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      You have got to be fucking kidding me.

      These are the words I’m aching to speak. But I don’t. Because I’m in public. With my family, in a stuffy-ass restaurant that they insist on eating at every time my prick older brother has something to celebrate.

      But if I were to say, “you have got to be fucking kidding me” out loud, it would be justified. Because this is what is happening right now:

      My brother Leo has just grabbed a bottle of champagne from our server’s hands. Instead of saying, “yes, please” when the server kindly offered to uncork it, Leo shook his head, swiped it from him, and stood up. He fucking stood up. And then he winked and said, “I got this.” And then, because he has piss-poor aim and an ego the size of an iceberg, when he popped the cork, it landed in the soup bowl of an elderly lady at a nearby table. The entire restaurant gasped.

      And of course, like the smug jerk he is, he just shrugged and muttered, “sorry.” Then he poured himself a glass of champagne and plopped back down in his seat.

      And our parents? They didn’t give a fuck. Dad just chuckled and said, “You’re a riot, son.” Mom flagged down a nearby server for her third martini before we’ve even gotten our food. I don’t even know if she realized anything happened just now, she’s so blitzed out on vodka and whatever else she’s on.

      And that’s why I’m counting the threads on the stark white tablecloth instead of saying a word. Even if I did, it wouldn’t make one bit of difference.

      “It's been a long time coming, this promotion,” Leo says, running a hand through his hair that’s the same shade of black-brown as his suit.

      I scoff. He always has to look so goddamn coordinated all the time. Never a thread or a hair out of place, even when he’s doing shit that doesn’t matter—like hanging out at his house or working out. He’s always got a coordinating outfit, and his hair is styled like he’s headed to a club.

      He glares at me. I brace myself for whatever insult he’s about to lob my way, but Dad pipes in.

      “A year and a half isn’t a long time coming at all,” Dad corrects, his gruff voice firm. “That’s a natural progression for this kind of job.”

      And then he spews the story we’ve all heard a million times about how he built his investment banking company from the ground-up with ten dollars in his pocket and zero help from anyone. I grit my teeth, aching to call bullshit. Ten dollars goes a long way when your grandfather dies and leaves you millions in inheritance. He always conveniently leaves out that part. And I know why—his rags-to-riches story sounds so much more compelling when he lies about it.

      “You needed time, Leo,” Dad says. “I didn’t want it to look like nepotism, promoting my own son.”

      I laugh into the ice in my glass, catching one between my teeth. I crunch on it, the sound apparently loud enough to earn a glare from my mom. I mutter a sorry and swallow down the icy shards.

      “Is something funny, Marco?” Dad asks, his stare pointed and annoyed.

      I should be used to it. It’s how he’s looked at me my whole life. But the truth is that it hurts every single time. It’s a reminder of just how much he can’t stand me, how he tolerates my existence instead of embracing me into his life like he does with Leo. It’s always been that way. I suspect it always will be.

      Especially after what I did last year.

      I shake my head. “Nope. Nothing’s funny.”

      Leo tilts his head at me. This time, all of the muscles in my core tighten. He’s gearing up for a fight. I need to be ready.

      “I mean, if we want to bring up funny things, we can just talk about you, can’t we?” He speaks with a glass of champagne in his hand, like he’s getting ready to roast me.

      I swallow and glare at him. “Really? I don’t think anything I’ve done recently counts as funny. More like tragic. And fucking stupid.”

      He flinches at the bite in my tone, and the muscles in my stomach ease the slightest bit. I don’t think he was expecting me to say that.

      But then the look in his eyes darkens. We have the same eye color—that gold-brown hue our mom has too. But at this moment, I don’t see myself in him at all. All I see is a stranger hell-bent on tearing me down.

      “Wow. Just laying it all out on the table, aren’t we?” he spits.

      I tug the collar of my shirt, then loosen my tie. Keeping eye contact with him, I shrug. I may as well have punched him in the face for how incensed he looks at my silent response.

      He sets down his champagne glass. Dad lets out a heavy sigh and rolls his eyes.

      “Let’s see,” Leo practically growls. “A little over a year ago, you took a grenade to your life. That’s probably the best way to describe it, isn’t it? Weren’t you the one who tried to pick up your ex-girlfriend at your own wedding rehearsal dinner? With your fiancée in the next room? The night before you were supposed to get married? And then didn’t you get your nose broken by your ex’s boyfriend?”

      The muscle in his jaw twitches as he looks at me. “Oh, wait. I should say, ex-fiancée.”

      Something in the center of my chest tightens. A bitter laugh falls from my lips. It only seems to spur him on.

      “And then you got fired. Because genius that you are, your old boss is your ex-girlfriend’s dad and of course that’s some grade-A thinking right there. ‘I’ll corner my boss’s daughter and proposition her. No way that could come back and bite me in the ass. It’s not like he could blacklist me from my entire field and I’d end up an unemployed loser for the foreseeable future because no law firm will hire me since everyone thinks I’m a slimeball.’”

      Mom makes a “hmph” sound as she sips her millionth martini, nodding along with Leo.

      A taunting smile pulls at his lips, and I lose the breath in my lungs. I know that look better than I know my own face. That’s the face he pulled often when we were kids and he beat up on me or made fun of me for some random, inconsequential thing. Like he was taunting me to fight back, even though he knew I was smaller and weaker and couldn’t.

      But I’m all grown up now. There’s no discernible size difference between us anymore. We’re both tall and broad, and if we were to throw down, it’s anyone’s guess who would win.

      But emotionally? There’s absolutely nothing that I care to have in common with my brother.

      “That’s enough,” Dad interrupts. “We don’t need to keep bringing up your brother’s past mistakes. It’s embarrassing.”

      Embarrassing.

      The way he speaks the word, like it’s a personal affront to him, sets off something inside of me.

      I pivot my gaze to him. “Embarrassing for who? You or me?”

      His frown is a mix of disgust and confusion. “What are you talking about, Marco?”

      I loosen my tie even more and pop the top button of my shirt, annoyed that I bothered to dress up for dinner with my family who so clearly hates that I’m one of them.

      “I just want to know. Do you only care about me ruining my life because of how it makes you look?”

      “What?”

      Realization hits like a brick to the face. My family is toxic as fuck. They don’t care about me—they only care about how I make them look. They’ve only ever cared about appearances, how people and things make them appear to their friends and coworkers.

      Yes, I’m a scumbag. I ruined my engagement to Harmony in the most hurtful way. I cheated on her and my ex-girlfriend, Lily, and every other girlfriend I’ve ever had. I’ve been selfish and self-involved in every relationship I’ve ever been in. If there’s a douchebag of the year award, I deserve to win it every single time.

      But my family has no right to berate me, to act like they’re above me. Because they’re just as bad. And I’m just now realizing it.

      I shove back from the table, still in my seat. And then I take a breath, roll my shoulders, and aim my gaze at Leo.

      “You’re right. I’m a pathetic loser for what I did. But don’t act like you’re some saint. Where the hell is Heather tonight? Why isn’t she here?”

      Leo’s expression twists. “She’s busy.”

      “Really? You sure she’s not here because you don’t want her to know that you slept with half the servers in this place and never called them back?”

      I catch the bartender and server at the next table staring daggers at Leo.

      I lean forward and lower my voice. “I’d probably think twice about eating when your food comes. Someone definitely spit in it.”

      I straighten up in my chair, my heart racing. “And don’t for one second pretend that you got promoted at Dad’s company through merit. That’s the biggest crock of shit I’ve ever heard. His company is the only one you’ve ever worked for, and you’ve coasted the entire time. Have you ever put in a full eight-hour day? I know just how shitty your work ethic is. All you do is charge lunches and hotel stays on the company card.”

      I pivot my gaze to our parents, who are looking at me wide-eyed.

      “Did you know that? Have you checked with your accounting department lately?” I say to Dad. “Golden Boy here is going to spend you and your company to your last dime. And you promoted him. Well done.”

      Dad starts to scold me, but I stop him. “I’ve spent the past year sitting silently at dinners just like this one where you and Leo take shots at me while Mom sits by, numbing herself with alcohol. That ends tonight. You wanna know why I’m such a fucked-up scumbag who can’t keep a relationship? It’s because of you, Mom and Dad. My entire life I watched as the two of you turned infidelity into an Olympic sport.”

      Mom stammers, her eyebrows nearly to her hairline. If she’d stop getting botox, her expression would be even more shocked than it is. But even now the horror is clearly written on her face.

      I tug up the sleeves of my dress shirt. Did someone crank the heat up in this place? It’s like my skin is on fire.

      “I take full responsibility for how awful I was to Harmony and Lily and every other woman I’ve been with. I was a jerk to almost all of them, and that’s no one’s fault but my own. But can you really be all that surprised that your son is a cheating prick when the both of you are too?”

      Just then I realize how strained my voice is. I’m nearly shouting. I lean back into my chair and look around. Every single patron, server, food runner, and busboy is staring at me right now. They’ve got a front-row seat to my freakout, and I’m giving them a hell of a show.

      My face is on fire. I’m embarrassed for sure, but at the same time, I feel… alive. Invigorated in a way I’ve never felt before. I’ve never been this honest and open with anyone my whole life. Sure as hell not my family. If I was sad or upset as a kid, they didn’t care. Emotions were inconvenient, and the best way to deal with them was to shove them deep down inside. So I’ve lived my entire life that way.

      Not anymore.

      There’s something cathartic about unleashing on my family. I feel so light and unburdened. A small part of me even wants to laugh.

      Dad leans over to me. “You are humiliating us. You get a hold of yourself right this instant.”

      And that’s when I lose it for good. My head falls back and I let out a full-on belly laugh. When I look over at my brother and my parents, I cackle even harder. They all look so mortified, so horrified, and I can’t handle it.

      “Screw this.” I stand up from the table. “I’m done with you guys. I’m done with the berating, the snide comments, the way you treat me like I’m the worst thing that’s ever happened to this family when you all have done just as many horrible things.”

      I look around at the dozens of pairs of eyeballs glued to me. “Fuck this, right? Fuck your family making you feel worthless when they’re just as awful as you! Fuck toxic families! Fuck toxic families!”

      I chant “fuck toxic families” a few more times with my fist in the air until the deafening silence makes it clear that no one is going to join in.

      I stop and slowly lower my hand. And that’s when self-awareness hits. I’ve publicly lost my shit on my family, and I need to get the hell out of here.

      I dart in the direction of the front of the restaurant, but when I get to the narrow steps that lead that way to the entry, a woman with two slow-moving toddlers gets in front of me. I slow my speed-walk to a crawl, absorbing every whisper and stare from the surrounding diners.

      They turn left for the bathrooms, and I hurry the rest of the way out. But before I even make it to the door, I remember my car keys are with the valet. I groan and turn around to quietly wait for the maître d’, who’s talking on the restaurant phone. He scowls at me, probably because he isn’t a fan of how I turned dinner service at his five-star restaurant into my own personal vent session.

      As I wait, I shift my weight between my feet, antsy as hell. I spin around and immediately collide with someone. She wobbles while apologizing, and I grab her to steady her.

      “No, my fault, I was—”

      I freeze as I look at the person standing in front of me. I immediately pull my hands off of her.

      That dyed-blonde hair. Those blue eyes that always seem to look right through me, that are right now staring at me with confusion. Clearly, she doesn’t remember me like I remember her. I gulp and break into a cold sweat.

      Shit.
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            MORGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘I’ll hook you up. He’s, like, crazy hot. And tall. And has muscles for days.’

      And is an absolute tool.

      I prop my chin in my hand and try to nod along to whatever Crazy Hot Tool is saying. Something about the great sous vide vs. grilling debate. Apparently, it’s the stuff of legend, and I am woefully sheltered to be so uninformed. Not to worry, he’s going to be sure I can lead a seminar on his meat preferences before the evening is over.

      It’s not that I don’t admire someone who cares about their work. Quite the opposite. I love when people are passionate about what they do. It’s more of the way this guy ordered for me and then proceeded to turn our date into a monologue about his life and opinions that has me colder than the raw tuna steak he’s droning on about.

      Oh, Harmony. I should’ve known not to let you set me up. Bless your heart, but you don’t know my type at all.

      My type. What does that even mean?

      I frown into my drink as my brain hooks onto that thought. At twenty, I’d have said my type was Tom Hiddleston. At twenty-five, I’d have said my type was hardworking, down-to-earth, and socially woke. But here, a week after my 30th birthday, I have to admit that I no longer know how to answer that question.

      My type is a guy who can see far enough past his own nose to notice how I’m feeling.

      My type is a guy who doesn’t get bored and starts dicking around just because I have to take care of Gram.

      My type is a guy who knows what he’s good at and what he isn’t. Who cares about others but in a low-key way, not for show. Who gives me shivers when he touches me. Who doesn’t laugh at me or call me a “free spirit” as if it’s a synonym for ditz. Who… who…

      Who’s a vegetarian, maybe. Good god, how long is this guy gonna talk about meat?

      Maybe I should forget about dating for a while.

      “So, what do you think?”

      I blink back to the moment at the question. My mouth opens to apologize, to ask for clarity, but instead, I snap it shut again and look down. There’s a cocktail in front of me that tastes like maple syrup and cherries. An array of tapas sits between us at this bar table: tapenade, chicken liver mousse, and asparagus fries.

      “I think,” I begin slowly, gaze fixed on the plates, “That the only cocktails I like are citrus or cucumber-based. That olives are the devil’s invention, and that the only acceptable mousse is chocolate. Oh, and that the after-effects of asparagus make me think I’m dying before I remember why my pee smells like that.”

      His eyes blink rapidly, jaw slack in response.

      My tone softens a bit. “In short, I think I should leave. Thank you for agreeing to this blind date, but I don’t think there’s much for me here. I’m sure you’ll agree. Have a good night.”

      I slide off the bar chair and shoulder my bag.

      “Morgan, but—”

      Whatever he was going to say is interrupted by the sound of someone shouting in the dining room. Everyone in the lounge startles, it’s so loud, but the thick velvet curtains that partition off the sections of this swanky restaurant keep us from getting a peek at the drama.

      The bartender chuckles when it goes quiet. He pours a martini. “Either the chef added a little too much Sriracha to the salmon, or someone’s sleeping on the couch tonight.”

      His comment has the desired effect. All his patrons chuckle with him and resume their drinking and chit-chat. My date and I trade one more look, but he doesn’t bother with whatever feeble protest he was going to mount. I push my drink toward him and give him one quick nod before striding away.

      In the restroom, I grip the sink and stare at my reflection. A huge exhale bursts from my lips as I replay the last few moments. Did I really tell him about the pee thing? I’m not sure if I want to laugh or cry. No matter, because the doorknob jiggles just then, jerking me out of my trance. I wash my hands, tuck a strand of hair behind my ear, and hurry out. I sidestep the two small children waiting with their mom just outside the door and flash them all a smile before heading toward the maître d’ to call the valet. Of course this stuffy-ass restaurant wouldn’t let me park my own car and thus make a quick getaway.

      I’m rummaging in my bag for the valet ticket and not watching where I’m going as I approach the podium, which is why I crash into a brick wall dressed in a white dress shirt and paisley tie. We bounce off each other with a collective “oomph.”

      The broad-chested guy reaches out to steady me as I rub my head. He cuts off my muttered apologies with, “No, my fault, I was—”

      Nothing else follows that statement. When I blink up at him, I find him looking at me with a kind of sick horror in his eyes. He puts his fist to his mouth, then scratches the thick stubble on his cheek. My brows knit; I can’t have food on my face since I didn’t eat any. I don’t think my essential oil is so potent as to be offensive. Why is he looking at me like I’m his worst nightmare? Why am I getting dread vibes?

      And why does he seem so familiar?

      I know him… No, no way... He’s too scruffy and raw to be—

      The maître d’ clears his throat. “Can I help either of you?”

      “Yes, um, well. I need my car brought around, but, um, you go first, Morgan.”

      My head whips back to the guy, my lips falling open as my suspicions confirm themselves. “Marco.”

