toward the window. “Seeing the sunrise over an open ocean…it’s something else.”

      “I can’t wait,” I said with a smile.

      Despite my hesitations, I was happy to be spending the weekend with Justin. The plan was to head down the eastern coast, stopping at little towns here and there, maybe even finding an island or two where we could pass the hours on some beautiful, forgotten beach.

      It was an offer that no girl could turn down.

      “I’ve still got a few things to take care of before we ship out,” he said. “Go ahead and get comfortable. Kitchen’s fully stocked if you want a snack.”

      With that, he planted a kiss on my cheek and left me alone in the bedroom. After taking a moment to stash my things, I went to the kitchen where, just as he said, there was all sorts of delicious food stored in the fridge and pantry. I made myself a small salad and took it, along with a big bottle of sparkling water, up to the deck.

      Right at the moment I put the last bite of salad into my mouth, the ship began to lurch out of the dock. A few crew members hurried here and there, making sure that all was taken care of for our departure.

      And that was the start of what I knew would be an amazing weekend.

      Once we were at sea, New York disappearing in the distance behind us, Justin joined me on the deck. A bottle of delicious-looking champagne was in his hand, along with two glasses.

      “Here’s the plan,” he said. “There’s this amazing little town on the Virginia coast where I’m thinking we can grab dinner. Then, after that, we’ll keep going south until we find some nice beaches perfect for lounging in the morning. Maybe a little deep-ocean swimming after that, and then…who knows?”

      It sounded perfect—a little structure, a little adventure. What wasn’t to like?

      He opened the bottle and poured us two glasses. After handing one to me, he raised his glass into the air.

      “What do you think?” he asked. “To one perfect month, and many more perfect months to come?”

      “I’ll drink to that,” I said with a smile.

      We tapped our glasses and sipped. I put my head on Justin’s shoulder, feeling cozy and happy sitting next to him as we went further out into the ocean.

      After a couple hours of sailing, we arrived at the dock of a picturesque little coastal town that looked out of another time.

      “Come on,” he said. “I’m so hungry I might start spearing fish out of the water and eating them raw.”

      We changed our clothes and headed into town, the sun beginning to dip low in the western sky. Justin led the way to a cute little restaurant on the waterfront, and we were soon seated. The dock was visible just beyond the windows, and I watched the bustle of crew members attend to the ships moored there.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’m not one to order for my dates, but you have to get the crab. They’re delicious—fresh from the Chesapeake Bay.”

      “Sounds amazing,” I said. “I could eat a million pounds of crab.”

      “You’ll get the chance,” he said. “Then for dessert, they have the best peach cobbler you’ll eat in your life. They make the vanilla ice cream themselves, in-house.”

      “I’ll trust your judgment,” I said, already eager for some delicious food.

      We started off with some warm cheddar biscuits, the crab brought soon after. Justin and I eagerly started in on our feast, the crab fresh and utterly delectable—especially dipped in butter.

      As our meal progressed, though, I noticed that there seemed to be something on Justin’s mind. He had a faraway look to him, as if he wasn’t all there.

      “Something wrong?” I asked.

      “Oh,” he said, his eyes widening for a brief moment as if I’d snapped him back to reality. “Just lost in my own head.”

      “Anything you want to talk about?”

      “Nah,” he said. “Nothing really.”

      But I could tell something was up.

      “Hey,” I said, reaching across the table and taking his hand. “I know you’re the kind of guy to keep things wrapped up, but we’re a couple now—you can share what’s on your mind with me.”

      Justin nodded, and I could sense that he was working up the strength to do something that he didn’t often do: reveal his feelings.

      I wondered if it was about Faye. Was he going to tell me that he didn’t know how close he could get with a woman who had a child? Tension built in my gut as I waited for his response.

      “It’s work,” he said.

      “Not going well?” I asked.

      “No, it’s not that,” he said. “All my lines are doing great, and all that remains to be seen is if our reality show can boost the baby line like we’re hoping. It’s not the money at all.”

      “Then…what is it?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “And that’s what’s worrying. It’d be one thing if I had something concrete to point to like an underperforming employee or a difficult client or something like that. But it’s…different. It’s like the excitement of work is fading. I don’t get the same thrills I used to.”

      I was curious and let him go on.

      “It’s like I’m not connected to my product anymore. I’m going through the motions, not really invested in my own business.”

      “Maybe you need some time to recharge,” I suggested.

      “Maybe,” he said. “I’m hoping that’s what it is. But whatever’s the problem, I need to get to the bottom of it fast. A little burn-out is fine, but if I keep feeling the way I do, it’s going to affect my bottom line—you can’t have a CEO who’s jaded and bored.” He shook his head. “Sorry to burden you with all that crap.”

      I gave his hand a squeeze. “No,” I said. “It’s good. I like that you can share this stuff with me.”

      He nodded slowly, as if considering what I’d told him. “Anyway,” he said. “I don’t know about you, but I’m ready for some peach cobbler.”

      We finished up our entrees and ordered dessert. Just as Justin said, the cobbler was delicious—fresh and warm and rich, the ice cream possibly the best I’d had in my life.

      Once done, we took a gentle stroll through the town before going back to the boat. The ship started off further down the coast, and Justin and I turned in for the night.

      We had some fun once we were under the covers, and the sleep that followed was restful and lovely. Sure enough, the sun streaming into the bedroom woke me up better than any alarm clock, and without the jarring noise.

      The rest of the weekend was beyond memorable. We sailed further down the coast, stopping at beaches here and there to frolic in the sand and water. I was more than happy to see Justin in nothing more than a pair of very tight-fitting trunks, and I was sure he felt the same way about me in a bikini.

      One of the beaches we found was very secluded—so secluded, in fact, that we were the only ones there. Justin, with a boyish grin on his face, went into full outdoorsman mode, building us a fire and letting me pretend like we were on some desert island, just the two of us.

      The two of us and a massive yacht, of course.

      It was fun to watch him do his outdoorsman thing, and actually pretty impressive. I could tell that he wasn’t some average pampered urbanite like so many other men I’d met in the city—he knew how to get his hands dirty.

      Another incredible dinner followed, this time in Norfolk, Virginia. After a fun night out of dinner and drinking and dancing, we started our trip back to the city.

      Sunday, the final day of our weekend, was smooth sailing. The weather was nice and warm, perfect for sunning myself on the deck. As I watched the towers of New York grow in the distance, however, all I could think about was how much I wanted to be with Faye again.

      She would’ve made the weekend perfect. But deep down, a fear roiled in me that Justin didn’t feel the same way.

      And I began to wonder if it would pull us apart.
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      “Okay, you ready for this?” asked Heather.

      The two of us stood in front of a handsome brownstone in the Carroll Gardens neighborhood of Brooklyn. Through the windows, I could see the outlines of the partygoers and hear the low tones of the lively music bleeding through the window out onto the lawn.

      The block was as charming as they came. Townhomes lined the road, each with their own small, well-kept lawn. It was mid-October, and the leaves of the thick-trunked trees that shaded the street were beginning their autumn change into brilliant oranges and red that looked very nice in the early evening sun.

      “You kidding?” I asked. “I can handle meeting some new people.”

      “Yeah, but these are all my friends,” she said.

      “All of them?” I asked, teasing her, my eyebrow raised. “Someone’s popular.”

      She playfully rolled her eyes and gave me a swat on the arm.

      “Okay, not all of them,” she said. “It’s my best friend Julia’s birthday party, and she’s friends with a bunch of people from my old job, where she and I met. And she met a bunch of my current coworkers through me, and now they’re all best buds. So, I know most of the people here. And you don’t know a one.”

      “That’s not true,” I said. “I know you.”

      “That doesn’t count,” she said with a smile.

      “And I know the most important guest there,” I added.

      “Yeah?” Heather said, eyebrows raised in anticipation of my response.

      “Yeah—Faye!”

      A big smile broke out across Heather’s face and she tapped herself on the forehead in a “duh” gesture.

      “You should see her,” she said, grabbing onto my arm in excitement. “Julia sent me a picture of her and Melanie—that’s Julia’s kid—earlier today. She has them done up in the most adorable little dresses.”

      I loved watching Heather talk about Faye, even if the idea of her being a mother was something I was admittedly still…getting used to. Even months into our relationship, it was still hard. And I didn’t know why.

      “I can’t wait to see her,” I said honestly.

      Heather gave a warm look to my response, but I could sense that she was still curious about what I really thought about Faye.

      It was difficult. Faye was wonderful and adorable, but there was something there, something preventing me from feeling totally comfortable around her, and comfortable knowing Heather was a mom.

      I put it out of my head as best I could, ready to focus on the party. I took a look at Heather, who looked beyond sexy in her tight party dress.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “Ready.”

      She approached the door and gave it a quick knock. Moments later the door opened, revealing a cute brunette about the same height as Heather. The two women let out an excited scream at the sight of one another, each rushing in for a tight hug.

      “There you are!” the brunette cried as she let Heather out of her hug.

      “It’s so good to see you!” Heather replied.

      The brunette turned her big brown eyes to me, giving me a quick, appraising once-over.

      “And there he is,” she said. “Mr. Justin Donovan, in the flesh.”

      Over her shoulder, I could spot a few partygoers letting their eyes linger on me. I was used to it. While I wasn’t a movie star or someone else whose face people would instantly recognize, plenty of people knew who I was.

      “And you must be Julia?” I asked. “It’s wonderful to finally meet you. And happy birthday.”

      I leaned in and gave her a warm hug, which she returned.

      “Yeah, yeah,” she said. “Nice to meet you, too. Though I’ve heard so much about you that it almost feels like we’ve already met.”

      “Same here,” I said. “Heather speaks really highly of you, and you babysitting Faye has been a huge help.”

      She smiled warmly. “Beyond happy to do it,” she said. “Faye’s such a little treasure, and she and Melanie are totally becoming best buds.”

      Then she clasped her hands together.

      “But come on in! Everyone here is so excited to meet you,” she said, then shook her head dreamily. “The famous Justin Donovan here at my party. Amazing!”

      Julia led me into the house, which was as nice inside as it was on the out. She took us from one group of partygoers to another, and Heather was quick to get me introduced.

      Small talk at parties was a skill I’d developed over the years. It really wasn’t hard once you learned the tricks—remember the person’s name, keep the conversation about them, and pretend like at that moment they’re the only other person in the world. Heather’s friends were all good company, which made it all even easier.

      After doing our first round through the party, Heather took my hand.

      “Okay,” she said. “Enough adults for now. I need to see my little muffin.”

      “I’m right there with you,” I said.

      Julia directed us to the second floor, and we headed up the stairs. After turning a corner, we arrived at the large rec room where a dozen or so kids, ranging in age from babies to toddlers, were being looked after.

      Heather rushed over to Faye, scooping her up off the ground. Faye had recently started crawling and was in the process of happily exploring the room with another baby that I assumed to be Melanie.

      “There’s my little munchkin!” said Heather, bringing Faye close and giving her a hug.

      “Hey, kiddo!” I said. As uneasy as I was about the whole parenting thing, I couldn’t help but think Faye was totally adorable. With her sparkling blue eyes and constantly happy expression, she was about as perfect as babies come.

      Faye reached out her little hand toward me, grabbing onto my nose.

      “Oh no!” I said in a pretend worried voice. “She’s got me!”

      I made my face into a silly expression, and Faye giggled happily.

      “Careful,” said Heather. “She might not let go. And I don’t think you’d be able to do any more modeling without a nose.”

      “We’ll just see about that,” I said, and she laughed.

      “Well,” said Heather after a moment. “I think we should do a little more mingling. What do you think?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Faye in Heather’s arms, we went back down to the party. Sure enough, plenty of the guests came up to us, ready to fawn over Faye.

      “She’s so freaking adorable,” said one couple.

      “Right?” I said. “I think it’s almost wrong that they let babies get this cute. It’s distracting.”

      The couple chuckled. Out of the corner of my eye I could see Heather watching me, appearing happy that I’d say such things about Faye.