      He cringes at the way I whisper-puke his name, but the sour taste in my mouth is too much to suppress. Fucking Marco Woodruff is standing beside me. Someone gouge my eyes out with an asparagus fry.

      I scuttle sideways as far away as I can while still sliding the valet ticket onto the podium. “Um, it’s a red Mini Cooper,” I say as if he needs to know this. He nods and picks up a walkie-talkie, simultaneously accepting Marco’s valet stub.

      I spin on my heel and race out the door to the front curb, praying the car is magically already there, but of course it’s not. Heavy footfalls behind me tell me Marco, too, has come outside to wait.

      We stand side by side in total silence.

      “Where did they park them, the North Pole?” I mutter when an eternity has passed.

      He breathes out a chuckle that I don’t want to hear. It’s commiseration, and we are not people who have anything to bond over.

      I sneak a sideways look at him. He’s dressed impeccably, no surprise. The handful of times I met this jerkwad when he was dating my best friend, Lily, he was always overdressed in my opinion. Shirt and tie for brunch kind of guy, while the rest of us were in jeans. It gave the impression he was trying so damn hard, but at the same time his attitude was too cocky to belie any insecurity.

      Yeah, he wasn’t insecure. He was just a cheating dickweed.

      I pucker my lips as headlights blaze from our left. A Mercedes glides up. I roll my eyes. “Of course.”

      The valet pops out, and Marco moves for the driver’s side door. “She was first.”

      The annoyance in his voice stops the valet, who was already jogging back toward the parking lot. “Sorry, boss, your car was blocking hers in. Easier this way.”

      We trade a look over his car’s roof. “Do you need me to wait with you?”

      His voice is thin. Clothing aside, he’s not at all how I remember him. The scruffy beard he wears is definitely new. He isn’t cocky, and he’s not bored with everything like he used to be. If anything, I sense deep fatigue in him. It’s in his eyes, even in the low light outside of the restaurant. It’s in his shoulders, the way they’re not square and thrown back like before. It’s in his whole damn aura.

      But the question has only one right answer. I jut my chin out and sneer. “If I ever need a chaperon, Marco, I’ll find one who’s at least a modicum of trustworthy, thanks so much.”

      He flinches like I’ve delivered the blow he’s been waiting for since we ran into each other. Maybe I have. “I expected that answer. Goodnight.”

      And with that, he drops into his car and is gone.
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        * * *

      

      “So? How did it go?”

      Two days later, I’m brunching with my girls. Harmony is vibrating with anticipation, and Lily is grinning eagerly, too. I wish I had a better report to give.

      I bare my teeth in a cringy smile. “We didn’t hit it off. He… wasn’t my type.”

      And then I ran into the guy who stepped on both of your hearts and it was weird.

      I don’t add that part. Why bring up the ghost of heartbreaks past for either of them? Not that Lily would care; she’s too busy planning a fairytale wedding to her prince charming to do more than roll her eyes at Marco’s name. I’m not sure about Harmony, honestly. She’s been dating lately, but Marco’s douchebaggery was off the charts with her. I mean, he made a move on Lily at his own freaking rehearsal dinner. At least it was before he and Harmony said “I do,” but god. If I were either of these women, never hearing his name again would be pretty okay for me.

      Never hearing his name would be quite fine for me too, actually.

      Truth be told, I’d replayed that weird encounter with Marco several times in my head over the last day. Why had we run into each other? I’m not big on cosmic coincidence, but they do happen. Why, on that night, had the universe put me in the path of someone I find so totally repellant after another disaster date?

      Universe, what lesson am I supposed to be learning here?

      I’ll have to read my tarot when I get home and ponder this some more.

      Harmony pouts, and I have to remember why. Oh, right, the failed date. “I really thought you’d like him,” she says.

      “I appreciate you trying for me,” I reply with a smile. “Maybe it’s me. Maybe I just need to focus on work and getting back to routine now that Gram is better.”

      I silently thank the universe for being able to say those words. A year ago, Gram had hip and knee replacement surgery. I’d gone to be her live-in aide while she rehabbed, since a live-in aide was prohibitively expensive. Living an hour and a half away—the next state over—had required me to put a lot of things on hold, including work. The last few months have been all about clawing my way back into regular modeling gigs and rebuilding the momentum of my Instagram platform, but I’m finally starting to find the groove again.

      “You’re far too hot to be single,” Harmony declares solemnly.

      I burst out laughing. “That’s ridiculous. What, like all this hotness shouldn’t go to waste?” I gesture to myself and roll my eyes.

      “Exactly,” she agrees, but I get her to giggle, too. “I just mean you should be happy.”

      “So should we all. I don’t think I need a guy around to order my drinks for me for that to happen.”

      She purses her lips again. “Fair enough, but don’t give up. Lily, are you ready to go dress shopping?”

      Lily glows at the question. Today is dress shopping day—wedding dress shopping day. She wrinkles her nose and laughs. “I guess so? As ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Harmony squeals and motions to the waiter for the bill. She’s a sucker for all things girly and romantic, so helping Lily choose a wedding dress is right up her alley. As for me, I’m just happy to help if I can, but I know my style choices aren’t what my best friend would naturally go for. Whereas I’d be torn between edgy and cool or boho-chic and whimsical, I know my straight-laced bestie will go for cleaner lines and a more traditional look.

      I text Gram just as we’re leaving the restaurant.

      Me: Hi Gram, just checking in. How are you today?

      Gram: Hey, Sugar Pea. Feeling a little tired but not too poorly. Love you, MoMo.

      “A little tired” makes me frown, but I don’t push it. I’ll call her later, after shopping and girl time are over.
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      “Why don’t you tell me why you’re here, Marco?” Dr. Imana asks.

      “Um, well...”

      I’m sweating. I’m sweating so goddamn much, and I don’t even know why.

      Well, I mean, I kind of know why. I’m officially in therapy, and I’m kind of freaked out about it.

      Actually, not kind of freaked out—massively freaked out.

      Never in a million years did I ever think I would be here, sitting across from a therapist, on the verge of unloading on him about my life. For my whole life, therapy wasn’t something anyone in my family considered doing. When they did mention therapy, it was always disparaging, always to make fun of or criticize whatever friend or coworker or relative was seeking help.

      They’re fucking nuts.

      Only people who are too weak to handle their own problems go to therapy.

      Why would you pay money to have someone listen to you whine about your problems? What a waste.

      The sound of my parents’ voices echoes in my head. But this therapy office is where I need to be. I need help, and I can’t rely on them for support. I haven’t spoken to them since last week when I lost my shit at dinner at The Hound And The Wolf, their favorite upscale restaurant. I blocked their numbers and my brother’s number from my phone because I realized after that night, I don’t want them in my life anymore, not if they’re just going to berate and taunt me.

      “Are you alright, Marco?”

      I shake my head. “Um, yeah. Sorry, I just… I’m here because I have a lot of issues. Serious issues. And I think I need help dealing with them.”

      “Okay, that’s great.”

      It’s not until I register the neutral expression, the complete lack of judgment on Dr. Imana’s face and in his tone of voice, that I realize I’m clenching my entire body. I take a breath, and the muscles in my chest, stomach, and neck slowly loosen. He’s not going to berate me for being here. He’s not going to make a joke at my expense for being weak or needing help. He’s not going to call me names.

      “I’m here to support you,” he says gently. “What kind of issues do you think you have?”

      He’s here to listen, to help.

      I wipe my clammy hands on my pants and take a breath. “Can I just… lay it all out there?”

      “Of course.” He gestures as if to signal that it’s perfectly okay to dump everything I’ve been feeling.

      So I do.

      “I think I’ve hit rock bottom.” I let out a sad laugh, then clear my throat. “Last year, I was about to get married to my fiancée. Ex-fiancée, I mean. At our rehearsal dinner, I got very drunk and hit on my ex-girlfriend. She obviously turned me down. And then her boyfriend saw what I did and punched me. Broke my nose. My ex-fiancée broke up with me after that. And because my ex-girlfriend’s dad was my boss, he fired me. Now I’m blacklisted from every law firm in the city. I can’t get hired anywhere in my field. I haven’t dated anyone since then, either. I haven’t really wanted to, honestly. So I’ve pretty much just been sitting at home, alone, looking for jobs. Oh except I, um, got CPR certified because I’ve had a lot of free time. So that’s, um, something.”

      It was more than something… it was the one useful thing I’ve done in months… something that showed I could be more than just a cheating, lying asshole. Not that I’ve had a chance to use it, but dammit I could save a life if I had to.

      “That’s pretty much it,” I add when he doesn’t speak, mostly to fill the void of judgment and criticism I’m pretty sure he’s preparing.

      But Dr. Imana nods thoughtfully. I’m shocked. I was certain he’d be horrified.

      “This must be really difficult for you, to go through all that.”

      “Um, yeah. It was—it is.” I stammer for a second. “Sorry, I just kind of thought that you’d be appalled at what I’ve done.”

      “I’m not here to judge you, Marco. I’m here to help you. And for the record, you’re not the only person who has done these kinds of things. A lot of people do. It’s typically a sign that they’ve had traumatic relationship experiences in the past and never addressed them in a healthy way.”

      “Oh.” A lightbulb goes off in my head.

      “Why do you think you did that? Trying to cheat on your fiancée with your ex-girlfriend the night before your wedding?”

      “This is going to sound like such a clichéd crock of sh—crap. Sorry.”

      Dr. Imana flashes an understanding smile.

      “I think it has something to do with my parents, with how I was raised to behave in a relationship.”

      “What were your parents like?”

      “Cold. Detached. Unemotional. Uninterested in me for the most part. They never said ‘I love you’ to me or my brother. I can’t remember the last time I hugged either one of them. It’s been years. A decade, at least.”

      I realize my hands are shaking slightly. I’ve never said any of this out loud to anyone before, and it sounds almost unbelievable. But the sad part is that it’s all true.

      “They weren’t very loving to each other either. They’ve both had multiple affairs for as long as I can remember. I honestly don’t even know why they’re still together. It’s pretty clear they don’t love each other.”

      Dr. Imana’s face twists slightly. “I’m so sorry to hear all that.”

      My throat tightens at the emotion in his face, at the sincerity in his voice in his expression.

      “I never really felt close to them. And I think… I think that has something to do with the way I am in relationships now.”

      “Have you spent a lot of time thinking about this?”

      I nod. “Every day since the night I screwed everything up.”

      “How would you describe yourself in the context of a romantic relationship?”

      “I can’t get close to people. I always push them away by withdrawing emotionally or cheating. And, this is awful, but I know my default is to blame it on them. I’d rather just shove everything under the rug than openly talk about my feelings with a girlfriend. I’ve never said ‘I love you’ to any woman I’ve been with. This is why I’m thirty and I’ve never had a functional or healthy relationship. I’ve always cheated or ghosted. When someone wants to talk about how they’re feeling or how they’re hurting, I get physically uncomfortable. It’s easier to let them think it’s their own issues. I don’t… I don’t even know why.”

      “It sounds like your parents weren’t tolerant of you expressing emotions when you were growing up. That might be why it brings you physical discomfort to address emotions directly.”

      “Yeah, that actually makes sense. Feelings and emotions were never important to them. Only money and status. They only ever cared about how much money I made, the prestige of my job, the attractiveness of my past girlfriends.”

      I say all of this softly. I’ve known this about them for years but never talked about it. It sounds so disgusting to actually speak the words now.

      A lump lodges in my throat, and my brow lifts. I can’t remember the last time I cried. I swallow back the urge. I didn’t even cry after Harmony called off the wedding. I was just… numb. I should probably tell that to Dr. Imana.

      So I do. I admit that I proposed to Harmony after just three months together because we were riding the high of the honeymoon phase of our new relationship and she made it pretty damn clear how much she wanted to get married. So I figured why not? She was beautiful and sweet and fun, but I realize now I wasn’t emotionally invested in our relationship. I just thought you were supposed to get married at some point in your twenties and thirties. That’s what my parents did. That’s what everyone around me was doing.

      I let out a shaky breath. “I have no idea how to be a good person—or a good partner. I feel like I’m only good at being a slimeball. And I hate myself for it.”

      The last few sentences I speak come out a mumble. I can’t even look at Dr. Imana when I say them. I’m too ashamed.

      “I appreciate you being so open and honest. It makes therapy so much easier when you’re willing to be vulnerable. You should be proud of yourself for that.”

      I thank him, still unnerved at how supportive he’s being.

      “I want you to know, Marco. You’re not alone in feeling this way. Sadly, a lot of people grow up in similar family environments, and it affects you when you’re an adult,” he says. “Your parents are supposed to show you love and affection consistently throughout your life, from the moment you’re born. It helps you develop as a human. But if they don’t, it can have a lasting effect on you emotionally. Have you ever heard of the avoidant-dismissive attachment style?”

      I shake my head. He explains that people with this attachment style are wary of closeness to the point that they avoid emotional connection with others. It’s difficult for them to tolerate emotional intimacy. They value independence and freedom, and the more someone tries to get close to them, the more they withdraw. Their romantic partners often accuse them of being distant, rigid, and closed off. They minimize and disregard their significant other’s feelings, keep secrets from them, engage in affairs, and even end relationships to regain their sense of freedom.

      My mouth goes dry as he’s speaking. All of this is me.

      “People with this attachment style prefer fleeting, casual arrangements to long-term committed ones. You seek out significant others who are just as independent and emotionally distant as you are,” Dr. Imana says. “You think you don’t need close relationships or intimacy, but the truth is that all human beings do. Every single one of us is wired for connection. Even avoidant attached people want it—it’s just their fears of intimacy that have been ingrained in them that get in the way.”

      That lump in my throat resurfaces.

      “Avoidant-attached style often stems from a parent who was unavailable or rejecting during infancy and childhood. Your needs were never consistently or predictably met by your parents, so you subconsciously distanced yourself emotionally as a way to cope. Or you self-soothed,” Dr. Imana explains. “This can often instill a habit of avoiding intimacy, even when that causes distress.”

      Holy shit. That’s me to a fucking tee.

      “I—I’m pretty sure I have that.”

      “I think so too. It doesn’t have to be like this forever though, Marco. It seems like you’re in a lot of pain, but there’s a way out of it. And that’s by continuing therapy, being open and vulnerable with your feelings, surrounding yourself with supportive people, and seeking out corrective emotional experiences,” he says. “All of these things go a long way in helping you feel more comfortable with expressing your feelings and helping you form secure attachments where you feel safe with other people. And that helps keep you from engaging in those defenses that cause you so much pain and distress.”

      My head spins. That sounds like a hell of a to-do list, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to undo all that’s wrong with me.

      But I want to try.

      “Can I give you some homework before your next session?”

      “Sure.”

      “Give yourself permission to express an emotion you don’t normally allow yourself to express.”

      “Okay…”

      “I know that sounds strange. I just mean, if you feel like crying, cry. Or if you feel like laughing or smiling, do it. If you mess up, apologize. If you want to say something silly or corny, say it.”

      I let out a small laugh.

      “It can feel really scary letting yourself express emotion when you’ve been taught not to do it your whole life. But the more you do it, the more comfortable you’ll feel.”

      “Okay. I can try to do that.”

      The session ends. I thank Dr. Imana and set up recurring appointments on Friday afternoons with him. I stumble out of the renovated warehouse that houses his office in the arts district of the city, then drive in the direction of my condo in a daze. It’s like I’ve had an hours-long session at the gym, but all my exhaustion is emotional, not physical. I’m wrung out in a way I didn’t think I could be. But it feels good too, like I’m doing the right thing.

      As I sit in traffic, I mull over the homework from Dr. Imana.

      Give yourself permission to express an emotion you don’t normally allow yourself to express.

      If only he had seen me last weekend, flipping out at my parents and brother at the restaurant. He probably didn’t mean lashing out in anger, though.

      My mind drifts to Morgan, how we bumped into each other and had the most cringey version of small talk ever. But I’d been really annoyed at the valet bringing my car first. At least I’d said something, right? Would that count as a baby step to Dr. Imana? Maybe I’ll ask next time.

      When I blink, I can picture the scowl on her face perfectly. She was absolutely disgusted at the sight of me, just like everyone else I know is these days.