      “It’s like, I get it—you’re cute,” I said with a smile. “But seriously, maybe take it down a notch. At some point, you’re just showing off.”

      Heather and the couple laughed again, Faye watching it all with a big smile on her face. Once the couple was gone, I turned to Heather.

      “Why don’t you go mingle?” I asked. “I can hang out with Faye for a while.”

      She regarded me curiously. “Really?” she asked. “You want to hang out with her?”

      “Sure,” I said. “We’ve actually been e-mailing back and forth. She said she’s got some tips on power moves to really dominate my next business meeting.”

      Heather smirked and gave me a soft jab to the arm. “Okay,” she said, handing Faye over. “Let me know when you’re ready for a break.”

      “Will do,” I said. I was already a little worn out from all the chatting, so hanging out with some company that could only coo and babble was exactly what I was in the mood for. Faye and I took a seat nearby, and I watched Heather.

      It was really something to see her in her element. She flitted from group to group, laughing and chatting and bringing a little bit of good cheer and light to whatever conversation she was a part of. Everyone seemed to love to have her around.

      And I realized how lucky I was to have her in my life.

      I turned my attention to Faye, the little baby looking up at me with her big, blue eyes. She had an expression on her face that almost seemed like she was waiting to hear my thoughts.

      “That’s your mommy,” I said. “She’s something else, isn’t she?”

      Faye laughed, reaching out for Heather.

      “I know what you mean,” I said. “Hard to imagine life without her, right?”

      Faye cooed some more, as if agreeing.

      Heather and I made eye contact from across the room, a warm smile spreading across her face as she took in the sight of me with Faye. It was strange to be sitting with a kid, but it was also pretty nice.

      It made me wonder if I was ready to bring Heather fully into my life—not only her side as a lover, but her side as a mother, too.

      It was so much to process. Soon, I hopped out of the chair, Faye in tow. I brought her over to Heather, and the three of us melted into the party, all of us enjoying the company of one another.

      It was something special, and I vowed to savor every moment of it.
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      We stayed a while longer at the party, chatting and having fun until it looked like Faye was totally out of gas.

      “I think she’s having an attention overload,” said Justin as Faye’s eyelids began to droop.

      “I think you’re right,” I said as I rocked her softly back and forth.

      “Why don’t you go say your goodbyes, and I’ll call our ride for a pickup.”

      “Sounds perfect,” I said with a smile.

      Faye about asleep in my arms, I returned to the party and bid everyone a good night. More than a few of my friends let me know how impressed they were with Justin.

      “I think he might be daddy material,” said Julia.

      I shook my head. “Yes, I mean, no, I mean…” I sighed. “I don’t know. He loves Faye, that’s for sure. And he’s handsome and kind and everything else. But I don’t know if that’s what he wants. I feel like he’s keeping me at a distance, like he’s trying to keep the ‘mommy’ part of me away from everything else.”

      “Maybe,” said Julia. “But I saw the way he was with Faye. He might’ve been player in the past, but he wouldn’t be the first guy to warm up to kids after spending some time with them.”

      “I guess we’ll see,” I said.

      I gave Julia a hug goodnight, wishing her one last happy birthday. As soon as I did, Justin approached us and let me know our ride was here.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Julia,” he said. “And happy birthday.”

      “The pleasure was all mine,” she said with a smile, which was followed up with a wink as soon as Justin turned his back.

      I teasingly wagged my finger at her as Justin and I turned to leave. A luxury town car awaited us in front of the house, and I was more than ready to get inside and relax.

      In the back of the car, the driver taking us through the city back to the West Village, I curled up next to Justin. He wrapped his arm around me, pulling me close and tight. And on our laps was Faye, sleeping soundly.

      We arrived at the penthouse, where I quickly put Faye to bed. Justin had recently suggested that I set up a small nursery in one of his spare bedrooms, but I was careful not to take this as a sign of him being totally cool with the fact that I was a mom.

      Once Faye was down, Justin and I stripped down and slid under the covers.

      “You were great tonight,” I said. “Made a really good impression.”

      “Glad to hear,” he said. “And it was really nice seeing you there with your friends.”

      “Thanks.”

      We said nothing, instead looking deeply into one another’s eyes. Part of me wanted Justin to make love to me, but I was so sleepy. He must’ve felt the same way, because he slipped his arm around me tight and brought me close, just like in the car.

      A big smile on my face, I soon fell asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke up feeling restless as hell, but a glance at the clock on the nightstand revealed that it was only four in the morning. Anxiety took hold of me, however, and after a little tossing and turning, I accepted that I wasn’t going to be able to get much sleep.

      After getting out of bed and throwing on a robe, I tried to puzzle out exactly what was wrong with me. Faye was sleeping soundly; Justin was in bed, and the party had gone better than I’d hoped. On top of everything, Justin seemed totally gaga about Faye. He went out of his way to spend some time with her, and he was beyond gushing with how he talked about her to my friends.

      Everything seemed to be lining up for me to believe that he was ready for this, ready to accept me and Faye and…maybe even consider us part of his family, so what was eating at me?

      I stepped into the kitchen and put on a pot of coffee. As I waited for it to brew, another thought occurred to me: that one day, Justin might have a flash of realization that he was on the verge of leaving behind the partying, carefree lifestyle that he’d become known for. He’d realize that he was about to lose his freedom to a woman and a child that wasn’t even his.

      I tried to put all of this out of my head as best I could. I’d woken up in the middle of the night enough times to know there was something about a restless sleep that made anxiety worse. I took some deep breaths, trying to let it work through my system.

      Once the coffee was ready, however, I remembered that there was something else that I’d been worrying about, something I’d been trying to forget about.

      I was late. Very, very late.

      Mug in hand, I stepped out onto the balcony. The air was chilly but still pleasant. The trees lining the streets below looked like blooms of deep reds and oranges. Fall was here.

      I sipped my coffee, thinking about my little situation. It’d been weeks since my last period—and it was getting to the point when I couldn’t pretend that it wasn’t something I needed to be thinking about.

      I scolded myself for being so careless with Justin. He and I weren’t the best about using protection. Sometimes we got caught up in the heat of the moment and forgot about important “little details” like that.

      The sun began to rise over the city, the twinkling stars giving way to the bright of morning. After finishing my coffee, I set the mug down and vowed to not put it off any longer. I needed to find out if I was pregnant.

      My steps now purposeful, I strode into the penthouse and back into the bedroom. Once there, I quietly put on some suitable clothes and shoes. After checking in on Faye, who was still sleeping peacefully, I threw on my coat and took the elevator downstairs.

      The sun was a bit brighter as I made my way down the block to the pharmacy, the city coming to life for another day all around me. Ten minutes later, I’d made my purchase and was back at the penthouse, the pregnancy test tucked into the inner pocket of my coat.

      I stepped into the bathroom and set the box down on the counter.

      “Okay,” I said out loud. “Here goes nothing.”

      I opened the box up and confirmed the directions—as though they were that hard to begin with—and set to it. Once I’d done the deed, I put the tester on the counter and set my phone alarm for three minutes.

      Justin was still asleep, so I didn’t need to worry about him finding out what I was doing. To kill time, I poured myself another cup of coffee and paced the vast expanse of the penthouse, checking my phone over and over again, as if doing so would make the time go faster.

      Finally, the phone dinged, letting me know the three minutes was up. I hurried back to the bathroom so quickly that I nearly spilled the rest of my coffee on the floor.

      Once there, I snatched the test off the counter and looked it over with frantic eyes.

      Positive.

      Pregnant.

      My hands shook as I set the test down.

      I was pregnant. I was going to be a mother again, and Justin was the father.

      I took a seat on the edge of the bathtub, wondering what the hell I was going to do now. Up until this point, I’d assumed that our relationship was going to go at its own pace, that while we had issues to worry about down the road, we’d be able to handle them when we were ready.

      Not this, however. I was pregnant, and it was going to happen whether we were ready for it or not. And I sure as hell didn’t feel ready.

      Faye let out a wail from the other room, her cry snapping me back to reality. I hurried to the nursery, scooping her up and holding her close.

      “What’s the matter, baby?” I asked. “Hungry?”

      I gave Faye her breakfast, thinking non-stop about how she was about to have a brother or a sister before too long. I couldn’t believe the test was positive—it was all so surreal.

      Right as I finished up feeding Faye, I heard the sounds of Justin moving around in the main room of the penthouse. My eyes went wide as I realized that I’d left the pregnancy test in the bathroom. I gently set Faye back into her crib and took off toward the bathroom.

      “Whoa!” said Justin as I rushed past him. “You okay?”

      “Um, think something from the party’s not agreeing with me!” I called out mid-run. I winced internally at what I’d said, but an excuse was an excuse.

      Once in the bathroom, I quickly picked up any trace of the pregnancy test—box and instructions and all—and shoved them into the bottom of the waste bin. I gave the toilet a flush and went back to the living room.

      “You all right?” he asked. “You looked like you were trying to outrun the devil.”

      “Fine!” I said, plastering a big, nothing’s-wrong smile on my face. “You, um, want to do brunch?”

      I figured it’d be a good way to take my mind of what was going on, and to not give Justin too much time to think about my strange behavior.

      “Sure,” he said. “But weren’t you having stomach issues two seconds ago?”

      “I’m fine now,” I said. “Just needed some heartburn stuff.”

      He regarded me skeptically for a moment before his expression eased.

      “Sure,” he said. “You want to bring Faye or leave her at the kid care area?”

      “Let’s bring her,” I said. “It’d be a fun morning out.”

      “Sounds good to me,” he said. “Give me a few minutes to get ready.”

      Justin headed off, and I went to Faye’s nursery to get her ready.

      Seeing Faye in front of me made it all the more real what was going on. She wasn’t even a year old, and I was already pregnant again. The kid was going to have a brother or sister so close to her own age that it might as well be a twin.

      I scooped her out of the crib and held her close. Whatever was going to happen next, I realized, wouldn’t be easy.
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      Almost two weeks had gone by since I’d learned that I was pregnant, and I still hadn’t told Justin. I knew I had to, and I was growing more anxious about it with every day that passed. It was wrong, and I knew it.

      But I couldn’t bring myself to tell him. I was already worried about what he thought of me being a mother, and dropping this kind of info on him was beyond the pale.

      Not to mention the possibility that he could always decide that he didn’t want to be a father, like Brad had. Justin didn’t seem like the type to do me wrong like that, but then again, neither had Brad.

      I imagined Justin listening to me as I told him the news, his face blank and impassive. Then, with a cold, bloodless tone, he’d tell me that this wasn’t something that he signed on for, that our relationship was over, that his lawyers would be in touch.

      What if he pulled some kind of legal magic that allowed him to get out of having to take responsibility for the baby? He was a billionaire—that was more than enough money to do legal tricks that would leave me high and dry. Hell, all it’d really take was for him to run through the little bit of savings I had from the show.

      I wondered if he would really do that, if he had it in him to be that kind of man. Justin was a good businessman, but I had no idea if he could be cold and uncompromising.

      Sooner or later, I was going to find out. Sooner or later, I was going to have to tell him.

      But when?

      “Hey,” said Justin, snapping me out of my trance as I stood on the balcony, my hands wrapped around a cup of coffee as I stared off into the distance.

      I mumbled something in response, barely cognizant of him speaking.

      “Hey, Heather,” he said, approaching my side. “Earth to Heather.”

      “Hmm, huh?” I said, coming back to the real world as he waved his hand in front of my face.

      He regarded me with a confused expression.

      “You okay?” he asked. “You looked like you were a million miles away.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “Fine. Just...thinking about things.”

      I wished I hadn’t said it as soon as the words left my mouth. Justin had to know there was something important on my mind that I wasn’t telling him. I was getting sloppy—I was sure I’d slip up eventually and make it clear I was hiding something.

      “Well,” he said. “I was doing some thinking, too.”

      My eyes went wide, and I snapped my head in his direction.

      “You were?” I asked, a frantic tone my voice. “About what?”

      “Easy there, tiger,” he said. “Was just wondering if you wanted to go get some dinner tonight. The chef down at Blanc’s told me that he’s trying a new menu and could squeeze us in at a private table if I wanted. Thought it sounded fun.” A beat of silence passed. “What did you think I was going to say?”

      “Nothing,” I said. “Just feeling kind of on edge today. Like, anxious for no reason.”

      “I know the feeling,” he said. “And trust me—when you’ve got out-of-nowhere anxiety like that, the worst thing you can do is sit around dwelling on it. Come on, we can get a sitter for Faye then go get some good food. That and a little wine will get you feeling right as rain.”

      Wine did sound absolutely heavenly. But I was pregnant—no more booze until baby number two was born.

      “Sure,” I said. “Let me go put something nicer on.”

      “There you go,” he said. “Ready when you are.”

      He leaned in and gave me a kiss on the cheek before heading back inside.

      Alone on the balcony once again, I took a long, deep breath, telling myself that I needed to calm the hell down.

      Justin was right—a night out would be better than sitting around and stewing in my own anxiety. Sure, it wouldn’t solve the long-term problem of telling him the news, but it would help for tonight. All I had to worry about was coming up with an excuse for not being able to drink.

      I went to the bedroom and threw on some nicer jeans and a fitted, pink blouse. Blanc’s wasn’t super-fancy, so I didn’t need to dress up. Once I was ready. I regarded my reflection in the mirror, standing to the side and imagining how I’d look in just a few months’ time.

      “Okay,” I said, coming back to the living room. “Ready when you are.”

      Right at that moment, the elevator doors opened, the smartly dressed, young woman who would be looking after Faye appearing. She greeted us with a professional “hello” before going to check in on Faye. I still couldn’t get over how unbelievably convenient having on-call sitters was. I didn’t like to use them too much, but they were perfect for nights like tonight.

      We said our goodbyes to Faye and the sitter before stepping into the elevator. Soon we were outside, Justin taking my arm and leading me down the streets of the West Village. As we walked, I considered how never in my life did I ever think I’d be with a man like Justin, living in a neighborhood like this. Sure, I didn’t officially live at his place, but Faye and I had been staying there so often that it might as well have been the case.

      And then I realized how, with one sentence, one revelation, it could all vanish. I’d be the same lonely, struggling single mom I was before.

      We soon arrived at Blanc’s. The restaurant was a stylish, trendy place with wood tables and young, attractive servers. The owner greeted us and led us to our table, which was all the way in the back in a cozy, private little nook.

      Once we were seated, Justin snatched up the wine list.

      “I hope you’re in the mood for some duck wine,” he said, his eyes on the list. “Because I talked to the sommelier here a week or so ago and convinced him to put in on the menu.”

      “I don’t know if I’m feeling alcohol tonight,” I said. “I’m feeling kind of funny.”

      It was a lame excuse, but it was the best I could come up with. I never was a good liar.

      An expression of concern crossed his face.

      “Are you okay?” he asked. “I wouldn’t have asked you to come out if I knew you were under the weather.”

      “It’s not that bad,” I said. “But I think I want to play it safe tonight.”

      He reached under the table and gave my leg a squeeze. Damn, how I loved his touch.

      “Okay,” he said. “Just don’t feel like you need to fib on my behalf.”

      I gulped. He had no idea how true his statement was.

      The waiter arrived and let us know about the specials. Justin ordered the porterhouse, and I ordered the duck.

      “If I’m not going to drink it, at least I can eat it,” I said with a smile.

      “Atta girl,” he said.

      We worked our way through the appetizers, then the main courses. I was hungrier than I thought and ended up absolutely devouring my food. The plate was soon clean, and I made sure to sop up the last bits of juices with a slice of perfectly toasted bread.

      After the main courses, we had a dessert of pear tarts, which were positively divine. Justin was right—a night out was what I needed to calm down.

      But as soon as the plates were taken away, the coffee was served, and the bill was brought, the same tensions returned.

      There was no getting away from the truth. I was pregnant and no amount of fancy meals out would change that. And each day that passed would bring me closer to a point when my pregnancy would become obvious.

      I wrung my hands under the table, knowing that I needed to say something.

      “You okay?” asked Justin. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      I turned to Justin, and the words tumbled out of my mouth.

      “I’m pregnant.”
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      “You’re…what?”

      I was in a state of total shock.

      “I’m pregnant.”

      I sat back, sure that she was screwing with me.

      “This is a joke, right?” I asked. “You’re messing with me. Come on.”

      The color drained out of her face. Her mouth opened slightly.

      “That…wasn’t the way I expected you to take this,” Heather said softly, her disappointment clear in her voice.

      “Then—you’re being serious?”

      “Of course, I’m being serious,” she snapped, her tone sharp enough to attract the attention of a pair of servers who were standing nearby.

      I shot them a hard look, letting them know this wasn’t a conversation to be listened in on. They quickly turned their attention away.

      I said nothing, instead sitting back in my seat and staring off into the middle distance. I didn’t know what to say.

      “Justin,” Heather said earnestly. “Say something—anything.”

      “How…how far along are you?”

      “About eight weeks, I think,” she said. “I have a doctor’s appointment tomorrow, so I’ll know for sure then.”

      “I see,” I said. I did the quick math. It meant that she’d gotten pregnant pretty soon after we met up again for the show. I couldn’t believe it.

      “Justin, come on. Tell me what you’re thinking right now,” Heather said, her voice soft and pleading. “I need to know how you feel about all this.”

      But I didn’t know what to say. It was bizarre—I ran my own business worth billions of dollars, employed thousands of people, and frequently worked out deals with fortunes on the line. But here I was, reduced to total mental blankness by Heather with only two words.

      “Justin. Say something, please.”

      I knew I needed to reassure her, to tell that I wasn’t mad, that everything was going to be okay.

      But that’s not what I did.

      “I—I need to meet with a client tonight,” I said, spitting out what was possibly the worst, most transparent lie of my entire life. “Forgot he was coming in tonight. He’s, um, an old-fashioned kind of guy, wants to hang out with just another guy. You know how it is. And I’m going out of town tomorrow for a couple of days at least, so it’s probably best for you and Faye to stay at your place.”

      Heather said nothing, a look of total shock on her face. I had to guess she was so dumbstruck by the lie that she didn’t even know what to say.

      “Finish up here,” I said. “I’ve got the bill taken care of. And I’ll arrange for you for a ride back to your place. I’ll—I’ll be in touch. Talk to you soon.”

      I hurried out of the seat, glancing back just long enough to catch sight of the look of total shock on Heather’s face, her eyes heavy with tears that were seconds away from pouring.

      I rushed out of the restaurant, the evening air cool on my face. Once outside, I fired off a quick text letting my driver know that I was going to need a pickup at my place, and for him to tell me when Heather and Faye were gone.

      I was still reeling from how bad my lie was. And even worse than that, it was a cowardly lie. I’d lied in order to get away as fast as possible from the woman who was pregnant with my baby.

      I put all of that out of my head as quickly as I could as I walked around the block. I shoved my hands into my pockets as I tried to figure out what I was going to do next.

      Out of nowhere, the idea of paying her off flashed into my head, like an option offered by the devil who sits on your shoulder. It wouldn’t be hard—I could easily pay her a yearly stipend of a hundred thousand dollars or so, maybe more. On top of that, I’d offer her and Faye and the new baby health insurance, a savings account, and even a college fund.

      Maybe I could even buy them a nice big house somewhere outside of the city.

      I came back to my senses almost instantly, pushing the idea out of my mind. To do that would be to abandon my own flesh and blood. I, of all people, knew the consequences of not having family around.

      I walked on and on, trying to figure out what I was going to do.

      Me, a father. It was an idea so crazy that I could hardly believe it. Sure, I’d considered the possibility that I’d start a family at some point, but it had always seemed like something far off into the hazy future, something that I’d do when everything was perfect and in order.

      Still, Heather was beautiful and kind and wonderful to be around. Would it be the worst thing in the world if she had my child and we raised it together?

      And what about marriage?

      The “M” word sent shivers up my spine. Back in my twenties, the idea of getting hitched was like some kind of joke to me. After all, who would want to settle down with only one woman when the world was full of beautiful girls?

      After an hour of walking the blocks of my neighborhood, I got a text from my driver, letting me know that Heather and Faye were in the car with him, headed back to her apartment. Part of me wanted to follow up, to ask him how she was doing. But I thought better of it.

      I returned to the penthouse, which was empty and quiet. Heather had taken her things, and the nursery was dark and empty, nothing inside but a lonely crib.

      This was my life without Heather.
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      Days passed. In front of me, the oversized TV played reruns of some sci-fi show that I’d seen a million times before. An open pizza box with a few slices remaining was on the coffee table in front of me, a few empty beer bottles next to it. I was dressed in sleeping pants and a plain white T-shirt—the same thing I’d worn for the last couple of days.

      On the TV, the captain of the spaceship was going on about some kind of alien infestation in the engine room. I wasn’t sure—my eyes were glazed over, and the TV show was little more than a loud blur off in the distance. I reached forward and picked up a slice of pizza, bringing it to my mouth and taking a bite without even really thinking about it.

      After that, I picked up one of the beer bottles, only to find that it was empty. Letting out an annoyed grunt, I tossed the pizza slice back into the box and heaved myself up off the couch, making my way to the kitchen. Once there, I started the quest for booze.

      A red bottle on the counter caught my eye. My interest piqued, I headed over to it and picked it up with a sloppy swipe. But my stomach tensed when I looked at the label.

      Duck wine. The wine Heather and I had bonded over.

      I sighed, figuring booze was booze. After fumbling around with the wine key, I soon had it open, pouring myself a full mug. I gave it a sip, and it tasted…fine.

      In reality, it was a pretty okay wine—nothing amazing, but about what you’d expect from a fifteen-dollar bottle. As I swished it around in my mouth, however, I realized instantly why it was that I’d thought it was so special.

      It was because of Heather.

      It was sharing it with her, sipping together at the vineyard during our trip up Long Island, sitting curled up next to each other as we watched the sunset, my arm wrapped around her delicate shoulders.

      I looked over the mess that I’d let the penthouse become in Heather’s absence. It’d taken only two days for it to become a total bachelor pad with food containers here and there, empty beer bottles, and nothing but bad movies and video games on the TV.

      I hated it. I missed Heather. I missed snuggling up to her first thing in the morning. I missed the way she tasted, and I missed the way she smelled.

      I missed Faye’s giggle. I missed the way her big blue eyes lit up when she saw me, the way she reached her chubby little fingers out for me when she saw me in the morning.

      My life without those two was as flavorless as the pizza. But I’d sent them away, all because I didn’t know how to handle it when I’d received the most important news of my life. I could’ve been there, made it all better with a few simple words: It’s okay—it’s all going to be okay. I love you.

      Love. The word had been in the back of my mind for some time, but I’d been afraid to say it, afraid of what it’d mean to breathe it and give it life. One word would make everything change for me, and I was scared to do it.

      Grumbling, I finished the wine and tossed the mug into the sink. I looked over the penthouse, realizing that I had it all. But without love, it was nothing.

      What could I do? When Heather opened herself up to me, she told me that Faye’s father had let her down and showed his true colors when he decided to leave. Sure, I hadn’t done anything so final to Faye, but what else had I done other than show what kind of man I was? She had told me the news and I panicked, acted like a scared, stupid kid.

      I couldn’t imagine her forgiving me. Not only had I burned her, but I’d also burned her in the same way she’d been hurt before. I couldn’t imagine her forgiving me.

      Well, if I couldn’t have Heather, I could at least have booze.

      I snatched up the wine bottle and trudged back to the living room, where I plopped down onto the couch and prepared myself for a night of booze and pizza and bad TV. I’d told my executives that I’d be taking a few days off, and I planned to take advantage of it.

      Right as I attempted to get back into the show, however, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I took it out and saw that it was Andrew. Was he in the city? If so, maybe a booze-soaked night out would help me forget my troubles.