      Can I blame her though? Fuck no. After the way I treated Lily I deserve every scowl, every curse she could come up with. I came on to her best friend the night before I was supposed to get married. The thought lands like a kick to the gut. Bile creeps up my throat. I really am a piece of shit.

      But you’re a piece of shit who’s in therapy. That’s something.

      “Maybe someday I won’t be such a piece of shit.” I say it softly, like some messed-up affirmation.

      Traffic crawls at a snail’s pace. I squint ahead, noticing how everyone is signaling to get over to the left lane. As I roll forward, I see a stalled car near the side of the road, hazard lights on. A woman in white yoga pants hops out of the car and crouches down at the back passenger tire. Must be a flat.

      When I get closer, I do a double-take. It’s Morgan.

      Christ, what are the odds?

      She’s frowning at the tire, which looks shredded to hell. And then she leans back, rests her hands on her thighs, and shakes her head. I don’t miss that thousand-yard-stare in her blue eyes. Like she has a million things on her mind, and this flat tire is the last thing in the world she needs. Her mouth quivers. She looks like she’s about to lose it.

      My chest aches. She’s struggling. And I want to help.

      I pull ahead and park my car at the side of the road a few dozen feet beyond hers and turn off the engine. Then I hop out of the car and walk toward her.

      If my dad were with me, he’d laugh. Or insult me.

      The memory of him scolding me when I was a little kid resurfaces. I was sitting in the backseat, gawking at a car accident near an intersection as we drove by.

      “Dad, should we stop and see if they’re okay?”

      “Are you stupid, Marco?”

      My voice died in my throat at the bite of his words.

      “I don’t get paid to stop by the side of the road and rescue people. Do you?”

      I knew better than to answer him. So I bit my tongue and tried not to cry.

      “We’re late as it is. We don’t need to waste our time helping people. That’s what the police and paramedics are for.”

      My blood turns hot the longer I think about that moment. I’ve never once stopped to help anyone on the side of the road because of just how jolting and painful that experience was.

      But I’ve cut my dad out of my life. I don’t have to continue ignoring people like he does. I can help them if I want. Fuck him and his selfish rules. It’s the right thing to do—and I actually want to.

      When I walk up, Morgan’s wiping her cheeks, still gazing at the tire. That ache in my chest deepens.

      “Hey. Need help?”
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      Okay, Universe, seriously. What the fuck?

      My gaze walks up the pressed chinos to the gingham button-down and finally settles on freaking Marco’s face. Again. His lips are set in a grim line, probably because he’s annoyed and afraid that some dust from the road will blow by and sully his outfit. His brows are knitted, but I can’t see his eyes thanks to reflective shades in his aviators.

      I jump up and wipe my eyes quickly, damning the tears that leaked out. Gram isn’t answering her phone, my tire is blown, and here I am weeping instead of doing something about it.

      And here he is, bearing smug witness to it all. “What’s wrong, Morgan? Did your tarot cards not predict a blown tire this morning?” would be a classic Marco Woodruff line. We interacted at a total of maybe a dozen get-togethers when he was dating Lily, but more than one of those meetings ended with both of us drinking more than we should and trading insults for sport.

      The first time it happened, I wasn’t prepared. I had been bemoaning my Saturn Return since my 29th birthday was just around the corner, and he snorted into his cocktail and made a crack about the absurdity of planets having anything to do with our lives. My reply had been a scowl and eye roll. Weak sauce to be sure, but I’m not used to trading barbs at a friendly dinner.

      After that, I’d be damned if he got the best of me. Digs about yuppies and lawyers stayed in my back pocket, ready at any moment. A time or two, our shade-throwing got to Lily, so we’d flash tight smiles and assure her it was all in jest.

      It was definitely not in jest.

      “I asked if you needed any help.” Marco drags the tip of his pristine sneaker through the gravel.

      I cross my arms. My slack-jawed surprise hardens to a set jaw. “I wouldn’t ask you to piss on me if I were on freaking fire.”

      “I didn’t know you were into that,” he mutters, one furrowed brow quirking above his shades.

      An unexpected giggle bubbles in my throat, but I cough to cover it. “What I meant was, why the hell would I ask for your help? Get out of here, Marco. You don’t want to help me unless you want some kind of favor in return.”

      That tiny trace of humor evaporates. I’m not sure, but it seems like he flinches. “I don’t want anything from you, Morgan,” he mutters as he takes half a step back. One hand lifts from deep in his pocket and threads through his black-brown hair. “It was stupid of me to stop. Forget it.”

      Suddenly, that thin line of his lips doesn’t read as disgust. It reads as nervousness. His shoulders are at his ears, and he radiates a caged-animal energy similar to when I saw him at the restaurant the other day. Something about it relaxes my jaw just a little, but I’m not about to ask for help.

      “Forgotten. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to… to…”

      But that’s the problem. What do I do? Pull up a YouTube video, try to put the spare tire on, and pray it carries me the next sixty miles to Gram’s house? Call 911 and have them go check on her just because she didn’t answer my call this morning and my intuition—and the fact that our check-ins happen at 10 a.m. daily without fail—says something is wrong? Pay through the nose for an Uber and leave my car where it is for now?

      “I have to figure this shit out. I don’t know what to do, but I know damn well I don’t have time to stand here and talk to you. My grandmother is—something is wrong and I—I need to do something and I don’t know what it is, alright?”

      The words tumble out in a messy stream at the same time fat drops of rain begin to splat on my hair. I look up and bark a laugh at the sky. “Nice touch,” I mutter to the clouds.

      “I can give you a lift.”

      Marco pulls off his shades as I process the fact that he’s not joking. He stashes them in his breast pocket and glances up at the rain that’s picking up tempo. “I’ll take you where you need to go. You can call a tow on the road.”

      “It’s like an hour and a half away. Across the state line.”

      “I have nowhere to be.”

      “We hate each other.”

      “Your grandmother needs you. Which is more important?”

      The jerkoff can make a point.

      He tilts his head toward the dark blue Mercedes parked a few feet away. “I can drive fast. I don’t want anything from you, I swear. This is,” he huffs a laugh, “the very least I can do, after all I’ve done to the people you care about.”

      And I don’t know why, but that self-deprecating truth makes up my mind. I grab my purse from my car, lock it, and hurry to follow him.

      He pops the passenger door open and actually stands there waiting to close it for me once I’ve slid in. I perch on the leather seat. I’m a bundle of nerves, certain this is a mistake but more worried about Gram than what kind of mess I’m getting into with this guy. On top of that, the rain has soaked my shoulders and done a good job on my hair, too; I shiver when a droplet rolls down my scalp.

      Marco drops into his own seat and glances over. “Buckle up.”

      “As if you care about my safety.”

      “As if I want to get sued.”

      “That’s more like it.”

      “I thought you’d think so.” He flips the paddle gear shift and checks his mirrors while I sit back enough to secure the belt. Then, he exhales hard and mutters, “hold on.”

      We rocket into the lane so fast that I’m pressed back into the seat. The engine roars, and in seconds we’re flying down the right, then the left lane. I can’t see the speedometer, but I’m very sure we’re in call-for-backup territory if a cop with a radar gun happens to be lurking anywhere nearby.

      “Stop holding the oh-shit handle,” he says when we hit cruising speed. “I know what I’m doing.”

      I don’t remember his voice being like this. I remember him with a perma-sneer and a super-chill glide to his words that always made him sound like he was flirting or impressing a client. Now, he seems to speak in a perpetual mutter, as if he knows he’s the last person I want to listen to.

      Which, I guess it makes sense if he does know.

      But it changes his whole demeanor, and although he’s handling the car with effortless control, I’m more convinced that his aura is, in fact, thin.

      I sneak my gaze sideways to investigate further. His hands are at 10 and 2:00 on the wheel, shoulders leaned casually back against the seat, but his eyes have dark circles underneath. His beard is untrimmed. Dark stubble creeps from his sharp cheekbones down his neck. His olive skin seems pale.

      Weird.

      “See the button on the door that looks like the car seat? Press it for the seat warmer.”

      “What?” My quick reply game needs serious improvement.

      He glances over at me and, since I’m already peeking at him, our eyes connect. One dark brow quirks again. He’s good at that move, but so am I. I mirror the look and purse my lips, but Marco just shakes his head and puts his attention back on the road.

      “You’re shivering from the rain. The seat warmer is right there.”

      It’s a good reason to stop gawking at least, and in a few moments the seat is soothing my chills. Something about the cozy comfort takes my attention off the awkward situation and puts it on logistics. I call Gram again, and again get no answer. Cursing under my breath, I call a tow company and arrange for my car to be hauled to a garage that afternoon. Then I give Marco Gram’s address, which he plugs into the car’s nav system. At our speed, it will be forty-five minutes to her house.

      After that, there’s not much to do but sit and worry. I rub my hands up and down my legs to stay busy. I bite my tongue because my default when riding with someone is to talk, but not with this guy.

      “What’s wrong with your grandma?” he asks out of nowhere.

      “I don’t know, or I wouldn’t be in this car.”

      I refuse to look at him again, but I sense him shake his head in my periphery. “I meant what do you think is going on?”

      My fingers knot in my lap. “I don’t know. She had surgery last year, on her hip and her knee, but rehab was tough at her age. She got through it fine though, so I came back to the city. I mean, she has diabetes, but she’s managed that for years. But, I don’t know. She didn’t answer her phone today. She always answers. I call every morning.”

      “Hope it’s not an embolism.”

      My blood runs cold. “What the fuck, man? I’m trying to tell myself she forgot to charge her phone!”

      “My grandma died of an embolism when I was a kid. I’m sorry, I just—I guess I just thought of it. That was shitty, I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sure it’s not. I’m sorry.”

      I bite my lip. “Your grandma died like that?”

      He nods.

      “Were you close to her?”

      He swallows so hard I can hear it over the engine’s hum. “Yeah. Uh, yeah. I was young, but. Don’t really think about those days much, but… yeah.”

      I try to imagine baby Marco and fail completely. Before I’d have just pictured a miniature lawyer, making deals on the playground. But now? No clue.

      It’s my turn to fill the silence, so I clear my throat and say, “Gram raised me. My dad left when I was a baby. Mom, she… well. She had problems. They got the best of her.”

      “Drugs?”

      “Yeah.” I hang my head, my throat thick with emotion for a woman I barely knew. Thick like it gets any time I think of my mother. Thick with sadness at how troubled she was. Thick with bitterness that she couldn’t be a parent to me.

      But I have Gram.

      My heart twists. “Can you go any faster?” I mutter.

      “Yep.”

      And, somehow, he does. Cars blur past at a speed I’m sure I’ve never traveled before. It’s the distraction I need from that moment of remembrance. “Aren’t you worried about a ticket?”

      He laughs. “Not really.”

      No explanation. No, “I’ll talk my way out of it,” or “I know a guy in the DA’s office,” or “He’d think twice before writing me a ticket.” Nothing else.

      Until this:

      “Figure it’d be worth it if it means you get to your Gram a little quicker.”

      Didn’t see that coming. “Um. Thank you?”

      He shrugs. “Again, the least I could do.”

      But it’s not. Because the least he could’ve done was not stop. And, barring that, he could’ve called a tow company or given me a lift to a gas station. But he’s driving sixty miles to take me to her. That’s definitely not the least he could do.

      It’s no penance for a lifetime of douchebaggery.

      That, too, is true.

      This situation is too weird. I sit back and gaze out the window instead of trying to talk more.

      We swing into Gram’s driveway in record time. I’m out of the car before it stops moving, my shaking hands jamming the key into the front door. I crash into the front hall and shout for her. The house is small, but this is taking way too long. She’s not in the kitchen or the living room, and my bedroom door is shut as usual when I’m not home.

      Her bedroom door is ajar though.

      I knock softly and walk in, no air in my lungs. Gram is stock-still in her bed, hands folded peacefully, chin tilted up, still as stone. “Please no,” I breathe and drop to her side. Her papery hands are cool, but not cold. “Gram. Gram!”

      “Do you need an ambulance?”

      Marco’s voice is behind me, but I don’t turn. “Gram, Gram, Gram,” is all I can think to say. I tap her cheek. “Gram.”

      “Forty-Four-Twenty-Five Saunders Avenue. She’s not responsive. Hurry.”

      Dimly, I register that he’s just called 911, and I thank the universe for it.

      Marco appears on the other side of the bed. “I know CPR. Stand back.”

      I leap away and throw my shoulders against the wall, unsure if I can take the visual of someone doing chest compressions on my Gram but also sure I can’t take my eyes off of her. Marco kneels on the mattress and bends over her. He puts his hand to her mouth, his ear to her heart.

      And frowns.

      “Do it,” I shriek, unable to stand the suspense.

      “She doesn’t need it. Her heart is beating. She’s breathing. Not deeply, but definitely breathing.” He sits back on his heels, then steps carefully off the bed. Two long fingers press into my Gram’s neck as he lifts his other hand to look at his watch. “Pulse is slow but steady.”

      “But she’s not waking up.”

      “I know, Morgan. They’ll be here soon.”

      But it’s not a condescending statement. It’s clearly his best attempt at reassuring. I shuffle forward and sit down, then lay my head on her heart so I can hear the beats. “Gram,” I murmur again and again until the front door bangs open and footsteps rush in.

      “In here,” Marco yells into the hall.

      Dark blue uniforms appear and brush me aside as they assess her. I slide back to the wall and into the corner, my knuckles in my mouth while I pray to the universe for her to open her eyes.

      They put her on a stretcher. That’s when I start to cry.

      Tears blur my vision as I follow them out of the house and watch them bundle her into the ambulance. The door slams shut, and the red lights blare.

      “No, wait,” I bawl.

      “I’ve got you.”

      Marco’s hand lightly touches my shoulder to guide me back to his car, and I’m too hysterical to care. The whole ride over, I’m a blubbery, weepy mess.

      “Morgan. Morgan. Don’t go in crying. If she’s awake, you’ll scare her.”

      I look up to see that we’re already at the ER entrance. Marco’s instructions make sense, even to my panicked brain, so I wipe my eyes and bite down hard on my wobbly lip. “Are you coming too?” I sniffle when my hand is on the door.

      His brows knit again. “I can if you want.”

      “Please.” I nod. Later, I’ll wonder why the hell I said that, but right now I just need to not do this alone. For fucking once, I need a little support.

      Even if it is this guy.

      “Go on in. I’ll be right there after I park.”

      So, as ever, I go in alone. I’ve been going alone into so many chapters of life that I’m used to it. Gram has always been my cheering squad, but I make my way in this world. And even when the absolute shit hits the fan, I find a way to make something out of it. So here I am, walking into the emergency room to handle who knows what.

      “Paramedics revived her on the way over,” the receptionist says, reading from her screen. “I’ll take you back to talk to the doctor.”

      “She’s… she’s okay?”

      “This way, Miss.”

      I step into a partitioned “room” to find Gram sleepy-eyed but awake and a doctor standing nearby. “Hi, MoMo,” she mumbles.

      “Gram,” I croak.

      The doctor nods at me. “Ms. Paulsen, I’m Doctor Avilla. This is your grandmother, yes? I’m afraid she—”

      He breaks off and glances behind me, so I turn and see Marco in the doorway. He looks around, and his expression can’t hide how appealing leaping out the window seems to be. Normally I’d be the one throwing him, but not right now. I have no mental space for anything but what the doctor is about to tell me. I put my gaze back on him and nod.

      Dr. Avilla seems appeased that Marco is an authorized visitor. “Nina here has had a tough night. She slipped into a diabetic coma.”

      I let out a yelp. “Diabetes? Gram, how long since you’ve seen your endocrinologist?”

      “Too long, I guess,” she admits. “I had no idea. I just haven’t had much energy lately, and my vision’s been a bit blurry because I get tired. I’ve been meaning to look up his number, but…”

      “Hmm, but you also haven’t been eating, have you?” the doctor prompts gently. “You’re dehydrated and dangerously low on nutrients, Mrs. Walker.”