      Not likely, but worth a shot.

      “What’s up?” I asked before taking a pull of wine.

      “Hey, buddy!” he said. “Just wanted to see what you thought about the show so far?”

      I was confused.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Uh, the show we made together?”

      I shook my head, bringing the memory back. It seemed like I’d done the reality show years ago.

      “Yeah, I know. But what about it?”

      “Tonight’s the premiere!” he said. “You don’t remember?”

      I guess I didn’t. I’d been so wrapped up in Heather that I’d almost forgotten about everything else.

      “Um, just been really busy,” I said, searching around for the remote.

      Once I located it, I turned off the sci-fi junk and searched around the listings. Sure enough, there it was—Baby in the Penthouse.

      “Too busy for your starring role?” he asked. “Anyway, doesn’t matter. We’re on our first commercial break now, and the reviews are killer. Internet buzz is out of control. They love you, they love Faye, and they love the hell out of Heather. She’s got something, man—I mean that.”

      He didn’t have to tell me twice.

      “And on top of that, ratings are awesome. If we finish strong, I’m thinking we’ll have a winner on our hands. And that means for us both—good press means your baby line’s going to be flying off the shelf. Every mom’s going to want to be dressed like Heather, and they’re going to want their baby dressed like Faye.”

      I didn’t care about any of that. All I wanted was to see Heather and Faye again.

      “Okay,” I said. “I’m going to watch. Let me know if there are any new developments.”

      “You bet, J,” he said. “And get excited—this is going places.”

      I hung up and tossed the phone onto the couch, eagerly waiting for the show to return.

      Soon it did, the title screen imposed over a shot of the New York skyline, and then my penthouse building. The shot changed to one of inside my penthouse, during the part when Heather first arrived.

      Damn, she looked beautiful. I knew right away what Andrew had seen, what everyone watching was seeing. Heather had effortless, radiant beauty that made your eyes lock onto the screen. Even through my fog of junk food and booze, my mind was crystal clear and totally focused on her.

      I watched as TV-me led her around the penthouse, her gorgeous green eyes wide as she took in the luxury I took for granted. She looked like a damn princess.

      I sat totally gripped by the show. In scene after scene she led me patiently through all the ins and outs of baby care, teaching me how to feed Faye, how to hold her, how to soothe her when she was upset. And Faye looked adorable, too. I couldn’t have hoped for a better model for my baby line.

      The show soon ended, a quick montage of clips showing the viewer what they could expect for the next episode. As soon as the credits rolled, I got a text on my phone from Andrew.

      Ratings are off the chart! We did it, J!

      It was funny. Months ago, making this show a success would’ve been all I gave a damn about. But now, that only thing I wanted was to have Heather and Faye here next to me.

      This couldn’t stand. There was something wrong with me, something that made me stupidly throw away a woman I loved.

      And I needed to get to the bottom of why.

      My mind raced. What would be wrong with me that would make me act such a way? How could I begin to find out?

      Then it hit me—this went all the way back to my childhood. There was one place to start, and it was with my mother.

      Tomorrow I’d go see her, to find out what she and my father had done, or not done, that had made me so wary of love and family. I’d have answers, and maybe if I was lucky, I could start the process of doing whatever it would take to love not only my girls, but the baby still to come.
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      I sat on the antique couch in the cavernous living room of the mansion where I grew up. It was the first time I’d been back in years. The place was silent aside from the steady ticking of the imposing grandfather clock. My eyes tracked over the place, taking in the towering bookshelves packed with colorful spines, the enormous paintings of forested and mountainous landscapes, and the massive, marble fireplace.

      I’d always heard that when you go back home as an adult, everything seems smaller. But that wasn’t true in the slightest in my case—my home was just as imposing and museum-like as I remembered it being.

      My hands wrapped around a drink, I waited for my mother to come down from upstairs. The drive from the city to Westchester had only taken a couple of hours, and I’d spent it wondering how this conversation was going to go.

      I wasn’t even sure what I was hoping to accomplish. All I knew was that there was something in me causing me to throw the best thing in my life away, and I had to get to the bottom of what could possibly make me act this way.

      “Something else I can get you, Mr. Donovan?” asked one of the members of the staff that flitted around the place.

      “No, thank you,” I said, drumming my fingers on my glass. “This is fine for now.”

      I was of two minds. Part of me wanted to down this drink, then another, then another, and let out whatever happened to be lurking in the deep recesses of my mind. Another part of me wanted to set aside the drink I currently had and approach my conversation stone-sober.

      Before I could give the matter too much thought, I heard the familiar echo of heels clicking on the parquet floor. It was a sound from my childhood.

      I swallowed, a tingle of nervous anticipation spreading outward from my stomach. Then I sensed the presence of someone in the room, someone behind me and out of sight.

      “There’s my baby boy.”

      I turned around in my seat and there she was—my mother.

      Despite the years, she was just as larger-than-life and glamorous as I remembered her. She was dressed in a designer jumpsuit of black and gold, her silver hair in a stylish bob. She was as slim as ever—I’d always chalked her slender shape up to the fact that she was so constantly on the move that calories didn’t have a chance to stick to her.

      “Mom,” I said, getting up.

      She stepped over to me, martini glass in hand, and wrapped her skinny arms around me. The scent of expensive perfume was almost overpowering.

      “Oh, it’s so good to see you,” she said.

      “Yeah, you too,” I said, realizing I meant it. Despite being more-or-less estranged from my mother, it felt good to be back home.

      She let me out of her hug and stepped back, taking in the sight of me.

      “Look at you,” she said, shaking her head. “Just the most handsome thing there is.” She reached down and took my hand, giving my left ring finger a close inspection. “Not married, I see.”

      “Never one to mince words,” I said.

      She let my hand drop back down to my side. “It’s just surprising, is all,” she said, stepping over to the French doors that looked out over the sweeping back porch and the garden beyond. “I would’ve thought a catch like you would’ve been snatched up years ago.”

      “Not that you’d know if it happened,” I said.

      She glanced over her shoulder at me, her piercing blue eyes narrowed. “Staying in touch is a two-way street, you know,” she said. “Nothing’s stopping you from picking up that phone.”

      She was right, and I knew it.

      “You always seemed too busy with your traveling all over the world and friends and all that,” I said.

      “Justin, please,” she said. “Are you really going to scold a widow for keeping busy in her golden years? Would you rather I putter around in this mansion, watching TV and waiting to die?”

      Again, she was right.

      “I make sure to send you and other family and friends pictures of what I’ve been up to so you’d see that I’ve been happy and healthy and having fun in the years since your father passed. And there’s been nothing stopping you from replying to any of them, or—how about this—giving me a call.

      “It’s hurt that you haven’t been in touch,” she went on. “And I can’t for the life of me figure out why you’ve been so distant. It’s like a part of me has been missing without you in my life, Justin.”

      She waved her hand through the air, as if dismissing the subject. “But that doesn’t matter now. What’s important is that you’re here at home. But…” She tapped her French-manicured nail to her chin. “…I can’t help but wonder why. Any other mother would suspect that a child coming back after so long would only be doing so because they’ve hit rock bottom in one way or another. But not you, Justin—I’ve been keeping up on how successful you’ve been.”

      “Been working hard, is all,” I said.

      “No kidding,” she said, stepping away from the window and taking a seat in the high-backed, Second-Empire chair across from me. “You’ve even got a damned TV show. But don’t ask me how I liked it—TV rots your brain and reality TV turns it into mush. But that’s just one woman’s opinion.”

      She took a sip from her drink, her ice-blue eyes locked onto me. Then she set it down, sat back in her chair, and folded her hands on her lap.

      “But the question remains,” she said. “What is it that finally prompted little Justin to come home?”

      I couldn’t think of any other way to say it. So I blurted it out.

      “Was I unwanted?”

      “What?”

      My mother regarded me with an expression of total shock.

      “What do you mean ‘unwanted’?” she asked.

      I took a deep breath and went into it.

      “I mean, did you and Dad plan on having me? And when you did, was I a burden?”

      I shook my head and continued. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking, thinking back to my childhood. And all I can remember is how you and Dad always kept me at arm’s length, how you both basically had me raised by nannies, how as soon as I turned thirteen you shipped me off to some boarding school like you couldn’t wait to get rid of me. I want to know if I was some mistake that you and Dad felt like you had to ‘deal with.’ Tell me, honestly—I’m a grown man, and I can take it.”

      I took another slow breath, preparing for her to lay out the truth that yes, all of my suspicions were true.

      Instead, the typically stern and icy expression Mom wore on her face melted into one of…hurt.

      “Justin,” she said. “How—how could you even think that?”

      Silence hung in the air.

      “Of course not!” she said, her raised voice echoing through the living room. “You weren’t a burden—that’s total foolishness.”

      Then she clasped her hands together.

      “But you were unplanned—that much is true. Your father and I never intended to have kids. Back before we got married, we realized that us being such workaholics made us a good match but meant that we’d never have time for a family. So, we agreed that we’d be a power couple. He’d have his work, and I’d have mine. We’d build our legacy together and leave it to charity when we both passed—simple as that.”

      “But then I showed up.”

      “That’s right,” she said. “Back then birth control was a little less…certain than it is now, not to put too fine a point on it. You were a surprise, and at first, your father and I thought we might need to give you up—not because we didn’t love you, but because we thought it would be fairer to you to have a family that actually could give you the attention you deserved.”

      “I see you changed your mind.”

      “We did,” she said. “And it was the best decision of our lives. Seeing you the day you were born, holding you in my arms…it was like nothing else. At that moment, I realized how magical motherhood was.”

      She cleared her throat and sat up straight. “But your father and I knew that one child was all we could manage. And we still needed to work. So, we decided that nannies could fill in the gaps. And then when you grew up, we wanted you to have the best damn education there was, so we sent you to boarding school, then private college after that.”

      My mother looked me over, taking in the sight of me.

      “And it wasn’t all bad, right?” she asked. “Look at you—you’re a success. You’re a damned billionaire!”

      She shook her head. “But I guess it wasn’t enough. We never thought about what effect raising you the way we did would have. Even now, I can tell that there’s a hole in you that you have no idea how to fill.”

      “There’s more,” I said. “I didn’t just out of the blue come here.”

      “More?” she asked, sculpted eyebrows rising. “What is it?”

      “There’s a girl…”

      A small smile played on Mom’s lips.

      “A girl,” she said. “Of course, there is.”

      “And she’s pregnant.”

      Mom’s jaw dropped.

      “You mean…I’m going to be a grandmother?”

      I nodded, unable to resist smiling at the happiness forming on her face.

      “That’s right.”

      Mom clapped her hands together, let out a shriek, and ran over. She threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly.

      “My baby’s going to be a father!” she cried. “We have to celebrate. Go out onto the balcony and wait for me.”

      With that, she left the room in a rush. I did as she asked, stepping through the French doors and walking to the edge of the balcony, taking in the incredible view of the estate. It wasn’t long before Mom came out, two glasses of champagne in her hands and a big smile on her face.

      But I wasn’t feeling all that celebratory.

      “What’s the matter?” she asked, handing me a glass.

      “I—I’m scared,” I said. “I’m worried I’m going to screw this poor kid up and make him or her do the same thing to me that I did to you and Dad.”

      “Baby,” she said. “You won’t. Parents learn as they go, and already you know how important it is that you make up for the mistakes me and your father made. Give that child love every day, make sure they know how important they are.”

      She raised her glass. “I know you have it in you to be a wonderful father. And I want to be there to see it. Is…that okay?”

      I nodded. I knew it would take time and work, but right then I was ready to start repairing the relationship with my mother that I’d let rot. It wouldn’t be easy, but I was ready.

      “Yes,” I said. “I’d like that. And I think Heather would too.”

      Mom’s eyes went wide.

      “Is that the girl? Justin, I want to know all about her. But first—”

      She wiggled the glass in her hand. I smiled and tapped my rim to hers before taking a sip.