      Gram ducks her head. “Well, I do eat. I have my coffee and sweet roll in the morning, then tea. But I drink my orange juice through the afternoon, so I thought that was good.”

      I wait, but that’s all. “That’s what you eat in a day? Are you serious?”

      She shrugs feebly. “I’ve not been too hungry lately, mostly thirsty. Sometimes I’ll have a cookie with my juice if I’m feeling hungry.”

      The doctor breaks in, “Nina, you should know by now how to manage your diabetes. You were diagnosed a decade ago.”

      “It’s been managed a long time,” she replies, but then her expression collapses. “Maybe I’ve not been tending to it like I should since the rehab.”

      “Mmm, seems so and it’s caused some problems. We’ll have to put you on insulin injections at least until your blood sugars level out. You’ll need to check your blood sugars at home daily and keep a log for follow-up appointments.”

      “That’s going to be hard, what with the arthritis in my hand and not seeing too well lately,” she says.

      “Yes ma’am, I know. But we have other problems. On top of the hypoglycemia that your diet has caused, that knee is starting to atrophy since you’re not moving around much. Along with the insulin injections, we need to get you set up with a proper eating cycle. I suggest one of the meal delivery services in the long run. You’ll want to choose one that is low in sodium and sugar, of course. Overall, it’s not safe for you to stay alone right now.” He eyes me. “Her insurance doesn’t cover home health.”

      “No kidding.” Not that I would’ve wanted it, but when she was rehabbing from surgery, I found out firsthand just how out-of-the-question home health would be for Gram. Hence my four months out here in the burbs, work on hold, money running out faster than I could bring it in.

      “Oh, Gram,” I sigh as the enormity hits me.

      My modeling career isn’t going to survive. You don’t get sponsors and gigs if your name stays out of the rotation. If I can’t go to shoots, if I can’t create branded content on Instagram, then I’m done. I’ll have to get a work-from-home job as a customer service agent or something and live with her. I’ll have to give up my apartment in the city. I’ll have to give it all up.

      I clear my throat and nod at the doctor. “Okay, I understand. If I can’t find someone, I’ll take care of it.”

      “But your job, honey,” Gram says, her blue eyes full of worry. “You can’t.”

      “I have to, Gram. It’ll be fine. We don’t have a choice. There’s no one else.”

      “I could do it.”

      Gram, Dr. Avilla, and I all turn slowly to stare at Marco.
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      Welp. Judging by the look of absolute horror on Morgan’s face, and her grandmother’s shocked expression, that was clearly the wrong thing to say.

      I clear my throat, hunching my shoulders the slightest bit, as if that’s going to help ease the tension in the room.

      “What?” Morgan snaps.

      Before I can explain, the doctor smiles and glances back at the chart in his hands. “That’s nice that your boyfriend can stay with your grandmother, Ms. Paulsen.”

      I open my mouth to correct him, but Morgan’s scoff cuts me off. “He is not my boyfriend.”

      Each word punches from her mouth, dripping with bitterness. After what I did to her best friend, after how dickish I was to her the dozen or so times we ever saw each other, she has every right to react this way.

      It still stings though.

      “Sorry… I um…”

      Morgan’s grandma interjects in the midst of my muttering. She leans up a bit, her eyebrows furrowing as she looks at me.

      “Morgan, who is this handsome young man?”

      Morgan squeezes her eyes shut and takes a slow breath, as if she’s mustering all her energy to explain who I am.

      I brace myself. This is gonna be rough.

      “This snake in the grass, Gram, is Lily’s ex-boyfriend and Harmony’s ex-fiancé. Remember when I told you all about him? This is the legend himself. Marco.”

      I swallow back a grimace at her hard tone. Christ. It’s all true, but still. Ouch.

      The doctor’s brows fly up to his hairline. He mumbles something about giving us a minute, then darts out of the room.

      Morgan’s grandma squints at me for a few seconds, as if processing her granddaughter’s words. When she makes a “huh” noise, Morgan spins around to look at her. A tired smile tugs at her grandmother’s lips.

      “Well then. It’s not every day I have a handsome heartbreaker offering to be my caregiver.”

      She chuckles, which makes me start to chuckle. Until Morgan aims a scowl at me. I immediately shut up.

      Morgan turns back around. “Gram, over my dead body would I ever let him take care of you.”

      “Oh, Sugar Pea.” She starts to sit up, but then her face twists in pain.

      I dart over, bracing her back with my arm as I prop up a pillow behind her. She says a quiet thank you as I back away. I catch Morgan looking at me, mouth agape like she can’t believe I would dare help.

      I shrug and return to where I was standing, near the foot of the hospital bed.

      “And over my dead body will I let you ruin your career on account of me,” her grandma says.

      I don’t miss the way Morgan flinches at her phrasing.

      “I saw how you put everything on hold to look after me for months last year. I know the toll it took on you, on your career.”

      Morgan protests, but tears brim in her eyes. She pauses to take a breath.

      “Marco, is it?” her grandmother says as she turns her gaze to me.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Oh good lord. No calling me, ‘ma’am,’ alright? You call me Nina. Or Gram.”

      I smile slightly. “Okay, Nina.”

      “Gram, are you seriously—”

      Nina tilts her head at Morgan. “Honey, if he’s really as bad as you say, then what’s he doing here with you right now?”

      Morgan stammers, then explains. Nina’s brow rises higher and higher with each point in the story. Then she looks at me. Even though exhaustion is etched in every feature of her face, there’s a warmth there that’s so clear. It hits somewhere deep inside my chest.

      And then it registers: she’s looking at me with kindness, with care, with gratitude.

      “You helped save me. Thank you.”

      I stammer, not sure what to say because honestly, I don’t see it that way at all.

      “I didn’t really. I just…”

      She waves a hand. “You did. If you hadn’t brought my granddaughter to my house, I don’t even want to think about what would have happened.”

      I catch Morgan’s mouth quivering out of the corner of my eye, but she purses her lips quickly.

      Nina’s gaze on me turns focused. “But I have to say, what you did to poor Lily and Harmony? Pretty damn godawful in my book.”

      “Yeah. It was.”

      She says nothing more so I just stay standing there, fire engulfing my cheeks, bracing myself for whatever else she’s about to say.

      “But there’s gotta be some good inside of you to do what you did just now. And to offer to help stay at my home to look after me is incredibly kind of you.”

      I let out the breath I’ve been holding. “I… I’m trying to be better than I was.” It sounds so pathetic. But it’s true.

      Nina nods once. “So! Are you a health aide or nurse or something?”

      I shake my head. “No. I’m an unemployed lawyer with a lot of free time. But I’m CPR and first aid certified.”

      “Have you ever been arrested? Convicted of a crime?”

      My lips twitch. “Convicted? No. Not arrested either. But…”

      She hums, a light in her blue eyes. “But we’ve all done something, haven’t we?”

      “You said it, Nina. Not me.”

      The hint of a smile flashes across her face. “I’m assuming you’re not a serial killer?”

      I let out a laugh. “Absolutely not.”

      “Works for me.”

      Morgan holds up both of her hands. “Hold on a minute—”

      “Sugar Pea, I hate to break it to you,” Nina says in a sweet voice. “But this is my call. Yes, Marco over here sounds like a piece of work. But for some reason, I get a good feeling about him.” She sighs. “This is the best solution in a not-so-great situation. Let’s just be thankful for the miracle, okay?”

      Morgan’s jaw hits the floor before she clamps it shut, grabs my arm, and pulls me out of the room and into the hallway. She positions me to stand against the wall, then faces me.

      “What the hell are you doing?”

      “What do you mean?”

      Looking around, she tugs both of her hands through her hair before she lowers them to her sides. My eyes follow the movement. I never noticed just how slim and dainty her fingers are. Such an intriguing contrast. Her features are so pretty, so delicate, and yet everything about her spirit and her energy screams fight. Strength. Tenacity.

      I swallow and try to focus back on her face.

      “What are you trying to pull here, Marco?”

      “I’m just trying to help.”

      “Why though?” There’s such confusion in her tone, in her eyes. “We don’t even like each other. You and I could barely stand each other the times we’ve ever had to be in the same room before this. I just don’t get it.”

      Her breath is uneven when she exhales. She looks away, shaking her head. It takes her a moment before she looks back at me.

      “Look. Thank you for everything you did today. For stopping to help me, for calling 911, for bringing me here. That was really decent of you.”

      “You don’t need to thank me. I was happy to do it.”

      Her eyelids flutter slightly before she blinks, and her expression is focused once more.

      “Call me jaded, call me suspicious, call me whatever you want, but honestly, I’m just finding it really hard to believe that you would want to go out of your way to help my grandma. You don’t even know her.”

      I let her words soak in. She doesn’t believe me. She doesn’t believe that I would ever want to do anything good for another person. I mean, it’s not that surprising. This is how the world sees me. Not just my family, not just my exes. Everybody.

      Maybe I need to be brutally honest right now—in a way I never have before.

      Dr. Imana’s words from our session earlier tumble in my head.

      Give yourself permission to express an emotion you don’t normally allow yourself to express.

      I open my mouth but hesitate. Wait, does what I’m about to say really count as an emotion? Is honesty an emotion? It’s more vulnerable actually… Jesus Christ, am I really standing here debating with myself? Of course this counts. Before this, before seeing Dr. Imana, I never, ever would have said any of this out loud. I wouldn’t even be standing here.

      “I get it,” I say. “You have every reason in the world to doubt me. But here’s the truth: my life has been shit ever since things ended with Harmony. And that’s my fault. I was a complete asshole, and I ruined everything. I lost my relationship. I lost my job. My family thinks I’m a pathetic loser, and they take every opportunity to remind me of that. But I’m trying to change. I’m trying to be better.”

      The only evidence that my words have affected Morgan at all is the slight wrinkle in her brow.

      “So you’re doing this good deed for my grandma to try and feel better about yourself and impress your family?”

      Her tone borders on incensed. Damn it, I’m going about this all wrong.

      “No, that’s not….” I lock eyes with her. “I know I’m a piece of shit.”

      Her eyebrows jump. Damn. I guess I hit a nerve in both of us.

      I clear my throat, softening my tone a bit. “It would be nice to be slightly less of a massive piece of shit every damn day, you know?”

      The way she moves her head looks a lot like a nod.

      “I think we both know I’m not busy. And your grandma seems awesome. I’d really like to help her.” Maybe it’s the pleading tone of my voice. I can’t remember a time when I sounded so open, so vulnerable. It’s probably why my heart is thudding so fast. But it’s the truth. It’s how I really feel. I just hope she believes me.

      When she opens her mouth, I brace myself for another rebuff. When she says, “Okay,” I’m stunned. And relieved. And happy.

      “You can stay and help her.” She rubs her temples. “Christ, I’m going to regret this.”

      She glances in the direction of Nina’s hospital door. “We need to set some ground rules though.”

      “Okay.”

      “You will call me immediately if there are any issues with her medication or if she’s feeling even just a little bit off. I’ll drive her car back to the city so I’ll be able to come back the moment anything happens.”

      I promise her I will.

      “And this whole… arrangement… stays between you and me. You don’t speak a word about this to anyone, especially not Lily. I don’t want her finding out what we’re doing. She’ll kill me for even talking to you.”

      I almost laugh. “Do you seriously think I’m going to talk to Lily? We haven’t spoken since the rehearsal dinner. And I’m not really in the mood to get my nose broken by her boyfriend again.”

      “Fiancé,” Morgan says. “She and Calder are engaged.”

      “Oh. Congrats to them.”

      I shouldn’t be surprised. I’d never seen Lily happier than when she was with him.

      “I’ll be sure to relay your sentiment to them both,” Morgan mutters as she looks over to her grandma’s room once more.

      Her stare turns pointed when she looks at me. “And one more thing. If anything happens to my grandma while in your care, I will burn your house down with you in it.”

      I almost smile. A fighter indeed.

      “I sold my house. I live in a condo now.”

      “Fine. I’ll burn your condo down with you in it.”

      “Noted.”
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      “Okay, so here’s where we keep all of Gram’s medication.” Morgan points to the small linoleum dining table that sits along the wall in the tiny kitchen of Nina’s house.

      I nod along and glance at the cluster of orange pill bottles on the tabletop. She explains that the instructions for doses are printed on each bottle. She looks in the direction of Nina’s room, where we laid her down for a nap once we got home from the hospital.

      Then she walks over to the refrigerator, opens it, and curses. “She barely has any food.”

      “I’ll order some groceries to be delivered right now.” I pull my phone out of my pocket and search for the nearest grocery store that offers online shopping and same-day delivery. “What does she like to eat?”

      I look up when she doesn’t answer right away. She’s staring at me, a dazed look in her eyes.

      “Um, soups. Pasta. Fresh veggies. Roast chicken. Oatmeal. Berries. Dairy upsets her stomach though. Nothing with too much sugar.”

      “I remember what the doctor said.”

      I look up when she doesn’t say anything right away.

      “Does she like sweet potatoes?” I ask.

      “Yeah. She loves them.”

      “Is she allergic to anything?”

      “Um, no,” she says softly.

      I walk over to show Morgan all the food I’ve added to the cart. Her shoulders stiffen slightly. I notice she does that anytime I’m close to her. It’s fair, but man, does it suck to know that my physical presence bothers her that much.

      I shove aside the feeling. “That look okay for the next couple of days?”

      “Oh, I meant homemade soup. She doesn’t like canned soups. Sorry, I should have mentioned that.” Her cheeks flush pink.

      “That’s okay. I can cook her soup.”

      I go back and add cartons of broth along with a few cans of beans, a bag of carrots, and some herbs.

      When I glance up, Morgan’s gazing at me again. I start to check out on my phone. “You keep staring at me.”

      “I just… you know how to cook soup?”

      I look up at her. “I’m not an infant, Morgan. I know how to cook.”

      “I didn’t realize you were a home-cooked soup kind of guy.”

      The surprise in her voice makes me smile. “Really? What kind of food do you think suits a guy like me?”

      “I kind of figured you alternated between ordering takeout for sushi and ribeyes, or something like that.”

      “I hate red meat.”

      “Really?”

      I smile at the hitch in her voice. “Yeah. Really.”

      “Me, too.” She looks away after a second. I tell her that groceries will be delivered in an hour and promise to cook something hearty and healthy for dinner.

      “And I’ll make sure she eats enough,” I say.

      When she flashes a small smile and says “thanks,” it does something weird to my stomach. I swallow, look away, and ignore it.

      “Oh wait. I should probably pay you for the groceries. And for staying with her. Shit, I didn’t even think about that.”

      She walks over to where I’m standing and grabs her purse from the kitchen counter. When she starts digging through it, I place a hand on hers. She stills instantly, her shoulders hunched, and glances up at me. Shit. I shouldn’t have touched her. What the hell was I thinking?

      I pull my hand away. “Sorry, I just… You don’t need to pay me.”

      “Marco, this is weird enough as it is. We’re not going to freeload off of you—”

      “You’re not freeloading. I’m offering.”

      “Don’t you have bills to pay?”

      “I have plenty of money saved.” I bite my tongue, annoyed at how I just made myself sound like some pompous rich prick.

      “Of course you do.”

      I flinch at the dismissiveness in her tone. Yup. She definitely thinks I’m a prick.

      I didn’t mean to come off that way. I’m lucky enough that my past job and the inheritance from my grandma has made it so I’ve never had to worry about money, so there’s no reason for Morgan to pay me. But I guess there’s no non-prick way of saying that.

      She protests again, but I shake my head and say, “Morgan. Just let me do this.”

      “Okay.” It’s practically a whisper when she says it, but then she startles. “Oh! Coffee!”

      She points to the clunky coffee maker sitting on the end of the counter. It looks like it was built at the turn of the century—the twentieth century. She starts explaining how Nina drinks a massive cup of coffee every morning with one spoonful of the sugar substitute that’s in the cabinet. The grounds are kept here and the measuring cup and filters here…

      I’m having a hell of a time focusing, though. I got a whiff of whatever perfume she wears, and holy hell, it is intoxicating. Woodsy and floral and nothing like I’ve ever smelled before.