      “Now Heather,” she said. “She’s pretty right? What am I saying—of course she’s pretty. And I bet she’s a real sweetheart like you. Something tells me that you’ve got some gorgeous girl who loves you to death and is going to be the best mom in the world.”

      And on we went.

      My mom was back in my life. One thing was set straight, one wound was beginning to heal.

      Now onto the other.
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      Mom and I spent several hours together, catching up and taking the first steps in making up for the years we’d both let slip by.

      Good feelings flowed through me as the day went on. It was as though I was finally setting something right that had been out of sorts, something that cried out for repair and attention.

      But when the evening came on, all I could think about was how there was something else pressing to attend to.

      Heather.

      And my mother could tell. I let her know about what I’d done, how I’d run like a scared kid not once, but twice.

      “There’s nothing to do but try to make things right,” she said over coffee out on the balcony. “Maybe she’ll take you back, maybe she won’t—that’s her call to make. But you can’t do nothing.”

      She was right, and I knew it.

      “What do I do?” I asked. “How can I begin to apologize?”

      Mom shook her head. “Don’t overthink it, sweetie. Can you see her tonight?”

      “I think so,” I said. “I mean, I know where she lives. Whether or not she wants to see me is another story.”

      “Then you have to try. Get back to the city, go to her place, and let her know you’re there for her and ready to talk.” She reached over and took my coffee mug away. “Not even another sip. Go now, kiddo. Don’t waste another second!”

      Energy flowed through me. My fear was replaced by determination. I stood up and readied myself as though I was about to sprint a mile.

      Mom got up too, giving me another hug.

      “Go, baby,” she said. “Your life is waiting for you.”

      “Bye, Mom,” I said. “I love you.”

      “And I love you, too,” she said with a smile. “Now get!”

      I was ready. I headed back into the house, car keys in hand.

      “And you too better come visit as soon as you can!” she called out after me.

      “You know we will!” I said over my shoulder as I rushed through the house.

      Moments later I was behind the wheel of my car and racing down the road back into the city. My heart beat hard in my chest. I was excited and terrified all at the same time.

      After all, my mother was right. Heather could choose not to forgive me. She could have realized that she can’t count on men and that she’d only have herself to rely on.

      It was a possibility. But I had to risk it. What other choice did I have?

      Soon downtown appeared ahead, and I was so excited that I could barely think straight. The traffic in the city was intolerable as usual, but I soon arrived in Greenpoint, then at Heather’s building.

      I parked and stood in front of the apartment, realizing that she could simply not be here, or just ignore me.

      Still, I took out my phone and made the call.

      It rang and rang and rang, and I soon started to worry that my trip was all for nothing.

      Then a voice spoke on the other end—the sweetest voice I could imagine.

      “Yes?”

      “It’s me.”

      “I know,” she said. “I can see your name on the screen.”

      Ouch. This wasn’t going to be easy.

      “Can we talk?”

      “About what?”

      “About how badly I screwed up.”

      There was silence on the other line—terrible, long silence.

      But then the apartment buzzer sounded and the front door unlocked.

      She was going to give me a chance.

      I shoved my phone back into my pocket and ran up the stairs. Once I reached her door, I gave it a quick knock. Seconds later, she opened it up and wordlessly walked back in.

      “Hi,” I said. Not the best opener, but I had to start somewhere.

      Heather, her expression skeptical, took a seat and gestured to the chair across from her. I slid into it and took a breath.

      “Where’s Faye?” I asked.

      “Sleeping.”

      Silence and tension hung in the air.

      “So,” Heather said. “You were saying how you screwed up.”

      “I did,” I said. “I screwed up big time.”

      She crossed her arms and said nothing more, evidently deciding to let me do all the talking.

      “When we first met, I knew you were something special. Right from the start, it was obvious. You were beautiful and charming and a pleasure to be around, and as we got to know each other, I knew you were someone who I needed to make a part of my life.”

      “But then you left as soon as you realized there was more to me.”

      “I left. I ran like a scared kid. It was like…up until then my life was completely on my terms. And finding out that you had a kid, well, it made me realize that there was a world outside of myself, that a woman I was falling for could have dimensions to her that I didn’t know about. It shook me, and I ran.

      “But I knew I’d done something wrong,” I went on. “And even more, you didn’t leave my mind. Each day after we met, I thought about you—thought about what I’d do if you were in my life again. But I figured I’d made my choice, and being tortured by the thought of you was a fitting punishment.”

      My palms were sweaty, my pulse rapid. Putting my heart on the line was terrifying. I paused to let Heather speak. When she remained silent, I continued.

      “Then the show happened. Looking back, it was clear as day that I wanted an excuse to bring you back into my life. Maybe if I’d been more mature, I could’ve actually been honest with you. But I wasn’t. Having you back in my life made me realize what I’d been missing. And getting to know you and Faye as we made the show…I don’t know. You made me feel things I didn’t know I was capable of.”

      “Yep,” she said. “This all sounds good. But then we get to the part where you got a second chance to do the right thing, and you didn’t. I shared the most important—tied for most important, actually—piece of news in my life, and you reacted the way you did. I was expecting you to be scared, surprised. Sure. But I wasn’t expecting you to run again.”

      Then her tone turned even more severe.

      “Because believe me—I’m used to men running.”

      I knew I had to be very careful with my next words.

      “You’re right,” I said. “I was a coward again. And I know I have no right to expect you to forgive me, let alone to be a part of you and Faye and the baby’s life. But what I did has been eating me up inside. And the more I’ve thought about it, the more I’ve realized that everything in my life, the money, the business, everything, is nothing without someone to share it with.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out.

      “I love you, Heather. I love you, and I love Faye, and I know I’m going to love our baby more than anything in the world. You can throw me out on the street now, and you’d be completely justified. But if you give me one more chance, one opportunity to show you the kind of father I can be, I’ll take it and spend the rest of my life making up for even letting you think for a second that I could be any other way. And that’s all I have for you—my love, and my promise.”

      Heather said nothing. At first, I was worried that I’d failed, that I’d said my piece and put my heart out on the line only for her to reject me. It was within her rights, of course, and this realization only made the wait more agonizing.

      But then Heather’s expression became less severe. Her features softened, and her eyes took on the sheen of tears. More silence hung in the air, and then she finally spoke.

      “Do you…do you mean all that?”

      “I do,” I said. “There’s more truth to those words than anything I’ve ever said in my life. And all I want is the chance to prove to you how much I mean each and every last one of them.”

      At last, her tears broke. But they weren’t sad tears—they were tears of relief, tears of happiness.

      I stood up and stretched out my arms.

      “I don’t know what the future holds for us,” I said. “But I know I want you and Faye and the baby to be at my side for it.”

      Heather stood up and slowly stepped toward me.

      “And…that’s what I want, too.”

      She stepped into my arms, and I brought her into an embrace. She pressed her face against my chest, letting the tears flow. And I held her close and tight through it all.

      After a time, I spoke.

      “You know,” I said. “I was thinking about how much I liked having you and Faye at my place for these last few months. What would you say to making it a permanent arrangement?”

      She took her face from my chest and quickly wiped her eyes.

      “I think I’d like that,” she said.

      A giggle sounded from the other room.

      “She’s up!” I said.

      Heather smiled. “And I think that means Faye’s a fan of the idea, too.”

      She held up a finger and rushed from the room. Moments later she returned with Faye, the baby’s eyes lighting up as she saw me.

      “Hey, precious!” I said, leaning in and covering her with tickles. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Want to hold her?” Heather asked.

      “You bet.”

      She handed Faye over, and I took her close. A wave of pure happiness ran through me.

      “I think this means we’re a family now,” I said.

      “I think you’re right,” Heather said. “Life doesn’t feel complete without you, Justin. You make our life better.” She sighed. “I love you so much.”

      We kissed, Faye’s happy laughter marking her approval.
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      The alarm on my nightstand went off and I, as usual, shot my hand over to silence it before Heather woke up. Once the phone was turned off, I glanced over to see if she was still sleeping. Sure enough, she was.

      I watched her for a moment, taking in her still, peaceful face and the gentle rise and fall of her chest. She looked like an angel, and even after all the months that had passed since we made our relationship official, I still couldn’t believe she was mine.

      And I was hers.

      As much as I wanted to stay in bed with her, it was a work day so I had to get going.

      First stop was Faye’s room. I stood at the entrance of her nursery, which with its pale pink walls and charming décor, looked fit for a baby like Faye. She sensed that I was near, and I hurried over to the crib.

      She was already moving around, crawling around on the mat for a bit before hoisting herself up to her feet and using the side of the crib for support. Her blue eyes sparkled. A big, adorable smile was on her face.

      “Da-da!” she said, reaching out to me.

      “Morning, princess!” I said, stepping over to the crib and picking her up.

      Faye was still in that middle period in speaking between baby babbling and actual words. “Da-da” was one she’d picked up a few months ago, and I never tired of hearing it.

      I changed her and fed her and got her ready for the day. Seeing Faye first was one of the best parts of my morning, and I savored every moment of taking care of her.

      Once she was good to go, I brought her into the kitchen and set her in her high chair at the kitchen bar.

      “What do you say we make some breakfast for mommy?” I asked.

      Faye babbled happily.

      “I’ll take that as a yes,” I said. “How about some French toast? Maybe a little heavy first thing in the morning, but pretty darn tasty.”

      More happy babbling.

      “Then let’s do it.”

      I assembled all the ingredients and set to work. Before too long, I had the batter made. Next, I soaked the toast and plopped several pieces onto a skillet that sizzled with butter. Coffee percolated, the delicious smells flowing through the penthouse.

      I couldn’t believe how happy I’d been over the last few months. Sure, there had been a bit of doubt in me that I might not be up to the job of being a dad. But I gave it my all, doing my best to live up to the promise I’d made to Heather. And, if I did say so myself, I thought I was doing a pretty good job.

      More than that, my entire perspective on life had changed. Now it wasn’t only some kind of game to play to earn more money and success, but something to share with others I loved.

      Sure, I was nervous as hell about the baby to come. But being a dad to Faye had done a lot to make me feel like I was ready. I’d changed enough diapers and calmed enough tears that I didn’t feel like I’d be going into my next adventure totally blind.

      “Morning,” came a sleepy voice from the living room.

      Heather, dressed in a white silk robe, her strawberry-blond hair draped beautifully over her shoulders, waddled toward the kitchen.

      She gave me a kiss, then Faye, before plopping down onto one of the barstools at the kitchen bar.

      “You know,” I said. “I’m still down with getting you a little golf cart or something you can drive around the penthouse.”

      She shot me a playful scowl. “Cute,” she said.

      “Or maybe some kind of lever-and-pulley system,” I suggested. “That way you don’t even have to do anything.”

      I flashed her a smile as she good-naturedly shook her head.

      “My stomach is so freaking big,” she said, placing her hands on her round belly. “I feel like I’m about to give birth to a litter.”

      “Or the biggest baby in the city,” I said, flipping the toast.

      “Or that,” she said. “Mind getting me some coffee? I think I’m all walked out for the next few minutes.”

      “You got it.”

      I poured us each a cup as the toast finished.

      “Two more weeks,” she said, patting her belly.

      “That’s right,” I said. “Then we can start on number three.”

      Heather’s eyes went wide. “Oh man, don’t even joke about that,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Not feeling up for a brood?” I asked with a smile.

      “No, it’s not that,” she said. “More like suggesting getting pregnant again is the last thing a woman who’s about to pop wants to hear.”

      Then one of her eyebrows raised in curiosity.

      “Why?” she asked. “What’re you thinking?”

      “I don’t know,” I said. “Faye’s been incredible, and I’m feeling ready for him. Or her. If all goes well…”

      She smiled, apparently pleased with my answer.

      “Let’s talk about that when my stomach doesn’t look like a beach ball.”

      “Consider the subject tabled,” I said.

      “Now,” she said. “Let me at that French toast.”

      I piled a plate high for her and, after covering her French toast with butter and syrup, she dug in.