      Morgan must notice the look on my face because she stops talking. “What? What’s wrong?”

      “I, uh, don’t know how to use a regular coffee machine.” Nice save, dipshit. It’s true though.

      “Are you serious? How the hell do you not know how to make coffee?” She doesn’t sound angry. More like mystified.

      “I have an espresso machine at my place. I just use that most mornings. Or I go to a coffee shop.”

      Her mouth twitches before she smiles. “Of course you don’t know how to use a regular coffee maker.”

      This time, there’s no bite to her tone, no underlying current of sarcasm or worry. She sounds light. Happy, even. She even chuckles at the end.

      “‘Of course I don’t know how?’ What does that mean?” I can’t help the upward curve in my mouth. I like it when she sounds this light, this happy.

      “It means I’m not surprised. You drive a Mercedes. You wear designer sunglasses and sneakers. You have freaking seat warmers in your car. You don’t have to work. Of course you don’t use a regular coffee maker.”

      Heat crawls its way up from my neck to my face. “Ah yeah, I guess I’m kind of a stereotype.”

      Rich boy. Materialistic. Douchebag.

      “You’re a bit more than that.”

      Her softly-spoken words hit me square in the chest. The feeling lingers even as I watch her show me how to use the coffee maker. When she finishes, she looks at me for a long second before turning toward the hallway.

      “I’m gonna kiss Gram goodbye then head back to the city.”

      “Cool.”

      I step out to grab my gym bag from the trunk of my car. It’s packed with a few pairs of clean clothes, and suddenly I’m thankful that I never got around to cleaning it out like I intended to months ago. This stash of spare clothing used to be for quick changes between gym sessions and client meetings. Now, I drop it on the floor of the living room and sit down on the couch, sinking immediately into the plush cushion.

      Morgan walks out of the bedroom, closing the door behind her. She walks into the living room and looks over at me. “Thanks again.”

      “Of course.”

      “I’ll call to check up on her tomorrow, and the day after too. But if you need anything while I’m gone—”

      “I’ll call you.”

      “Are you sure you’re comfortable with giving her insulin?”

      “Yes. The nurse at the hospital showed me how to do it when we were waiting for her to get discharged, remember? She said I caught on quicker than most.”

      She makes a face. “That’s because she was flirting with you. She clearly thought you were hot.”

      “Can you blame her?”

      She rolls her eyes, but this time she’s smiling. It feels like I’ve scored a point during a game I’m not even sure how to play.

      “I think I’m good to go,” I say. “I have that packet they gave me at the hospital with the instructions. I’ll read it over again if it makes you more comfortable.”

      She only looks the slightest bit reassured. “Read it till you memorize it. I’ll be back for Gram’s follow-up visit. I’m gonna quiz you.”

      I hold back a smile. “I’ll be ready.”

      She lingers for a second, telling me there’s an unopened toothbrush and other toiletries under the sink in the bathroom.

      “I have a dopp kit in my gym bag. I’ll be good.”

      She lets a flustered smile break free. “Of course you have a dopp kit in a gym bag in your car.”

      This time, I let myself smile too. “Of course I do.”

      She glances back in the direction of her grandma’s bedroom. Even from all the way across the room, I can see the worry in her eyes.

      “Morgan.”

      She turns to look at me.

      “She’ll be okay. I promise.”

      She nods and makes her way to the front door. She reaches for the doorknob but pauses and turns back around.

      “I really will burn you to the ground if anything happens to her.”

      I bite my lip, trying not to laugh. “Of course you will.”

      And with that, she leaves.
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      My knees pin his hips, hands splayed wide on his gleaming chest. One of the straps of my crimson bra dangles off my shoulder, but the push-up level on this baby is so high that nothing is moving. The silk bed sheet and my hair swirl around us in the breeze generated by powerful fans positioned to create just such a dramatic swirl.

      His blue-green eyes crinkle at the edges. “Relax that jaw, lass. You look a wee bit uptight for the setting.”

      I puff out a breath and chuckle. “Thanks, Calder. Just this used to be a lot easier before…”

      He clucks, but that smile remains. “Come now. Where’s that professional model I’ve always known? This is only as weird as we let it be.”

      “Morgan, arch your back a little more, please,” the photographer calls over the whirring fans. “Calder, grip her hips, okay? Right at the top of her thigh.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” he grumbles, a light flush sweeping his cheeks.

      We both laugh as he plants his broad hands on my body. This is definitely the weirdest part about working with my best friend’s fiancé, but Calder is right. It’s all part of the job, and lord knows I need this gig. Romance novel covers aren’t my niche like they are Calder’s—I much prefer yoga gear or athleisure clothing lines—but right now all I care about is rebuilding my portfolio with current contracts.

      So if that means straddling my bestie’s fiancé in a bed and trying not to giggle while he makes faces at me, then that’s exactly what I’ll do.

      We wrap that shoot and go straight into a different assignment. This one requires me to wear a leopard-print sarong and let Calder, who gets to wear a pilot’s jumpsuit, carry me in his arms. Sure, his oiled pecs are on full display, but at least he’s not got a draft right up his crotch like I do.

      We smolder at each other until the photographer calls it a wrap.

      He plunks me down on my feet and rubs his biceps. “Christ, I didn’t know how much longer I could hold you like that.”

      I slap his arm. “Look, just because I don’t weigh zero pounds, don’t start making jokes.”

      He laughs. “Taking the piss is all. You’re brilliant as ever.”

      “Aww. Calder, baby, I know that.” With a smirk, I scurry away to find my street clothes.

      Calder and I have been buddies for years, but since he and Lily got together, we’ve become great friends. We met on some shoot or another. I always loved the way he made work so much fun. I admire his eye for beauty and art, too.

      Modeling became my passion in high school, but because I’m not tall and lithe, I wasn’t sure I could make a career of it. Thankfully, with the explosion of social media, so many new companies are redefining standards of beauty. So my 5’5” athletic build actually has a place in front of cameras these days. I’ll never be a runway model, but I don’t care. I’m proud of my work repping startup brands with a solid mission and ethical business practices.

      The romance novel covers are fun, too, if I’m honest. Skimpy wardrobes aside, it’s awesome to be the face of a badass heroine who’s navigating life and falling in love all at once. Must be a hell of a challenge.

      I wouldn’t know. Maybe that’s all the more reason it’s so fun.

      All thoughts of the shoot scatter as I step into my jeans and check my phone to see an unread text from “Mercedes”, aka Marco. My heart stops for a beat anytime his nickname pops up, but when I open the message I’m greeted with the usual: a photo of smiling Gram and a caption that says, “All is well.”

      I puff out a breath and tapback a heart, then stash the phone and hurry to meet Calder. He gives me a ride to the restaurant where we’re meeting up with Lily, since my Mini Cooper is still in the shop. When we pull up, Lily is waiting outside. Her eyes light at the sight of Calder, and when he swoops in for a hug and kiss hello, I decide that those two should grace every romance novel cover from here to eternity. Even my salty, date-weary self swoons a little at their cuteness.

      “How was it?” she asks when she snags eyes with me over his shoulder.

      “Great. This guy right here kept me laughing so it didn’t get weird.”

      Lily just laughs at me. As an art professor, she understands the rules of the trade.

      She catches Calder’s hand and leads us inside. My phone buzzes again as I’m following them to a booth.

      Mercedes: I need help with something.

      My fingers fly.

      Me: What’s wrong?

      The phone lights up with a call, and my heart really does stop. I tap accept before it even vibrates and dig my free hand into my hair. “Yeah?” I clip out.

      “Hey, sorry, I—”

      “What’s wrong?”

      He pauses. Then clears his throat.

      “Goddammit, what?” I hiss, turning my back on Calder and Lily.

      “There are a thousand lotion options here. She sent me out for lotion and toothpaste. She said Sensodyne, so that was easy. But, fuck me, there are a billion brands of lotion, and this pharmacy isn’t even that big. Help.”

      Panic drains out of me, replaced with a tickle in my throat that is definitely a laugh. My lips twitch, so I bite down hard even though obviously he can’t see. “That’s why you called?”

      “I didn’t want to mess up! I started Googling the best lotions for diabetics but even then there’s a thousand kinds!”

      That laugh tickles harder, but my heart flutters too. He’s really trying to help. Wonders never cease. “Um, she likes Lubriderm.”

      “Lube?!?”

      I can’t help it. A giggle escapes me before I can stop it. “No, doofus. It’s a brand name. Just look around. It’s a white bottle with gold lettering.”

      “You’re laughing at me, but I’m not the one suggesting Gram needs lube.”

      I laugh again and don’t even try to check it. “Shut up and hurry back home.”

      “On it. I see the bottle.” His voice says he’s grinning, too, but the line goes dead without anything more.

      Lily and Calder are trying not to stare at me when I slide into the booth and mutter an apology. Before they can inquire, I toss my hair and grin at Lily. “I think I narrowed down my bridesmaid dress options, want to see?”

      Her eyes ignite. “Hell yeah!”

      I call up the two photos: one is a sexy black jumpsuit and the other is an A-line evening gown in silver velvet. Lily had said to wear whatever spoke to me, and both of these definitely do. This wedding will be “highland chic,” with a cool balance of Calder’s Scottish roots and both of their flair for beauty.

      “Oooh,” she breathes. “These are fantastic. Which are you leaning toward?”

      “Not sure yet. Gonna go try them on once I get my car back. You’re coming with me, right?”

      “Of course—oops. You’re getting a text.” Her brows shoot up. “Who is ‘Mercedes’?”

      A smirk curls her mouth while my stomach bottoms out. Fuck, fuck fuck, she’s going to know.

      But she doesn’t, of course. Because plenty of people drive Mercedes, and Marco isn’t part of Lily’s world anymore. I bet she hardly ever thinks of him, actually. I can’t recall the last time we even groaned over a bad Marco joke together. Months, for sure.

      My heart races. “Uh, Mercedes is Gram’s home health aide.”

      Only after it flies out of my mouth do I realize the lie I’ve told. Mercedes is now a person, not a car, as far as Lily knows.

      Filthy guilt licks at my gut, not for the first time in the past week since Marco and I made this weird little agreement. Witnessing Lily’s smiling face makes it all the worse, though. I didn’t mean to lie like that, had decided that the best path was offering as little info as possible.

      Calder hums as Lily pokes her lip out. “Damn. With the way you just answered your phone I was hoping you’d found a potential plus-one to the wedding,” she says.

      I wave my hand and roll my eyes. “This lady’s going stag, sorry. I’m not bringing some rando to your big day. I’d rather dance on my own, thanks. But I do have a date next Thursday.”

      “Oh? Did Harmony set you up again?”

      “Nah, this was an app match. We’ll see.” I shrug and study the menu.

      Lily touches my hand. “How’s Gram?” she asks, her voice going tender.

      “It’s been a few days, but I guess she’s okay. The reports are good, but we go back to the doctor next week. Hopefully, her strength will be a bit better by then.” I thread my hands in my hair. “It’s killing me to be away from her right now.”

      Lily nods and gives my hand a little squeeze. “I know it is. Mercedes must be the best nurse on the planet for you to trust her with Gram.”

      Guilt bubbles up again, compounded by the fact that, no, Marco is not the best nurse on the planet. He’s not even the best organic matter on the planet. He’s probably not even the best broken-down douchebro on the planet.

      But he was there. And it was Gram’s decision. And if I want to afford any legit nurse to take care of her, I have to accept this for now.

      And never, ever, tell Lily about it.

      “The situation isn’t what I wanted, but choices are limited with her insurance.” I squeeze her back and choke on the bile in my throat.

      Lily’s brows furrow. “Did she change providers or something? I thought they didn’t cover a live-in—”

      “I was able to work something out.” I can’t even let her finish. I can’t handle the worry and the lie and the details. “What are you drinking, Calder? I need a recommendation.”

      “Sonce whiskey, neat.” He doesn’t even blink.

      I laugh. “Brand rep all the way, huh? Fine, order me a whiskey. It’s that kind of week, am I right?”

      “Come now. Every week is that kind of week,” Calder scolds, and with that the conversation shifts.

      And I can breathe again.

      Right after I sneak a glance at my phone and read the text.

      Mercedes: Thanks. Hated to bother you.

      Me: Ask me anything, just take care of Gram.

      Mercedes: Anything, hmm? Trust me yet?

      Me: Not any farther than I can throw you.

      Mercedes: At least that’s a finite distance. I choose to take the W.

      I bite my lip to keep from laughing, then look up to see Calder feeding Lily a bite of bread from the basket. My mind flashes back to when Marco would sit beside her, one arm draped around her chair sometimes and one eye always on his phone.

      But try as I might, I can’t quite process that image with the man who rushed to do CPR on Gram last week. It’s almost like they’re two different people with the way I visualize his concerned expression, his wary gaze.

      They’re not. Wolf in sheep’s clothing is the oldest trick.

      “This is the very least I can do… I want to be a better person… I just didn’t want to mess up.” His words ring in my ears no matter how hard I try to hold onto the sound of his sarcastic barbs aimed my way at dinners of old.

      Universe, I need to know if this guy is dangerous. Give me a sign, will ya?

      But of course the universe doesn’t work that way. And so I shake it off—again—and enjoy time with my true, trustworthy friends.
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      There’s a knife in my neck.

      Wait, that’s not a knife. It’s a cramp. Goddamn it.

      In my half-asleep state, I start to turn. The imaginary knife-slash-cramping pain intensifies, shooting like fire through my neck, into my shoulder. I groan into the pillow smashed against the arm of the couch, awake enough now that I have the presence of mind to try and muffle the sound. I don’t want to wake Nina.

      I should be used to it by now. I’ve been staying with her for several days, and every night I’ve had to contort myself to sleep on the couch in the living room. I’m more than a foot taller than her, so it’s no surprise that I don’t fit most of her furniture.

      Gritting my teeth, I swallow through the pain. Even though my eyes are still pressed shut, I can tell by the warm sunlight on my face that it’s morning.

      I hear a soft thud, and my eyelids fly open. My blanket tumbles to the floor as I shoot up into a sitting position. That neck pain is a dull tinge compared to the panic coursing through me now. I look in the direction of the hallway. Shit, did Nina fall?

      A clunk echoes from the kitchen. I jump up, run into the room, and freeze. Nina is standing on a chair that’s shoved against the kitchen counter. She’s reaching for one of the top cabinets.

      “What are you doing?”

      She doesn’t answer and instead gets on her tip-toes, frowning at the open cabinet door. Just then, the chair starts to wobble, so I dart over and scoop her into my arms. She yelps.

      “What in the—”

      “Nina. For the love of God. You can’t be doing that. You’ll fall and hurt yourself.” I do my best to keep my tone steady. She almost gave me a heart attack with that move, but I can’t lash out at her.

      I expect a huffy noise or another explanation about how she’s fully capable of doing things for herself. What I don’t expect is for her to throw her head back and cackle.

      “I haven’t been held like this since my wedding night. Thanks, big boy.”

      She pats my shoulder, and we both burst out laughing. I set her down on the floor and ask what she was reaching for.

      “More of that Splenda or Splendid or whatever it’s called. The jar on the counter’s empty, and I can’t have my coffee without it.”

      I reach up and grab it, then hand it to her. “Why do you keep it in such a high place?”

      She chuckles, the crow’s feet flanking her eyes deepening. “Morgan puts it up there sometimes when she goes shopping for me. I think she forgets I’m not as tall as her.”

      A smirk curls my lips. “She’s not tall either. She must have to climb up like you just did to put it there, am I right?”

      Now Nina is laughing merrily. “Maybe so, but to me, she’s a giant.”

      “Well, we’ll move it to a better spot, but anytime you need something, just ask. This is why I’m here, you know. To do these things for you so you don’t have to. So you can rest.”

      She walks to the tiny kitchen table and sits. “I know. I just didn’t want to wake you.”

      “Nina,” I say gently. “Seriously. Wake me whenever you need anything.”

      She smiles at me, and I get a flash of Morgan. That’s her smile, too.