      “So good,” she said. “I’d almost rather sit around and eat all day.”

      “You can definitely do that,” I said. “I’m not even sure why you’re still going to work.”

      “I might be going on maternity leave soon,” she said, “but I can still be useful for a few more weeks. Besides, I’ve got so many friends there that I’d miss them.”

      If it were up to me, Heather would be taking it easy until the baby was here. But she was stubborn, and I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t one of the things I loved about her.

      “Okay!” she said, taking the last bite of her toast. “Better start getting ready.”

      “Same plan,” I said. “You get ready and head out, and I’ll get Faye to daycare downstairs.”

      “Sounds good,” she said. “I appreciate you.”

      Heather then hoisted herself out of her seat and gave me a kiss before waddling back off to the bedroom.

      “Okay, kiddo,” I said to Faye. “You ready to see all your friends at daycare?”

      Faye clapped happily.

      Heather was soon dressed and ready, and with a kiss, she was out the door.

      “See you tonight,” she said. “Love you!”

      “Love you too,” I said. We’d long passed the point when saying our “I love yous” had become habit now, but never failed to fill me with joy.

      Once Heather was gone, I cleaned up and brought Faye to the bedroom as I got dressed. Once I was in my suit, I stepped over to the secret compartment behind my tie rack and pulled it open.

      Inside, along with my passport and other important documents, was a small black box. I opened it up and glanced at the treasure inside, a smile on my face.

      I wanted to give it to her now, to make it all official. But I knew that waiting until the baby was here and we’d all had some time to decompress would be the best call. Still, I couldn’t wait to ask Heather to marry me. I was as giddy as a kid counting down until Christmas.

      But for now, I needed to worry about work.

      My driver awaited me outside, and after a quick drive to my offices, I stepped out onto the sidewalk and looked up at the sleek, steel and glass tower that was my headquarters. Part of me still had a hard time believing that this was all mine, but the better part of me loved it and knew I’d busted my ass to get where I was.

      And soon I was going to be a family man. It was almost too good to be true.

      A big smile on my face, I headed into the building. My staff greeted me as I arrived, and I took the elevator up to the top floor, where one of my assistants, Ann, was already waiting for me.

      “Good morning, Mr. Donovan,” she said, stepping up to my side as I made my way to my office.

      “Morning, Ann,” I said back.

      “You have a busy day ahead, as I’m sure you know. And there’s an extra meeting to squeeze in, believe it or not.”

      I shook my head. “Another one?”

      I opened the door to my enormous, modern office, the view looking out over the Financial District.

      “It’s your friend Andrew,” Ann said. “He told me that he could wait, but the sooner he talked to you the better.”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll let him know I’m free.”

      Ann went through the rest of the appointments I had on the docket for the day. Now that I was here in the office, I was ready to work, ready to push my company and all my employees just a little bit further.

      After all, I wasn’t only working for me. I had Heather and Faye and the baby to worry about.

      I texted Andrew and set up the meeting for eleven. After that, I went through the first few appointments. I did my best to stay focused, but I found myself wondering what Andrew wanted to talk about.

      The call came in at eleven on the dot, and I put it on the main TV in my office. With a press of a button, Andrew’s smiling, tanned face appeared on the screen.

      “There’s the guy!” he said.

      “Morning, Andrew,” I said, leaning back in my chair and weaving my hands behind my head. “What’s up?”

      “First of all,” he said. “Thanks for getting me in, buddy. I know you’re busy as hell over there.”

      “No worries.”

      Then his face turned serious.

      “It’s the show,” he said.

      “What about it?” I asked. Baby in the Penthouse had been a smash hit. Ratings were amazing, and it had been the talk of the entertainment industry for months after it had aired.

      “Well, you know what we’d been talking about for season two, right?” he asked. “New playboy, new baby, new girl.”

      “Right,” I said, wondering where this was going.

      “But here’s the thing—the more focus testing we did, the more we found out that the audience doesn’t want anyone new. They want you and Heather and Faye back.”

      “Are you serious?” I asked.

      “Serious as it gets,” he said. “And it’s not like Heather’s pregnancy has been a secret. I’ve been talking with Mr. Cohen, and he’s thinking we can bring you back for season two. Two seasons, two babies—it’s perfect.”

      I ran my hand through my hair as I thought the matter over.

      “I don’t know, Andrew,” I said. “We’ve got so much going on these days. I don’t know if we can fit a reality show on top of it.”

      “I get it, I get it,” he said. “But with how much the first season boosted the sales of your baby line, I figured you’d at least like to hear about it.”

      He was right. The Petit Bébé range had been flying off the shelves. The plan had worked perfectly.

      “Anyway,” he said. “I’m just, you know, planting the seed. And if it grows, it grows, right?”

      I smirked. Crazy as it seemed, it actually sounded kind of fun. But I’d have to run it by Heather, of course. After the baby came.

      “I’ll think about it,” I said.

      Andrew clapped his hands together and grinned. “That’s all I wanted to hear,” he said. “Oh, and one more thing…”

      My phone buzzed in my pocket as he spoke. It was a text from Heather.

      “One sec,” I said, holding up my finger to Andrew.

      “Sure, buddy.”

      With eager eyes, I read the text.

      Justin, this is Heather’s mom. We’re on our way to the hospital now. The baby’s coming!

      I nearly dropped my phone.

      The baby was coming. I was about to meet my new son or daughter.

      And I couldn’t wait.

      “Gotta go!” I said, shooting up out of my seat.

      “Whoa, you okay over there?”

      “Baby! Now!” I shot out as I grabbed my things.

      “Holy crap!” he said. “Get on out of here, bud. Go meet that kid!”

      I said my goodbyes and rushed out of the office, leaving surprised coworkers in my wake.

      Soon I was down to my car and behind the wheel. My heart pounded in my chest. I couldn’t believe that it was happening, that the baby was coming so soon.

      It was happening. It was really happening.

      I pulled out of the garage and out onto the street and was immediately greeted with bumper-to-bumper traffic.

      A droplet of sweat formed at my brow.

      All I could think about was whether or not I was going to make it in time.

    

  



    
      
        
          Chapter 31

        

        

    
    






          Heather

        

      

    
    
      A spasm of pain cracked through me as I lay in the back seat of my dad’s car.

      “Oh my God!” I shouted out, grabbing as hard as I could on to the seats.

      “Is it happening?” asked Mom from the front passenger’s seat. “Is the baby almost here?”

      “Of course, it’s almost here,” Dad said. “What do you think she’s carrying on about back there?”

      “Don’t be snippy,” she said, giving my dad a soft swat on the shoulder.

      “Guys,” I said as the most recent wave of pain died down. “I’m going to need you both to please, please, please calm down.”

      “Sorry, sweetie,” said Mom. “I just hate to see you like this.”

      Dad pulled a hard right, taking us down the road toward the hospital.

      “We’re almost there,” he said. “I can see it.”

      Relief hit me like a cool wave. But I was still in shock at being in labor.

      We were supposed to have time. Justin and I had it all planned out. We had chosen the perfect private clinic—a quiet, calm, upscale place near the penthouse, not some overcrowded hospital.

      But all of those plans looked to be going out the window because this baby was coming now, and it didn’t care that I wasn’t anywhere near the village.

      “Almost there,” said Dad as he pulled closer and closer to the hospital, the immense white building now so near.

      “Pull in!” shouted Mom.

      Dad slowly turned into the parking lot and came to a stop in front of the emergency room doors.

      “A baby’s coming,” shouted Mom. “Need some help!”

      Her call caught the attention of a few nearby staff members, and they quickly came to the car with a wheelchair. Dad got out of the car, opened my door, and helped me out.

      “Did you hear anything from Justin?” I asked as my parents formed up on my sides and the staff wheeled me toward the entrance.

      “He’s stuck in traffic,” Mom said gently. “Said he’s going to get here as fast as possible.”

      A tinge of panic spread out through me. What if he couldn’t make it here in time? What if he missed the birth of our baby?

      I couldn’t think about that now, though—there was nothing I could do about it either way. Right now, I needed to focus on the baby.

      Another contraction hit, the pain so intense I could barely see straight.

      “Ahhh!” I yelled out as the staff pushed me down the fluorescent-lit hallways of the emergency room.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted the white-clad figure of a doctor. I turned my head to see that the doctor was a trim, white-haired woman who looked to be around sixty.

      “Hi,” she said. “What’s your name?”

      “H-Heather,” I said, the pain from the contraction fading slightly.

      “I’m Dr. Hart,” she said as we continued on. “And I’m going to make sure this baby gets delivered safe and sound, okay?”

      “Okay,” I said, sweat streaming down my face.

      The staff wheeled me into a birthing suite and helped me up on the table.

      “Justin,” I said in a weak voice. “Where’s Justin?”

      “Is Justin the father?” asked Dr. Hart.

      “Yes,” I said, my breath short. “And he works all the way in the Financial District.”

      “Shoot,” said Dr. Hart. “Is he on his way over?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “He knows.”

      “Good. Then all we can do is hope for the best.”

      She was right, but that didn’t mean I didn’t want him there more than anything.

      “Doctor,” I said. “The baby’s not supposed to come for another two weeks. Is that bad? My last baby was right on time.”

      My parents turned their eager attention to Dr. Hart, the other staff swarming all around us and getting the room ready for the birth.

      Dr. Hart spoke in a cool, even tone that put me at total ease.

      “It’s totally fine,” she said. “Sometimes babies are really eager to come out and see the world. It’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Oh thank God,” I said, letting all the air out of my lungs as I spoke the words.

      “Now,” Dr. Hart said. “All I need from you is to relax. We’ll get this little tyke out of you soon, because he really doesn’t seem like he wants to wait.”

      Another contraction hit as Dr. Hart led my parents out of the room. I could feel the baby coming—it was going to happen, and soon.

      And, right at that moment, I heard the three sweetest words I could possibly imagine.

      “The dad’s here!”

      “I want to see him!” I shouted out.

      Justin burst into the room. He was wearing a gown, mask, shoe coverings, and hair covering.

      “Am I in time?” he asked, short of breath. “Are you doing all right, sweetie?” He leaned over and kissed my forehead, taking my hand.

      I let out a big moan as another contraction built up. All I could do was try to smile at him through the pain.

      “You’re just in time,” said Dr. Hart once my legs were propped up and everything was set for the birth. “Okay, Heather, this is going to be one of the fastest births I’ve ever seen, so get ready. When I say ‘push’, I want you to push hard!”

      It was all starting to come back to me from Faye’s birth. I did my best to clear my mind and work through the pain.

      “Push!”

      I did, as hard as I could.

      “Push!”

      I grunted, sweat trickling down my forehead.

      “Push! There’s the head!”

      Somehow, the pain intensified even more.

      “Push one more time!”

      I did, pushing out with all my might. I let out a yell, putting every bit of energy I had into it.

      Then I heard the sweetest sound—a baby’s cry—and collapsed back into the bed.

      “What—boy or girl?” I asked trying to catch my breath.

      “It is,” said Dr. Hart over the baby’s wailing, “a beautiful, healthy, strong-lunged little boy.”

      Justin let out a whoop of joy as he squeezed my hand. He wiped my forehead with a cool cloth a nurse had given him.

      A boy. I couldn’t believe it. Faye had a little brother.

      The pain began to subside, and a warm wave of euphoria came over me. I relaxed, listening happily to my baby boy crying, knowing that it meant he was healthy and strong.

      Dr. Hart and the rest of the staff cleaned the two of us up. I eagerly awaited seeing my boy, and when he was ready, Dr. Hart brought him over.

      He was so beautiful I couldn’t help but cry. His skin was a healthy, rosy red and he already had a head of thick, dark hair just like his daddy’s. And when he opened his eyes for the first time, I saw that he had my mint-green eyes.

      “Congratulations,” said Dr. Hart. “Couldn’t have gone any better.”

      “Thank you so much,” I said.

      “My pleasure,” she replied. “Now, I hear your parents are outside eager to meet this little guy. Want me to send them in?”

      “Are you ready?” Justin asked.

      “Please,” I said, holding the baby close, gazing down at him.

      Dr. Hart and the rest of the staff stepped out. Justin and I were alone with the baby for a moment.

      “I can’t believe it,” said Justin. “That’s my boy, my son.”

      I could see a shining film of tears form in Justin’s eyes, which surprised me—I’d never seen him cry before. But, of course, only a single tear managed to trickle down. He quickly wiped it away and composed himself.

      My parents knocked and came in. I was so happy to see them that I could hardly contain it.

      “Oh my God,” said my mom, hurrying to my bedside. “There he is.”

      I held the little baby close, planting a soft kiss on his adorably wrinkly forehead.

      “Can I hold him?” Justin asked.

      “Of course, you can,” I said. “He’s your boy.”

      I handed him over and Justin carefully took him, as if the baby was the most precious, fragile thing in the world.

      “He’s beautiful,” said Mom as she wiped away tears. “Just beautiful.”

      “You both did good,” said Dad as he put his hand on Justin’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

      “I can’t believe it,” Justin said. “I’ve never been this happy in my life. He’s perfect. I can’t wait for Faye to meet him.”

      “Me either,” I said.

      “Well,” said Mom. “Now that we know this little baby is a he, you both need to pick out a name.”

      She was right. I had a few names in mind, but as I watched Justin with the baby, how he held him close and tight, a thought occurred to me.

      “You know what?” I asked. “I think that since this is your first child, you should get naming duties.”

      Justin’s eyes flicked up to me, an excited expression on his face that was almost boyish.

      “Really?” he asked. “Are you sure?”

      “Totally sure.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Then that’s easy—William.”

      “William,” said Dad, trying it on for size. “Good, strong name.”

      “Where’d you get it?” asked Mom.

      “It was my father’s name,” he said. “He’s gone now, but I think it’s fitting that his name can keep going.”

      “I love it,” I said. “Little William and Faye—sounds so good.”

      We doted on little William some more before Dr. Hart returned and let us know that because everything had gone so smoothly, despite William’s early arrival, I could be on my way in just a few hours.

      It was exactly what I wanted. The time passed as Dr. Hart took care of all the necessary baby business and made sure that William and I were as healthy as we looked.

      Soon enough, it was time to go. We all said our goodbyes to Dr. Hart and the rest of the staff, thanking them for all of their help.

      “Might have to see about making a donation here sometime soon,” said Justin as we left.

      “I hope you two are fine with Dad and I inviting ourselves over,” said Mom. “We want to make sure everything’s okay. Not to mention smother that little guy with attention.”

      I glanced up to Justin.

      “That okay?”

      “Of course,” he said. “How about we head back to the penthouse, pick up Faye, and all get settled in for the night. More than enough space for you both to say as long as you want. Then tomorrow morning, I’ll order in some breakfast for us all.”

      “What a guy,” said Dad.

      “I’ll take the new Mommy and William,” Justin said. “You both can follow.”

      A short while later we were in the car and making our way back home.

      “I have to ask,” I said. “How did you get there so fast?”

      “Damnedest thing,” said Justin. “I was stuck in traffic, sure I wasn’t going to make it in time. But then an ambulance started carving through, and I got the bright idea to follow him.”

      “Smart thinking,” I said.

      “That took me all the way through the city, and once I made it to Queens, it was smooth sailing. It was meant to be.”

      I couldn’t have been happier how it all turned out.

      We all arrived back at the penthouse, picking up Faye on the way up. I introduced Faye to William, Faye being beyond happy to meet her new little brother. We settled in, getting comfy for the evening. Before too long my parents went to bed, and it was just Justin, Faye, William and me, all of us cuddled on the couch.

      My heart was so full of love and joy I could hardly stand it. Everything had turned out perfectly. I had a happy little family.
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        Six Months Later - Heather

      

    
    
      The click of the camera sounded over and over again. I did my best to make sure the smile stayed plastered on my face, but by the time we reached the second hour of the photo session, I was getting to my limits of endurance.

      “How you holding up?” asked Justin through a camera smile, his eyes flicking over to me.

      “I can handle maybe—maybe—another five minutes.”

      “Same here,” he said.

      I glanced down at the kids. William was in Justin’s lap and dressed in an adorable onesie. He cooed happily, apparently loving the attention of the photo crew that surrounded us on the set. Faye, on the other hand, seemed about over it.

      “No camera!” she said, pointing to the crew, a cranky expression on her face.

      The crew laughed.

      “Don’t worry, kiddo,” said the lead photographer. “We’re about done.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. When Justin had asked if I minded if the family posed for some shots for one of his new lines, I said “sure” without a second thought. But now that I was in the middle of it, I was beginning to realize how difficult simply posing for pictures was. It gave me a new appreciation for models.

      “These are the best photographers in the city,” said Justin. “Think about how nice these shots will look on our mantel.”

      “True, true,” I said.

      The photographers took a few more shots.

      “And that’s that!” called out the lead. “Awesome, awesome stuff, guys.”

      I let my body relax as I took a sigh of relief. The crew began chatting among themselves, and I stretched out my arms and legs.

      “I don’t know about you,” said Justin. “But I’m starving.”

      “Same,” I said. “I bet the kids are too.”

      “How about this,” he said. “I go over the pictures with the photographers, and after that we grab some lunch nearby.”

      “Perfect.”

      “Because I want you ready for this evening.”

      Now I was curious.

      “Why?” I asked. “What’s going on this evening?”

      “Something special I have planned for the family,” he said with a sly grin. “You’ll have to wait and see.” With that, Justin stood up. “Keep an eye on the little guys,” he said. “I’ll be back in a few.”

      I watched Justin stroll confidently across the set toward the photographers. He was dressed in a sharp business-casual outfit and looking good as ever.

      My eyes lingered on him as he had a back-and-forth with the photographers, all of them gathered around a large computer monitor as they went through the shots.

      Justin had changed since we had William. He was still a hard worker, but now there wasn’t even a trace of burnout in him. He was energetic and cheerful, always eager to start his day.

      I’d found myself wondering what it was. After all, most new parents had less energy, rather than more.

      Then it had occurred to me that being a family man had been exactly what Justin needed. He wasn’t making clothes for some hypothetical family now. He had skin in the game, as they say.

      “Okay,” he said, coming back over to us and scooping up William. “Ready to eat?”

      “So ready.”

      The four of us left his office tower and made our way back to our neighborhood. Once there, we stopped at a cute, casual diner where we enjoyed a nice light lunch of sandwiches.

      As we stepped back into the penthouse an hour or so later, in I noticed that there was a box on the kitchen table. It was brown and wrapped with a lavender-colored bow.

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      “Some snacks,” he said. “A baker friend of mine just opened up a new place, and he sent me over some goodies. Thought they’d be nice for our little field trip.

      “Sounds perfect to me,” I said.

      William in one arm, I approached the box and opened up. Inside were all sorts of goodies, from cupcakes to cookies to macaroons and everything in between.

      “You know,” I said. “This is the wrong message to send if you want me to lose the last bit of my baby weight.”

      Justin shot me a confused expression.

      “What baby weight?” he asked. “You look like a million bucks.”

      I waved my hand in an “oh, you” gesture. “Nice of you to say, but I know you’re just being nice.”

      Faye seated on the couch, Justin stepped over to me and wrapped his arms around my body.

      God, I never got tired of being in his embrace. It was magic, the effect he had on me. I closed my eyes and savored his touch, his smell—everything about him.

      “I never say things that aren’t true,” he said. He kissed me softly on the cheek, the slight dusting of stubble on his gorgeous face tickling me just right. “Okay,” he said. “Are you ready for our trip?”

      “You have to tell me where we’re going first,” I said. “The suspense is too much.”

      “Fine, fine,” he said. “We’re taking the limo up to the Hamptons for the weekend. Because I…may have made a slightly unnecessary purchase.”

      “Wait, what? What kind of unnecessary purchase?”

      “Well, you know I love my penthouse—our penthouse,” he said. “But sometimes it’s nice to get out of the city. Then I thought about that trip we took up to the vineyard months back. I did a little looking around and saw that there just so happened to be a very lovely house for sale right nearby.”

      “Wait a second—you bought a house?!”

      I was beyond shocked. He said it like he had picked up a new pair of shoes on the way home from work.

      “Not yet,” he said. “I put down a deposit, and the realtor is letting me take it for a spin for a month. Nothing’s final yet. If you hate it, I won’t go through with the sale. But something tells me you’re going to be a fan.”

      “Okay,” I said, suddenly very intrigued. “I’ll give it a shot.”

      “It’s all I ask,” he said. “But we’re in walking distance of the duck wine vineyard—so, there’s that.”

      “You’re making this sound awfully tempting.”

      “It’s what I do,” he said, flashing me that winning smile of his.

      Then he glanced away, shifting his weight from one foot to the next.

      “And…there might be another surprise.”

      “Let’s hear it,” I said.

      “You know how you said you’ve been missing your work friends since you decided to become a stay-at-home mom?”

      “Yeah,” I said, curious as to where he was going with this.

      “I may have invited all of them to the house tonight.”

      “What?”

      “Yep. Julia, your work friends, your parents. And there will be some of my friends too—maybe some pretty famous ones.”

      “It sounds like there’s going to be a party tonight,” I said, intrigued.

      “Quite possibly.”

      I wanted to be a little miffed that he’d done all this without asking me, but I couldn’t find it in myself. It all sounded so nice. And he was right—I loved staying home with the kids, but I did miss Julia and all the rest of my friends.

      “So,” he said, clasping his hands together. “Get your things ready, and we can head out. Everyone’s already on their way. I took care of transportation and food and drinks and all that. All you have to do is show up and be your gorgeous self.”

      I stepped up to him, got on my tiptoes, and planted a kiss on his lips.

      “I love you,” I said.

      “And I love you. But I’d love you more if I was showing you off to everyone.”

      I gave him one more smile before rushing to the bedroom and packing my things.

      Before too long I was ready, my heart beating in anticipation. Justin was in the living room with the kids, the box of baked goods tucked under his arm.

      “Limo’s waiting for us,” he said.

      “What, no helicopter?” I asked jokingly.

      “I thought about it, but then I realized it might scare the poop out of little William here.”

      “Good call,” I said.

      “Shall we?”

      “We shall.”

      We were soon loaded up and on our way. The sun had begun to dip low in the sky, and I watched the lights of the city’s towers twinkle on as we drove. It was all so beautiful and perfect, and I had the best family I could ask for with which to share it.

      I snuggled up to William and Faye in the back of the car, playing with them and otherwise keeping them busy during the drive out to Long Island. It took a couple of hours, but we soon arrived.

      “There it is,” said Justin. “Our Long Island getaway—if you want it, that is. The call’s yours to make.”

      I gasped at the house. It was a beautiful blue-and-white colonial-style building, three stories and situated on a large tract of land near the beach. Dozens of cars were parked out front, and lights inside were on—the party was underway.

      “I love it,” I said. “It’s perfect.”

      “Glad to hear it,” he said. “And like I told you, duck wine’s only a five-minute drive away. Or a stroll through the vineyard.”

      I pulled him close for another kiss. I couldn’t believe it—a year ago I was a struggling single mom, and now here I was with the man of my dreams and two beautiful children.

      We parked in the middle of the large, half-circle driveway. The chauffeur helped us out and brought our bags to the door. Justin invited him in to enjoy the food, and he was happy to accept.

      “Ready?” Justin asked.

      “Ready,” I said.

      He opened the door revealing the beautiful interior of the house, the place packed with friends and family. They all turned their attention to me, happy smiles on their faces.

      Well, I should say that they turned their attention to Faye and William. I had a feeling those two were going to be the real stars of the evening.

      Justin and I made our way around the party, chatting and drinking and having a good time. Everyone was there. Mom and Dad were in good health and happy as always to see the kids, as was Justin’s glamorous mother. Julia was there with her husband and Melanie—Julia with a new baby bump of her own.