      If I’m honest, Morgan has been on my mind since I last saw her. I wonder how she’s doing, how work is going, if she’s too worried about her grandma to focus on anything right now. I’m tempted to text her and ask, but that would be weird as hell. We only ever communicate about Gram.

      I try to ease her worries by sending her a photo of Nina smiling whenever I think of it. It seems to work. Except for that one day I called her asking about lotion. Jesus, what was I thinking? I heard the panic in her voice the second she picked up. That “I need help” text I sent right before probably made it worse. I need to be better about prefacing my calls and texts so that she doesn’t automatically think that something terrible has happened. It’s pretty clear she assumes that most times anyway.

      I can’t imagine what that must be like, always worrying about a family member. I haven’t spoken to my family since I lost my shit at them at the restaurant. Not once have they crossed my mind, other than when some random memory pops in my head. And then all I feel is anger and resentment.

      But to be in Morgan’s position—to have her grandma, who’s battling health issues, as her only living family. I’d be worried sick too.

      “Something wrong with your neck?”

      Nina’s question pops me back to the present, and I realize I’ve been rubbing the side of my neck for the past few seconds.

      “Just a little sore from sleeping on the couch.”

      “You can sleep in Morgan’s room, you know.”

      She gestures down the hall to the closed door that I assume is Morgan’s room. I haven’t stepped foot inside of it since I’ve been here.

      “It’s not like she’s using it,” Nina says. “And she’s got a queen-size bed in there. I’m sure someone your size prefers a king, but that’s a heck of a lot better than the couch.”

      I force a polite smile and shake my head. I’m certain Morgan would neuter me if I just took over her bedroom like that. Even though she’s not staying here, it feels like a weird invasion of privacy even just to open the door. Actually sleeping in her bed? No way in hell.

      And besides, if I did that, I’d be surrounded by that woodsy, floral scent of hers. Ever since I caught a whiff of it while standing next to her that day, I can’t stop thinking about it.

      I shake my head again, as if that’s going to magically erase it from my memory. I know it won’t—and I know I shouldn’t be thinking about the way Morgan smells. All the more reason to stay the hell out of her room.

      I glance at Nina. “I’ll be okay on the couch. Thanks though.”

      I walk over to the coffee machine and make a pot, remembering how Morgan showed me how to use it before she left. I’ve gotten better at it every day, but every day with this routine, an image of her hands flashes through my brain. How swiftly they move when she gestures. How long and delicate they looked.

      How soft I imagine they’d feel if they were on my body.

      What the fuck was that?

      I grit my teeth and welcome the pain in my jaw that it brings, unnerved at where my asshole brain decided to go just now. Why am I all of a sudden thinking about Morgan’s hands on my body?

      It must be the shitty sleep I’m getting.

      I squint at the coffee machine, hyper-focused on pouring water into it… and not completely convinced that sleep is the problem.

      “I feel like I’m bothering you all the time,” Nina says.

      “I promise you’re not,” I say as I turn to look at her. “Besides, your granddaughter will burn down my condo if anything happens to you. So please don’t climb on the counter again.”

      Nina laughs. “Fine, fine. I promise I won’t.”

      I swipe the blood sugar test kit on the table and check her levels.

      “Oh wow,” she says after it’s done. “That didn’t hurt at all.”

      “You’ve said that every time I’ve done this.”

      “Well, you’ve got a real knack. If I didn’t know this was your first time taking care of someone, I would have guessed you do this for a living.”

      A strange kind of giddy feeling hits me at what she’s said. I’m actually good at something other than dissecting contracts and manipulating legal jargon in order to facilitate a corporate merger. Being good at caring for someone makes me feel like I’m a decent human being.

      Her coffee finishes brewing, and I hop up and make her a cup. When I deliver it to her, I ask what she’d like for breakfast.

      She jokingly requests a sweet roll, and I shake my head.

      “I think you know the answer to that, Nina.”

      She chuckles. “Honestly, I’m not all that hungry.”

      “You need to eat something. Even if it’s just a little snack.”

      She nods like she knows better.

      “Smoothie?” I offer. “I make a mean green smoothie. It’ll make you feel as energized as the Hulk.”

      She laughs and says yes. After I make the smoothie, I excuse myself to run to the bathroom so I can piss and brush my teeth. I come back to the kitchen and see Nina reading the newspaper. Not wanting to interrupt her, I turn to leave, but she stops me.

      “Why don’t you have some breakfast too? Keep an old gal company.”

      I grin and make a smoothie for myself and take the seat across from her. She hands me a section to read.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve held a newspaper in my hands,” I say. “I’m used to reading everything on my phone.”

      “You youngsters, doing everything on phones and iPads and whatnot,” she says as she straightens her glasses. “I’d go blind if I had to stare at a screen all day. Be thankful for your young-person vision while it lasts.”

      “I’m not that young.”

      “Oh please. You’re Morgan’s age, right?”

      I nod.

      “I’m in my eighties.” She raises an eyebrow at me. “You’re a baby.”

      I laugh and go back to skimming the paper. I can’t remember the last time I shared breakfast with someone. Not since Harmony, but we never really shared that time together. Most days we’d pass each other in the kitchen as we rushed off to work. There were family brunches every month or so, but I fucking loathed those. Always full of snide remarks from my dad and Leo trying to one-up me on some random bullshit. It was never like this. Pleasant with easy conversation, in the presence of a person who seems genuinely happy to have me there.

      After a few minutes, Nina speaks. “I have to say, I’m having a hard time figuring you out.”

      Her words catch me off guard. I let out what sounds like an uneasy laugh, despite her sweet tone. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      She waves a hand. “I just mean…” She pauses, her blue eyes studying my face. “I’ll be blunt: Morgan made it sound like you were a womanizing bastard.”

      A gulp of smoothie sticks in my windpipe, nearly choking me to death. I quickly wipe my mouth with a napkin and cough a few times.

      Nina thumps me on the back and continues speaking. “But you don’t act like one. And believe me, I encountered quite a few bastards in my younger years. Truthfully? You’re coming off like a real sweetheart.”

      “You must bring it out in me.”

      She chuckles and shakes her head. “I mean it. Deep down, it seems like you’re a good person, Marco.”

      There’s a tightness in my throat that hits as I process her words. It has nothing to do with the smoothie. I have to take a second before I speak.

      “You’re seeing me in a little different light. I was pretty terrible. Morgan got a front-row seat to a lot of that behavior.”

      It’s weird admitting that to her grandma. But Nina’s so warm and kind, so welcoming and supportive, that I can’t help but be open and honest. I can tell she’s not going to scold or judge me.

      “For a long time I only cared about myself,” I say. “I hurt a lot of people.”

      She leans forward slightly. “I’ll let you in on a little secret: if you’re lucky enough to make it to my age, it’s a guarantee that you’ve hurt some people along the way. Doesn’t mean it’s right or okay. Just means that you’re human. The important thing is that you don’t stay that way forever.”

      I nod along, impressed at how simply she puts it.

      She stands up. I stand up too, but she motions me back to my seat.

      “Goodness, I’m just getting a glass of water. Here, you can watch how safe I’ll be.”

      She slips to the sink and fills a glass, then walks back over.

      “I should take a photo. For Morgan.” I start to aim my phone at her, but she waves her hand.

      “Oh for god’s sake, not another photo. You’ve taken one of me almost every day since you’ve been here. I feel like a hostage in a proof of life video.”

      I chuckle at her phrasing. “I want to show her you’re okay.”

      She gestures for me to come next to her. “If you insist on taking a photo, you’re going to be in it, too.”

      I sigh and walk over, then crouch down to snap a selfie and text it to Morgan.

      Her reply is immediate.

      Morgan: Just had to be in today’s photo, didn’t you?

      Me: It was completely against my will. She made me.

      Morgan: Riiiiight

      As I sit back down, I smile at the teasing tone of her messages. I’ve noticed over these few days of texting back and forth that Morgan never uses emojis. She’s straightforward and blunt. I like that.

      I mention making shellfish stew for dinner, and Nina beams.

      “Oh, I love shellfish. Been ages since I’ve had it. Sugar Pea’s not a fan.”

      “We’ll save some leftovers for her to try when she comes back tomorrow. It’ll change her mind.”

      Nina chuckles as she turns the pages of the newspaper. “You two. You’re something else.”

      Something about the way she says it sticks. I’m about to ask her what she means, but she speaks first.

      “Would I be pushing my luck to ask for something sweet for dessert?” she asks.

      An idea pops into my head. “As long as we check your insulin first and keep the portion small, that should be okay. Actually…” I search for a recipe on my phone. “There’s a recipe my grandma used to make when I was a kid. I bet we can make it diabetic-friendly. Do you like banana pudding?”

      She tilts her head. “Now, how’d you know that was my favorite?”

      “We’ll swing by the store later to get the stuff we need for dinner.”

      Nina’s smile won’t quit by now, and it’s making me grin, too. Even outings to the grocery seem to liven her up.

      She pats my arm as I pick up the dishes and head for the sink. “Your grandma must be tickled pink to have such a doting grandson.”

      Just the mention of my grandma makes me freeze. “She, uh, she’s actually passed on.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Nina cover her mouth. “I’m so sorry, dear.”

      “It’s okay. It happened a long time ago. I was barely twelve.” I keep my eyes focused on the cup I’m rinsing, hoping she can’t tell just how sad I am. But a second passes, and Dr. Imana’s assignment from our session lands in my brain.

      I wouldn’t normally talk about my grandma. Maybe that means I should.

      I look up and see Nina still looking at me, a tender expression on her face like she’s ready to listen if I want to say more.

      “I miss her,” I admit. “We were close.”

      She smiles softly. “What was her name?”

      “Sofia.”

      “Lovely. Was she as handsome as you?”

      I chuckle. “I remember she showed me pictures a few times of her and my grandpa when they were younger. She was really pretty. Everyone says I have her eyes.”

      The way she smiles sends warmth through my chest. “Well, if she could see you now, I’d wager she’d be pretty darn proud.”

      I force a small smile, and Nina excuses herself to get ready for the day. And I’m left standing at the sink, wondering—hoping—that what she says is true.
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      “Oh, my good lord.” Nina’s head rolls back as she takes a bite of banana pudding.

      “Taste okay?”

      She nods and takes another bite as she stands next to the counter. I shut the refrigerator door after storing the second tray of the low sugar, dairy-free banana pudding we just made together.

      “I can’t believe there’s hardly any sugar in this.”

      “So it was worth waiting four hours for it to chill in the fridge?” I ask.

      “Oh heck yes.” She raves about the creaminess of the pudding and how it pairs so well with the softened texture of the vanilla cookies.

      I scoop her a serving and she thanks me. She doesn’t even bother to sit down, she just digs in at the counter.

      “Morgan is gonna love this,” she says. “And the seafood stew you made.”

      “I guess we’ll have to see—”

      My phone buzzes. I step over to where it’s sitting on the edge of the counter.

      Morgan: Lily!!! Ughhh this date… is the WORST

      Morgan: First, when we sat down he asked if I’d ever consider dying my hair back to its natural color because he doesn’t like blondes.

      Morgan: Then he asked if I want to go skinny dipping later WTF

      Morgan: And he kept staring at my tits. Like, openly gawking at them. THE  WHOLE TIME.

      I frown at my screen. I mean, I can understand the dude’s admiration. I like boobs as much as the next guy. But to be that obvious about it? What a dick.

      Morgan: I swear, I have no idea what the hell I did to piss off the universe or dating gods or whoever, but every date I’ve had lately has been a fucking disaster.

      “Everything okay?” Nina asks.

      “Yeah, all good. Just one sec, sorry.”

      I step out of the kitchen and call Morgan.

      “Hey, is everything okay?” she asks before I can even say hi.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine. It’s just, you realize you’ve been texting me about your date, right?”

      Morgan mutters “shit,” then groans. I bite my lip to keep from laughing.

      “I was texting under the table. I thought I tapped Lily’s name. Oops.” A heavy sigh rockets from her. “I’m so thrown off by this dumpster fire.”

      “That bad, huh?”

      “You read my texts.”

      “Need help getting out of it?”

      She pauses. “You’d do that?”

      “Of course. The guy sounds like an asshole. You don’t deserve to put up with that.”

      There’s another pause, like she’s shocked at what I’ve said.

      “It’s okay. I actually already left, just a few minutes ago.”

      “Damn. Really?”

      “Yes, really. One cocktail is all I could endure with that guy.” She sounds emboldened. I like it. “Don’t tell me you think it’s better just to sneak out mid-date with no explanation.”

      “No, definitely not.” I clear my throat.

      “Oh shit. You’ve walked out on dates before, haven’t you?”

      She says it in such an accusatory tone, my cheeks start to heat. “I’m not proud of it, but yeah. I have. Only once though. In law school. I was an even bigger douchebag then than I am now.”

      “Doubtful.”

      I can tell she’s kidding by the smile in her tone. It melts my embarrassment.

      “What are you doing now?” I ask.

      “Walking to my apartment.”

      “What neighborhood are you in? You sure that’s safe?”

      Morgan’s cackle catches me off guard. “Listen to you being all cute and protective.”

      “Cute, huh?”

      I start to smile when I hear her stammer.

      “Jesus. Like I’d ever inflate your ego even more.” There’s only the tiniest hint of bite in her tone. The rest is playful defensiveness and a hefty dose of teasing.

      I really, really like it.

      “My ego?” I ask, pretending to be shocked.

      “You own a mirror, don’t you?” she says. “I’m sure you’re fully aware of how you look.”

      “Which is apparently cute. According to you.”

      She groan-laughs, which makes me laugh too. Behind me, I hear Nina stifle a sound that’s somewhere between a squeal and a laugh.

      “For real though, it’s dark out. You shouldn’t be walking out there alone. It’s not safe.”

      “I’m less than a mile from my apartment. And it’s well-lit and busy.”

      “Good.”

      “What are you and Gram up to?”

      I walk back into the kitchen and put her on speakerphone. “Just finished making banana pudding.”

      “Oh Sugar Pea, wait till you try it,” Gram says, polishing off her bowl. “It’s delicious. And it’s his grandma’s recipe, isn’t that sweet?”

      She tells Morgan how I modified the ingredients to make it diabetic-friendly and dairy-free.

      “I cut out some of the bananas too,” I say. “To limit the starch and carbs.”

      There’s a pause on Morgan’s end. “That’s really thoughtful of you.”

      She double-checks with Nina about her follow-up doctor’s appointment tomorrow and promises to be here in the morning to take her. When Nina says she’s going to get ready for bed, Morgan tells her goodnight.

      “Love you, MoMo.”

      “Love you, Gram.”

      Nina pats me on the arm as she walks past me toward her bedroom. I take Morgan off speakerphone.

      “Okay, I take it back,” she says. “You made your grandma’s recipe for my grandma and tweaked it so it would be special for her. That’s really, really cute.”

      My heartbeat leaps at her softly spoken words, at the sincerity in her voice.

      Before I can say anything, she continues. “I guess I won’t have to burn you to the ground after all.”

      I laugh. “Lucky me. So, you’ve been on a lot of bad dates lately?”

      When she doesn’t say anything at first, I kick myself. Conversation was flowing so well, it felt right to ask. I didn’t mean to be a creep.

      “Yup. It’s like I’m on some kind of streak.” Her tone sounds tired, not freaked out.

      I take it as a win. “How many bad dates have you had?”

      She pauses for a few seconds, and I can hear her whisper-counting.

      “God. Like… seven in the past six months.”

      “Jesus.”

      “That’s actually what I was doing the night I ran into you.”

      “Really?”

      “Yup.”

      “I think you’re due for a damn good date then,” I say and instantly pray it doesn’t come off too flirty or creepy.

      “Ha. I’m not holding my breath. So I guess I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      “Wait, are you at your apartment yet?”

      “Just walking up the steps to my building.”

      “Don’t hang up until you’re inside your place and you’ve locked the door.”

      Her soft laugh echoes in my ears. “Gotta say, this is very un-douchebag behavior coming from you.”

      “Even douchebags care about the safety of their friends.”

      “Oh, so I’m your friend now?”

      “I was hoping.”