      Justin gave me the grand tour of the house, and I fell more in love with it with each room that he showed me.

      After an hour or so, Justin took me aside.

      “What do you think?” he asked.

      “About the house? I think it’s a keeper.”

      “And…how do you feel about everything else?”

      “You mean my life with you?” I asked. “It’s amazing. You’ve made me the happiest woman.”

      He smiled.

      “Mind if I show you the beach?”

      “I’d love it.”

      We found William and Faye, and Justin spread the word that he and I and the kids were going to get some air.

      He led me to the back porch, the quiet of the night replacing the bustle of the party as soon as he shut the door behind us.

      The beach was just gorgeous. The moon was full, silver light rippling on the waves. The sand was soft, and Justin and I couldn’t resist taking off our shoes and digging our toes into it as we made our way to the shore.

      “Let’s sit down here,” he said, gesturing to a log overturned in the sand.

      We did, and for a time we watched the waves softly crash into the sand. It was quiet and magical. Even Faye and William were speechless.

      “Heather, I can’t begin to tell you how much I love my life with you,” he said. “You’ve made me so happy that I sometimes feel like my heart might burst. And more than that, you’ve given me these two wonderful children.”

      Tears welled in my eyes. I didn’t know what to say.

      “But you and I both know that there’s something missing from all this. And it’s time I fixed that. So…I might’ve lied before—there might be one more surprise.”

      He reached into his pocket and removed a small black box. With a flick of his wrist, he opened it, revealing a gorgeous diamond ring.

      “Heather Moore, will you—”

      I couldn’t even wait for him to finish.

      “Yes!” I shouted out, leaning forward and planting a kiss on his lips.

      Tears streamed down my face as he slipped the ring on my finger.

      “Now everything’s perfect,” Justin said. “And I can’t wait to start this new chapter of life with you as my wife. I love you, baby.”

      “And I love you so much.”

      I leaned forward and kissed him again.

      “But…” I said. I flicked my head toward the house.

      “Time to share the news?” he asked with a grin.

      “My thoughts exactly.”

      We hopped up and started back toward the house. The kids laughed with happiness, and I held them close. Justin took my hand and kissed my cheek softly.

      I had everything I’d ever wanted. A perfect love, for my children and my husband-to-be.

      I leaned over to kiss Justin, but right as I was about to touch my lips to his, the phone in his pocket buzzed.

      “Go ahead,” I said.

      “Sorry,” he said, taking out his phone.

      He glanced at the screen and chuckled.

      “What?” I asked.

      “It’s Andrew,” he said. “You ready for season two?”

      

      
        The End
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      “Oh my God, I’m so nervous,” Tami said as Juliette pulled the truck up in front of the OB-GYN office. “I’m not sure I can do this. I mean, what are they going to think of me? Going in there without a guy in sight.”

      Juliette looked over at her roommate. Tami’s normally sunny expression was drawn, and her eyes held no joy. Juliette reached out and touched her arm.

      “Hey,” she said. “It’ll be okay. They probably see women in your situation every day and don’t think a thing about it. You get to see your baby for the first time. Focus on that part.”

      Tami looked over at her, and a slightly shaky smile appeared. “You know what?” she asked as she unbuckled her seatbelt.

      “What?”

      “Advice sounds more comforting in your accent. For the first time today, I feel like I might actually be able to do this.”

      Juliette laughed. “Well, we Carolina girls do try to do our part,” she said, exaggerating the slight twang she hadn’t shed during her year in California.

      “You do,” Tami said. “I really don’t know what I’d have done without you over these past few weeks.”

      “You would have been okay,” Juliette said firmly. “I haven’t done anything much. Just helped you get your stuff out of that jerk’s house.”

      “And listened to me freak out,” Tami said with a sad smile. “I’m not sure I’m done with that part, by the way.”

      “I will listen to any number of freak-outs and write them off as pregnancy hormones,” Juliette promised. “Now come on, we’re going to be late and then sitting through all of that traffic on the freeway will have been pointless.”

      Tami took a deep breath and opened the door of Juliette’s truck. “Okay,” she said, lifting her chin. “Let’s do this.”

      Juliette followed her friend inside the office. They had only been sitting for a few minutes when Tami’s name was called. Juliette’s eyebrows went up in surprise. That clinched it: if she ever had a baby, she was coming here to get her checkups.

      She half-smiled as she reached out and picked up a copy of an interior design magazine, settling in to wait for Tami’s appointment to be over. If was definitely the operative word in that sentence. She hadn’t even had a steady relationship in several years. It was a hazard of the industry, she supposed.

      Back in North Carolina, she’d done nothing but work, trying as hard as possible to build a resumé. The last thing she wanted was to be laughed out of Hollywood.

      As it was now, even with an agent and some experience under her belt, she’d be laughed out of Pomona instead. It was all that she could afford. And she wouldn’t have been able to afford that if it hadn’t been for Tami’s ad looking for a roommate.

      Juliette remembered how nervous she’d been about having a roommate. She’d never had one before; North Carolina was infinitely cheaper than California, and even with a low-paying job, she’d been able to her own apartment there once she’d graduated.

      Fortunately, Tami had been kind and gracious. She’d told Juliette her own story of moving closer to Hollywood. An ambitious young photographer, she’d started out in Palo Alto and slowly made her way south, taking project after project that she didn’t truly care about until she finally had enough experience and capital to start her own business. A year ago, she’d opened her own photography studio, where she could at last do things her own way.

      They’d hit it off immediately. So well, in fact, that Tami had canceled the rest of her interviews.

      Juliette had moved in the very next day, which was a huge relief because she had been quickly running out of funds for the hotel where she’d been staying. The room hadn’t even been nice but it had still been costing her more than a hundred dollars a night.

      Being roommates could have been a complete disaster since they barely knew each other, but it hadn’t been. Everything had been perfect. They shared the bills and chores equally. Neither of them was the party type. They even liked the same television shows.

      In fact, the only flaw Juliette could see in Tami was her terrible taste in men. If a man was a walking red flag, he seemed to draw Tami right in. It never got to the point that Juliette felt unsafe, and she was grateful for that. Not just for herself either.

      It wasn’t that the men were dangerous. They were the classic fear-of-commitment, unavailable types. She couldn’t count how many times her wonderful friend had been ghosted. Every time, Tami swore that she was going to take a break from relationships for a while. Then she either met someone new or the ghost returned for a sequel. Juliette refused to judge, but she wished that Tami had a better sense of her own worth.

      When she’d come to her with a pale face and a pregnancy test in hand, Juliette had been more than a little worried. Tami had dropped to the couch and buried her face in her hands. Juliette could still remember the pain in Tami’s voice as she’d asked her what on earth she should do.

      Juliette’s first suggestion had been to call the soon-to-be father, and Tami had given a laugh that was more than half a sob. She’d done that. He’d said that he wasn’t interested. Of course, if she wanted him to, he’d pay for half of the abortion. She’d hung up on him.

      Once Tami had managed to calm down, she and Juliette had a long and honest conversation. Tami had been firm on the fact that she would be keeping the baby. Juliette remembered the way that her hand had curved over her stomach. She obviously wasn’t showing yet, but the gesture was protective.

      “I’ve always wanted to have a family,” Tami had said with tears sparkling in her eyes. “And I’d love to know that I’ll have your support.”

      Juliette had clasped her hands and given her a smile. “Of course you will. I’ll even go to your doctor’s appointments with you.”

      Which was why she was sitting here now in an increasingly uncomfortable waiting room chair.

      The door opened, and a nurse looked at her from the doorway.

      “Juliette Dietz?” the woman in floral printed scrubs asked.

      “Yes,” Juliette said. “Is everything okay?”

      The nurse smiled. “Tami would like you to be there for the ultrasound.”

      Juliette jumped up. “Oh, I’d love to!” she said eagerly. “Is it really okay?”

      “Normally we don’t allow friends back,” the nurse said. “But since we won’t have the father in the room, there’s no problem.”

      Juliette followed the nurse through the corridors excitedly. She was going to be the second person to see Tami’s baby! She vowed not to gush too enthusiastically. She didn’t want to embarrass her friend.

      The nurse opened the door and allowed Juliette to precede her into the room. Tami was lying on the bed with a crisp white sheet over her. She gave Juliette a half-embarrassed smile.

      “I bet you had no idea you’d be doing this when you signed that roommate contract,” she joked nervously.

      Juliette laughed and walked over to take her hand. “If I’d known that babies would be involved, I would have signed even faster,” she said honestly.

      The doctor walked in. “All right, are we ready to have a look at this baby?” he asked, chuckling when he got enthusiastic nods from both women.

      He positioned the wand and gradually the picture showed up on the screen. Juliette and Tami’s eyes were locked on the images. The outline of the incredibly small baby became clear, and Tami’s hand tightened on Juliette’s.

      “That’s my baby,” she whispered.

      Juliette felt tears sting her eyes at the warm amazement in Tami’s voice. “It sure is,” she said, her own voice only marginally louder.

      The doctor smiled. “Everything looks perfectly normal,” he said. “We’ll print you out some pictures to take home. Then we’ll talk some more about what you need at this stage of your pregnancy. I’ll give you some time to get dressed.”

      He went out of the room. Tami stayed where she was, still absolutely beaming. Juliette was about to suggest that they stop for a celebratory dinner on the way back when her ringing phone interrupted them.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I thought I’d turned it off.”

      She pulled it out of her bag to do just that and then saw her agent’s name flash over the screen. He always got so snippy if she wasn’t exactly where he thought that she should be when he thought that she should be there. She hesitated for a second and then answered.

      “Hi, Chris. I’m with—”

      “You got an audition!” Chris nearly screeched.

      Juliette blinked, holding the phone a little further from her ear. “I got what?”

      “Horizon Studios want you for the lead,” he went on, his normally fast-paced speech almost blurring into unintelligibility. “Edward Ainsworth is set to direct! Albert Price is going to produce!”

      “I—how did they even find out about me?” she asked, her heart beginning to hammer at her ribs.

      “I do my job, that’s how. Audition’s at three.”

      Juliette looked at her watch. “Did you say three?”

      “Are you even paying attention?!” Chris demanded.

      “Yes!” she said quickly. “It’s just that I—I think I need to reschedule.”

      “Are you crazy?”

      Both Chris and Tami had asked the question at the same time. Juliette turned her attention to Tami.

      “I can’t just leave you sitting here,” she said. “And I’ll never get you home and be able to be at Horizon by three.” She pressed her phone to her shoulder to muffle Chris’s indignant squawking and gave Tami a quick smile. “It’s okay, I—”

      “Oh my God,” Tami said, jumping up with the sheet wrapped around her and yanking the phone out of Juliette’s hand. “She’ll be there,” she said.

      Chris stopped. “I don’t know who the hell you are, but thank you for talking some sense into her,” he said quickly. “I’ll call and confirm the interview right now.”

      He disconnected the call. Tami handed Juliette’s phone back to her. “I can get a cab,” she said. “I know I’m a little needy, but I’m not a complete mess yet. Go, go! You’ve got to get ready.”

      “I—but…” Juliette simply gaped at her friend. “Did he really say Horizon Studios? Edward Ainsworth?”

      “Yes!” Tami said. “Juliette, this is it. Do you understand that? This is exactly what you’ve been waiting for!”

      Juliette did know. The knowledge that this was pretty much make or break for her career was what was holding her rooted to the spot.

      “What if I blow it?” she asked, her voice panicky.

      “You won’t,” Tami said firmly. “Now go! It won’t matter how good you are if you miss the interview.”

      Juliette yanked the door open and ran back through the labyrinth of hallways. She only had an hour and forty-five before three o’clock, and a full hour of that would be taken up by the drive from the apartment to the studio.

      She ran into the parking lot, threw herself behind the wheel of the truck that she had driven all the way from North Carolina, and drove back to the apartment as fast as she dared. The last thing she needed was a speeding ticket to slow her down.
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