      God, do I sound pathetic or “cute” here? I don’t know. I haven’t even tried chatting up a girl in a bar in more than a year, and chatting with Morgan is like tap-dancing through a minefield. But then again, I kind of can’t resist. And to be fair, being her friend would be great. More than enough, but also weird as hell for her, certainly…

      The sound of her footsteps echoing and a door shutting fills the silence between us for the next several seconds.

      “I’m in,” she says through a breath.

      “Glad to hear.” I can’t help the tinge of disappointment that hits when she says nothing more.

      “Have a good night then,” I say. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “See you tomorrow, friend.”

      When she hangs up, I’m smiling.
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      Gram wears a plastered-on smile while the doctor pokes and prods her on the examination table. Blood pressure, reflexes, urine sample, glucose test, etc etc. Meanwhile, I’m in the corner, chewing my thumbnail and trying not to ask a million questions.

      At least Marco isn’t here. I swear, this guy is taking his role as Gram’s aide more seriously than even I do. He put up such a fight when I said I’d scheduled this appointment. Friday midday was the best time for me, but as soon as I told him about it he started grumbling. “I have a meeting in the city,” was all he’d say.

      Fine by me. Let him go to his mystery appointment. I can take care of Gram just as well as he can, thank you very much. Okay, so texting with him on my way home from yet another nightmare date left me smiling like I haven’t in a long time. So he and Gram clearly seem to be getting along. And so the pages of notes he AirDropped me about her insulin levels and progress were super helpful. That’s not the point. Sure, I was impressed at the level of detail. But no one knows Gram like I do, and so it’s right I’m the one with her today.

      It’s a long day, nearly an hour in the waiting room doing a crossword puzzle together from the paper she brought, then a thorough exam. I have to swallow my pride and reference the notes Marco gave me to help with the update. Finally, when all is done, I have to swallow my pride again and take a ton of notes about new insulin levels and points to remember just so Marco will have a full report.

      He didn’t need to come. I can just tell him.

      “You should’ve let me make the appointment. I’m available basically anytime but Friday afternoon. It would’ve been good for me to talk to the doctor,” he says as soon as we’re back at Gram’s house and I’ve shared my notes. Dark eyes scan the words, but a line appears between his brows that makes my jaw clench.

      I purse my lips. “You have the info. You’re clearly doing okay so far. The doctor says she should be good to come off the insulin in another month.”

      “He’s doing great.” Gram’s quiet voice floats from behind me, where she’s sitting in her overstuffed armchair.

      But Marco’s twitching his brow at me. “I have the info, but I’m learning as I go, remember? Stubbornly insisting that you be the one to—”

      “I was trying to find a good time to—”

      He speaks over me. “Stubbornly insisting that you be the one to go keeps me from—”

      “You didn’t need to—”

      “It would’ve helped!”

      “Then why am I even here?”

      “Because you don’t trust me?”

      I tap my nose. “Bingo, buddy. And my Gram is my responsibility.”

      “Which you’re honoring. By entrusting me with her care. Which you know isn’t a mistake. But you still—”

      “Enough!”

      Our little spat ends abruptly with a sharp bark from Gram. We both whirl to face her.

      Gram’s angry scowl dissolves. She closes her eyes and rubs her temples. “Stop it, children. You’re quibbling, and you’re talking about me like I’m a pet cat. I know what I need, surprise surprise.”

      Her blue eyes open. “I need Marco’s help right now. And, Sugar Pea, I need you to trust that we’re doing okay here. I know you want to do everything yourself, but I am not a battle to be won. And I changed your diapers, so don’t you start acting like I can’t make my own decisions. And while you’re at it, stop making decisions for Marco, too. He’s not as clueless as you think he is.”

      I don’t miss the jerk’s smug smirk from the corner of my eye.

      I bumble an apology/excuse, but Gram holds her hand up again. “I know you mean well, honey. I know you’re worried. But you have to unwind a little. And as for me, I need two hours to myself.”

      We stare as she rises from her chair and juts her chin. “I’m kicking you both out. Marco, hand me my pocketbook.” She rummages in her purse once he fetches it and opens her pale pink wallet. “Here’s twenty dollars. Go… do something for a while. Let me have a moment to myself to rest and get cleaned up.”

      “Gram, you said I should stay tonight. Do you want me to go back to the city now?” I say at last. Not like I’m thrilled to stay with Marco in the house, but what Gram wants, Gram shall have.

      She shakes her head with a smile as Marco mumbles, “You’re staying?”

      “She asked me to,” I mumble back.

      “No, honey, you should definitely stay with us. We’ll all three have a nice dinner, and you can tell us about your week. Just give me a little time. You two go do something that doesn’t involve yelling at each other. My phone is all charged, and I promise I’ll be okay.”

      It’s possible that Gram literally shoves us out the door. Either way, I find myself on the front stoop beside Marco, unsure what the hell just happened. After a long, awkward silence, I exhale a ton of tension and thread my hands in my hair, realizing as I do that I’m also gripping Gram’s $20.

      “Do you drink beer?”

      “What?” he asks, clearly startled.

      I turn and face him, crossing my arms and pursing my lips. “Beer. Is that too pleb a drink for a corporate boy like you? Figure since I’m rolling in money,” I wave the bill, and we both suppress a smile, “A drink is the least I can do for you taking such good care of Gram.”

      I didn’t plan this, but it’s my way of making amends. My way of letting him know that, yes, I do see he’s doing an incredible job. Yes, I do trust that Gram is in capable hands with him.

      My gaze flickers to those exact hands as Marco reaches up to rub his neck. Long fingers end in jagged cuticles that say he bites his nails, but his palms are broad. Strong.

      Capable hands indeed.

      A shiver runs through me.

      What the fuck?

      Luckily, Marco pulls me out of that weird moment. He flashes a half smile. “I avoid beer because of the carbs usually.”

      “Of course you do.”

      “Of course I do. But if you’re buying, I might make an exception.”

      I raise a brow. He raises one right back.

      “There’s a pub a block away. We can walk.”

      And that’s what we do.

      Friday afternoon, even in the burbs, means that the bar is already filling up. We manage to nab two stools at the end of the bar and each order a beer and a shot. Two bourbons, plus a Hefeweizen for me and a red lager for him, appear in front of us. Gram’s twenty isn’t going to cover it, but I was going to slip the bill back in her purse later anyway.

      Marco lifts the shot glass. “To Gram?”

      “May she live another twenty years and not age another day.”

      Clink, go the glasses.

      The alcohol burns, so I wrinkle my nose and slam the glass down on the bar. Marco chuckles. “What?” I wheeze.

      “Don’t do a lot of shots, do you?”

      “Do you think I have time to drink between work and worrying about Gram?”

      “And going on nightmare dates with douchebag skinny-dippers?’

      I aim an accusatory finger at him. “How dare you bring that up?”

      But the grin that’s twitching my lips kind of undermines the whole message. He just laughs at me again and picks up his beer. “Your turn for a toast.”

      “I just did one.”

      “No, I said to Gram. You just embellished.”

      My eyes almost lodge in the back of my head with how hard I roll them. “Fine. Then here’s to unexpected frenemies.”

      He cocks his jaw. “You said we were friends.”

      “I was embellishing.”

      That makes him chuckle. “Okay, to frenemies. May they have your back more often than they try to bury a knife in it.”

      Clink again.

      But then that awkward silence falls again. Because who the hell are we to be out drinking together on a Friday night?

      “So the report was good, right?” Marco breaks the silence and gives me something to focus on.

      “Yeah, good overall. Like I said, she’s on track to come off the insulin in about four more weeks.”

      “Will she need me after that?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      He nods silently and rubs his neck again. This time, I notice a slight wince. “What’s wrong?” I ask.

      “Nothing. Just a little pinched nerve from sleeping on a couch two feet shorter than I am.”

      “You’re not sleeping in my room?”

      As soon as I ask it, it strikes me how weird that would be. He can see it in my expression as I snap my jaw shut.

      “Felt a little invasive.”

      “You want help with the ache?” He knits his eyebrows, so I hurry to add, “I was a masseuse for a while when I finished school.”

      “I’ve never had a bar massage before.”

      “Shut up. Forget I offered.”

      Marco pokes out his lip in a pout, but his eyes are smiling. It’s the most boyish, silly look I’ve ever seen him make, and my heart stutters several beats because, dammit, he is too cute for words. Even admitting that to myself makes my gut clench with guilt. Don’t go there, Morgan.

      “So,” he says as he picks up his beer again. “What do you do now?”

      “I model.”

      “You’re so short.”

      “You’re so douchey.”

      “That’s why I was a good lawyer.”

      He laughs. I let myself join him, then say, “Anyway, five-five isn’t short, it’s average—unlike your giant self. What are you, seven feet or something?”

      “Six-two, but thanks for making me feel freakish.”

      “Glad to help.”

      “So what do average women model?” He’s still teasing, but I nod at the question.

      “I model athletic wear mostly and rep brands on Instagram. And I do novel cover modeling sometimes, when I can. And, I’m, um, Lily’s form model for her class.” I swallow over the guilt just saying her name.

      His expression freezes a little—presumably at her name, too. We are so in trouble.

      But then he says, “You’re a nude model? What’s that like?”

      “Super sexy.”

      “Really?”

      That frozen expression wasn’t about Lily. He’s trying hard to play it cool, but I can see the intrigue in his eyes. I bite back a laugh. “Yeah. It’s always a little awkward at first when everyone in the class comes up and touches me, but after a few sessions it’s just like a big orgy, you know?”

      His pupils are about to eclipse his eyes, but then he scowls and shakes his head. “You’re bullshitting me.”

      I laugh freely then, my head tilted back, more open than I usually let myself be. “Obviously, you creep. It’s a class, Marco. I sit in a pose and artists draw me.”

      “That still sounds interesting. Do you get cold?”

      “Sometimes, but I’m a pro.” I wink and sip my beer.

      “So if I search you on Instagram, will I see your work?”

      “Not nudes, but yeah.”

      He whips out his phone while I wait. Eyes scan the screen, brows lifted slightly. “This is good content. You are a pro. I can see why it was so hard to take the time off for Nina. Must be a fast-moving industry.”

      “Um, precisely,” I say, unprepared for him to be so insightful. “I mean, I was ready to do it again, but someone stepped in and—”

      “Saved the day?”

      “More like hypnotized my Gram.”

      We laugh again. Every time we do, it gets a little less weird. That thought alone should bother me, but with the beer and the pub vibes all around, it doesn’t. I remember trading quips with him a long time ago, but those were much more malicious.

      And that was before he did all those shitty things.

      It was also before this exact moment for both of you. My intuition tingles with that thought. This is a good lesson. I try to live with mindful presence, but it can be tough to hold onto.

      “Do you remember me from before?” I ask abruptly, not needing to explain further.

      He nods a little. “Yeah. You were funny.”

      “You mean rude.”

      He shrugs. “You always had a comeback. That hasn’t changed, clearly. I respect that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it says you can think on your feet.”

      Well, shit. He’s not wrong there. “You were rude.”

      “Probably.”

      “You’re okay with that?”

      He shifts on the stool, that guarded look coming back. “Look, I don’t want to blame my parents for everything. I’m a person. I make my choices. But programming comes from somewhere. And my whole life I was trained that if I didn’t feel comfortable in a situation, the best thing to do was disconnect. Much better not to care than to let people see you sweat.”

      “Why were you uncomfortable? They were just dinners with friends.”

      “It was time with people I didn’t know or have anything in common with. You all were her friends.”

      It’s a fair point. I shrug one shoulder. “But we do have stuff in common. We both love our grandmothers. We both appreciate a quick comeback.”

      He nods. “True, but I wasn’t going to find that out. Again, not how I was trained to handle the situation.”

      “You talk like you’re a circus elephant or a guard dog.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Sorry.”

      Marco shakes his head sadly. “No, it’s okay. It’s fair. I guess it’s kind of how I look at it now, on this side of… everything. I was angry. Wait, no. Maybe not angry. Maybe just numb? Maybe both. Either way, looking at myself, at my life, now? I just see how little I really thought about anything I did. Even law school. I went because I was expected to do something prestigious and lucrative as a career, but I didn’t want to go into investment banking like my dad.”

      He runs a hand through his dark hair and exhales hard. “It’s incredible. Like I was asleep my whole life or something. It took getting my fucking nose broken to see it.”

      Without thinking, I grip his hand that’s resting on the bar. Marco startles and looks into my eyes as I say, “But you did see. You’re awake. And once you’re awake to life, to the universe, you don’t get to go back to sleep.”

      He twists his lips. “Sometimes it feels like it’d be easier.”

      “It does. But then again you wouldn’t want to. Right? Life is hard. Being aware of it all, of the goods and bads and ups and downs, of the breaths you take and the moments that take your breath, it’s so much better than snoozing through existence. Even when it hurts like hell.”

      His dark brown eyes have gone liquid, like he’s drowning in my words. His lips part slowly, words so soft that I have to lean in to hear him. “Kind of like how you’re vise-gripping my hand?”

      I release my, admittedly, death grip on him and slap his shoulder as I groan. “God, you’re a douchebag.”

      “I’m teasing you, Morgan,” he laughs.

      I punch him again, but he catches my hand and laces our fingers together and guides my hand back to the bar. “Stop it,” he chuckles.

      But the warm, smooth glide of his fingers sends a jolt of energy straight through my body. Thoughts scatter; I swear the din in the bar quiets as my heartbeat fills my ears. Capable hands… oh, fuck.

      Marco releases me with a swish of his thumb across my knuckles. There’s nothing in his demeanor that suggests the move was meant to give me the tingles. He’s still grinning at his own silly joke, for crying out loud.

      Your shit. Get it together, Morgan Paulsen.

      The bartenders help me. A siren blares from behind the counter, and suddenly everyone is clapping. The TVs stop showing highlight reels and flash neon pink. “Music Trivia Hour! Free round for the winner!” screams on the screens.

      “You two a team?” the bartender asks as he refills our beers. He proffers a golf pencil and a square of paper with four boxes on it.

      Marco lifts a hand in a no, but I glance at the clock. “Sure. I love trivia, and we have another hour to kill per Gram’s instructions.”

      I accept the pencil and paper and ponder the top line. “What should our team name be?”

      “Top Secret, obviously.”

      Obviously. I scribble it down.

      The first two questions I know before the song finishes. Marco’s brows shoot up as he watches me run this on my own. “One woman team, huh?”

      “Karaoke is one of my favorite night-out adventures, even though I haven’t been since before Gram got sick,” I say as I finish scribbling “Uptown Girl” in box two.

      The bartender speaks into the mic: “This album won Grammys for Album of the Year and Best Pop Vocal Album in 2016 and featured tracks such as ‘Style’ and ‘Blank Space.’”

      “Taylor Swift,” I breathe and touch the pencil to the page.

      “Remember, we want the album here, not the artist,” he adds before I can write.

      “Shit.” My hand freezes. Album names aren’t my strength. I just listen to playlists.

      Marco turns his head to look at the floor so his mouth is close to my ear. “It’s 1989.”

      Now my brows are at my hairline. He nods resolutely, so I jot it down. Up next is a song clip and a “name that artist” challenge. I listen and nod, but Marco peers over my shoulder and grunts. “No. It’s Lady Gaga featuring Ariana Grande, not Ariana.”

      “Are you a pop diva expert or something?”

      “Girl pop is fun. Don’t hate.”

      “Oh, I’m not if it buys us a round.”

      “Bonus question!” bellows the bartender. “Name this band and the song. If you’re under twenty-five it’s a no-brainer, but this crowd might struggle a little.” He laughs and cues the track.

      The room goes silent as lyrics I can’t decipher blare. In a far corner, a woman squeals, but otherwise nothing.

      Well, except from the guy beside me. He practically rips the pencil from my hand. A grin creases his entire face as he scribbles and slides it back to me. “BTS ft. Halsey. ‘Boy With Luv’.”

      “That K-pop boy band?”

      “Definitely.”

      “If you say so.” I hand the paper over as the bartender collects them. Marco is still grinning, kind of shaking his head at himself.

      We win the game. Only one other group got all five right, so we both get our rounds bought. Marco and I leave Gram’s $20 as a tip and wind our way out of the bar after that.

      Outside, I burst into uncontrollable giggles. “So you’re a preteen girl in a thirty-year-old man’s body, huh?”

      In the dwindling sunlight, his cheeks flush pink. “Oh, shut up. I like catchy music. It’s good for running. What’s wrong with that?”

      “Please tell me you have fan club gear.”

      He just groans and shoves me.

      It’s a light push, much lighter than I gave him in the bar. The alcohol and no dinner have me off balance, though, and I stumble over my own feet. I let out a weird yelp and flail, my hands finding purchase on his forearm too late.

      “Ouch!” My ass crashes to the grass just off the sidewalk.

      “Shit!” Marco crashes down right on top of me. His knee lands between my legs, hands planted on either side of my hips.

      Leaving us nose to nose.

      “I’m sorry,” he splutters. “I’m so sorry, are you hurt? I didn’t mean to push you, for fuck’s sake. I didn’t realize I was that hard—shit, I mean that I pushed you that hard—I’m so—”

      “I’m okay,” I hurry to reassure him. “You didn’t, I just lost my balance and fell.”

      “No, it’s my fault, I feel awful. Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

      I can’t help it. My face melts in a smile at his genuine concern. “I’m sure.”

      He takes it out of panic mode—and only then seems to realize our proximity. But he doesn’t move right away.

      And the truth is, I don’t really want him to.

      I can smell his cologne. I’ve smelled it before, like when I rode in the Mercedes out to Gram, but right now I’m breathing it in. What the hell is that deliciousness? Pepper, citrus, earth, spice, cocoa… I know essential oils pretty thoroughly, and my nose is picking up a little bit of everything. Whatever it is, it plays with his natural scent like it was designed for him. A little dark, a little clean, light and edgy. Fucking hell, it’s doing things to my body. Gazing into those dark eyes this close isn’t helping, either.

      My heart hammers in my chest. I swear eons have passed that we’ve been sitting here on the ground together, but in reality it’s only a few seconds. “Um… um…” I swallow hard and take another deep inhale. “Don’t just kneel there. Help me up.”

      Marco hops instantly to his feet and offers his hand. He pulls me up, but that just brings us close again. His hand is wrapped around my forearm lightly as I fall into his eyes all over again.

      But he does the right thing. The sane thing. The only thing. He releases me and rolls his eyes. “Should’ve just left you there for dissing my music taste. Let’s go. Nina will need dinner. So do we. Come on, friend.”
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      Holy. Fucking. Shit.

      What the hell was that?

      Who am I kidding? I know exactly what that was.

      That was me on top of Morgan, our faces barely an inch apart. That was me breathing in her hot-as-hell scent. That was me touching her hand for an extra second so I could relish her silky skin as we play-fought while sitting at the bar. That was me confiding in her about my personal struggles, stuff I’ve never told anyone.

      That was us having a genuinely good time together. Joking, laughing, being playful—actually enjoying each other’s company. I haven’t had that good a time in… years? Christ, yeah. Years.

      And, finally, that was me holding back with all my willpower from kissing her as I knelt between her legs, my arms braced around her. God, the things I could do, kneeling between her legs…

      I shouldn’t feel this heat, this bliss with Morgan. But that’s exactly what’s happening.

      As we walk in silence back to Gram’s house, I shove my hands in my pockets. Otherwise, I’d pull Morgan to my mouth and things would get very, very unfriendly.

      I follow her up Nina’s porch stairs, my heart thudding like an out-of-control drum beat. When I don’t follow her through the door so I can take a half-second to get my shit together, she spins around to me.

      “You okay?”

      No. I’m not. I think I like you, Morgan. Way more than I should.

      Instead of saying any of that, I flash what I hope is an easy smile. “Yep. All good.”
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      I lie in bed and stare at the sunlight on the ceiling. Ensconced in lavender sheets that I picked out when I was sixteen, the comfort and familiarity of my old bedroom are reason enough to be lazy this morning.

      The awkwardness of Marco being just down the hall is a pretty good reason, too.

      No, it isn’t. Logic tries to intervene amid dreamy flashbacks of last night. You had a moderately good time with a person who’s taking care of Gram. You didn’t go on a date or anything. You just… commiserated.

      Then why am I lying here wondering if he sleeps with his shirt off?

      Abruptly, I roll out of bed and check the clock: 6 a.m.; seems pretty safe. I slip out of my room and walk on tiptoes down the short hallway, expertly avoiding the soft spots in the floor that creak. I learned them well as a teenager sneaking back in, even though Gram always seemed to know precisely what time I got home.

      At the end of the hall, I hold my breath and plaster myself to the wall to peep around the corner. Marco’s got one foot planted on the floor, the other stuck out of the sheet over the arm of the sofa. His right arm is thrown over his eyes while his left is stuck under the pillow. Limbs everywhere, body far too long for the little couch that can be offering zero lumbar support, he is the picture of uncomfortable.

      He could model for a mattress company.

      I bite my lip to swallow a giggle, but really. He’d be perfect. And he’s so damn handsome that he could pull it off, no doubt.

      But he’s also wearing a white tee, thus solving the mystery that propelled me out of bed in the first place.

      Why, then, I tiptoe closer, I’m really not sure.

      I crouch in front of his face and examine him. Expression smooth from sleep, scruff on his chin, dark hair sticking up everywhere in wild curls. One falls on his forehead.

      Christ, he really is pretty.

      No, he’s an ass.

      Yeah, but he’s a pretty ass. He probably has a pretty ass, too.

      Yet again I clamp down on my lip at my absurd train of thought, but this is serious. I can’t be thinking about freaking Marco like this. I can’t be admiring his sharp jaw and strong profile, or the way the slight crook in his nose—presumably from where Calder broke it last year—makes him all the more dashing. None of that is part of this situation. How he looks, or the way he makes me laugh, has zero to do with helping Gram or whatever soul journey he seems to be on.

      And still, here I am.

      Okay, so you’re getting to know him—this new version of him or whatever. That’s appealing. Someone working to be a better person, you can’t hate that right? But he’s a failure at relationships. And, to be fair, so am I.

      … Why are you thinking about relationships????

      I topple out of my crouch and fall on my ass, startled by my train of thought. Marco jolts and sits upright, head whipping around from side to side.

      “Nina?”

      “Shh,” I hiss as I scramble up and rub my tailbone. “It’s me. I, uh, tripped on the coffee table.”

      His dark eyes fix on me, brows drawn in concern. “Why?”

      “Trying not to wake you.”

      The side of his mouth curls up. “How sweet.”

      “Piss off.”

      “Mmkay.” He falls back to the pillow and closes his eyes. “I’ll see you in an hour. Nina has a bridge game at nine.”

      Cheeks on fire, I rush back to my room and fall face-first into the pillow with a groan.
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        * * *

      

      At 8:45, I’m in the backseat of Marco’s Mercedes. Beside him, in the passenger seat, Gram is almost vibrating with excitement. She keeps saying, “It’s just so nice to get out and about again.”

      Marco and I have been taking turns offering agreeable affirmations, but I have to interject: “I know you’re planning on being at Mrs. Lewis’s house all day next Friday. Marco will be in the city until late. Are you sure it’s safe?”

      But she waves me away like usual. “If it weren’t, Marco would be coming along. But Bev was a nurse for forty years, and on top of that, her daughter will be here. She’s still an RN. I’m in good hands.”

      Marco and I both hum. We’re appeased.

      He pulls up to the house and parks, and, I swear, Gram is out of the car before it’s stopped moving. “Gram!” I gasp, but she’s already shut the door and adjusting her hat.

      Marco chuckles and kills the engine.

      He’s rounded the car and has Gram on his arm when I step out, so I follow them up the walk to the front door. Mrs. Lewis, one of Gram’s oldest friends, greets us. “Nina, welcome back,” she cries with a wide smile. “How have you been keeping?”

      “Oh, you know how the doctors worry,” Gram replies with a dismissive wave. “But I’ve been in good hands.”

      Mrs. Lewis eyes Marco with a look I can only describe as thirsty. “So I see. Is this your new beau?”

      Gram cackles merrily. “Something like that. Meet Marco. Marco, this is Bev.”

      “Pleasure.” Marco’s voice is soft. I glance at him and read a lot of hesitation in his aura.

      Gram pats his arm and disentangles from him. “You kids are welcome to play a few hands with us if you want. Otherwise, Bev has a lovely patio and plenty of lemonade.”

      We opt for lemonade.

      But it’s yet another instance where I’m forced to hang out with him, and between my muddled thoughts, worry over Gram, and growing guilt about keeping all this from Lily and Harmony, I’m not sure how much longer I can hold out. I accept the glass of lemonade Marco pours and sit on the glider, tapping my nails against the cup.

      He clears his throat. “What’s with you today? You’re all edgy.”

      “I’m just… well, yeah. Edgy would sum up my vibe, I guess.”

      He hums as he stretches his long legs out on the chaise. “Your vibe. There’s a term. Do you want to talk about your vibe?”

      “Don’t be gross.”

      “I’m not,” he says with a broad grin. “I’m legit asking.”

      “Do you really think I want to talk about it with you?” When he doesn’t answer, I chew on my lip and blurt, “Name one reason I shouldn’t be edgy. Gram is acting like nothing is wrong, like two weeks ago we didn’t come in and find her basically comatose. My career is on tenterhooks. Every contract is like a gift, like I can keep my apartment and my job a while longer. Meanwhile, you’re over here being… being… some alien who’s clearly inhabited Marco’s body.”

      He chokes on the lemonade. “Excuse me?” he finally wheezes, after I reach over and thump him on the back.

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. I keep waiting for the shoe to drop, for your true weasel colors to show—”

      “What color is a weasel, anyway?”

      “Apparently they’re brown-haired, brown-eyed, with olive skin. Who guessed it?”

      Marco holds one hand in front of him and examines it. “Olive? Huh, guess so.” He drops his hand and the act. “What do you want me to say, Morgan? I told you already: I’m trying to be a better person. Can’t you accept that?”

      My lip is going to have puncture holes in it. “I completely believe in growth and bettering yourself. I think the universe teaches you the same lesson until you learn it. But you? You’re just so…”

      Dark eyes lift to me, guarded again like they were when we started all this. I wish they weren’t, wish I was looking at that spark of humor that flashes when I give him a sharp comeback.

      “Just so far gone, huh?” the bottom has dropped out of his voice.

      My throat gets thick. “I don’t want to think that,” I croak. “But…”

      His expression shutters completely. “Think whatever you want,” he mutters. “I’m not doing any of this for you anyway.”

      That statement, right there, clicks something in my head. It’s hard to say what, but it snaps the nagging feeling that this is a trick. He’s not doing this for me. Obviously, he has zero reason to want to impress me, but more than that, this isn’t a message he wants sent. He’s not being sweet to Gram so I’ll go tell Harmony that he’s a good guy now. He’s not making sugar-free banana pudding and ruining his spine on the couch night after night as a fuck you to Lily and Calder. He’s just…

      Trying to be a good person.

      For some unknown reason, my eyes sting a little as I wet my lips and say, “Being a good person is so simple, but also so fucking hard. Am I right?”

      Marco eyes me with a single nod but doesn’t speak.

      “I, uh,” I cast my gaze down and breathe a humorless laugh. “I can’t believe I’m talking about this with you. But, uh, I think that trust is the hardest part. Trust in me. In others. I’m trying to be a good person, too. Trying to do what’s right for Gram and me. It’s easier to distrust you’re doing the same.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if I mess up, I can blame you.”

      He laughs softly at that. “I promise you, if you mess up, I’ll certainly have done it before you and far worse. I ruin everything.”

      “You really don’t though.”

      “Well, it feels that way. Usually. Well, it did before this. I’m just trying, Morgan. Trying however I can, you know?”

      I nod.

      “My grandma died when I was twelve. Remember when I told you that?”

      I twist my head to him as he stares ahead, jolted by his out-of-the-blue statement. “Yeah. Embolism, right?”

      “Yeah.” It comes out a harsh sigh. “I took it pretty hard. I loved her a lot.”

      He opens his mouth as if to say more, but shakes his head.

      I touch his arm. “I’m really sorry, Marco.”

      “I used to wish I could go back in time and give her more hugs, tell her that I love her a million times. Sometimes I wonder if I’d have turned out better if she had lived longer. I know that sounds weird.”

      I can’t help but wonder about his family. Who are his parents? Does he have any siblings? He never talks about them. There’s probably a reason for that. Maybe that’s why his grandma was so special to him.

      “I don’t think that’s weird at all. I think that too sometimes, how different I’d be if my mom and dad had been around. If I’d be better than I am,” I say.

      He pins me with his dark gaze. “You’re an incredible person, Morgan. No way you could be any better.”

      His words make my mouth go dry and my heart leap.

      “I think your grandma would be proud to see the person you are right now.” It comes out so quickly, so easily, almost automatically. I wonder if he thinks I’m just saying that because of the compliment he paid me. But I mean every word.

      He flashes a sad smile at me. “Nina said the same thing, about my grandma being proud if she could see me now.”

      “Gram’s good people.”

      He laughs, then quickly sobers. “I know you initially thought I started taking care of her because I was trying to redeem myself in some weird way. And maybe a small part of me felt that too, but honestly? I just wanted to do it. It was the right thing to do, and I wanted to help. I wanted to be there for her in a way that I couldn’t for my own grandma.”

      He swallows, and my gaze follows the slow movement along his stubble-covered neck.

      “I miss having a grandma. And I know Nina isn’t my grandma, but she makes me feel welcome and cared for. She makes me feel like all this trying is worthwhile.”

      “She cares a lot about you, Marco. I can tell.”

      There’s a brightness in his eyes that shines for a good few seconds. It’s then that I realize my hand is still on his arm. I pull away.

      Although my eyes are cast down, I feel him hesitate. “I, uh, maybe shouldn’t say this. But, last night was fun.”

      His change of subject is jarring, but my cheeks get hot anyway. “It was.”

      We trade a look and a cautious smile. Marco rakes a hand through his hair. “Won’t let it inflate my ego, don’t worry.”

      “Damn right.”

      We haven’t broken the stare yet. I realize I’ve leaned forward in my seat, toward him. Marco has turned to put his feet on the ground and face me.

      We are terribly close to leaning into each other.

      As soon as I realize it, I jolt backward in my chair and plaster my shoulders to the cushion. He blinks rapidly, looks around, and stretches back out on the chaise. We both gulp down our lemonade.

      “So that’s why my vibe is edgy,” I say after a pause.

      “Yeah, makes sense I guess. Just, I don’t know. Try not to be? No need to start a fire where there isn’t one.”

      Thanks, Universe. That’s the advice I needed to hear right now. I steal one more glance at his profile and swear on Venus that I am done having these fluttery moments over freaking Marco Woodruff.

      But I’m also done telling myself he’s just an asshole in disguise.
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      “I’m starting to feel things.”

      Dr. Imana’s brow doesn’t even twitch. I totally expect it to. It’s such a bizarre and vague thing to say, but he’s a consummate professional.

      I shouldn’t be surprised. He barely blinked during any of my previous therapy sessions. It was the day I drove back to the city, when Morgan took Gram to the doctor. I’d told him the crazy-as-hell events of the last couple weeks: randomly running into Morgan on the side of the road, racing her to Gram’s house only to find her unconscious, then racing to the hospital. I’d explained how I’d offered to be her caregiver once the dust had settled and I realized how dire the situation was for both her and Morgan.

      Morgan.

      I blink, and all I see are those doe-like blue eyes, those light-gold freckles on the bridge of her nose, the way the right corner of her mouth always quirks up when she’s giving me a hard time.

      Seeing her the other morning sprawled out on the floor in front of me when I woke up, that shock of blonde hair a tousled mess. God, I’d wanted to reach over and run my fingers through it.

      My heart pounds. Christ. I like her.

      No shit. And you’re in therapy right now, so what a perfect time to talk about it.

      I swallow and look at Dr. Imana, whose thoughtful gaze remains trained on me. “What kind of things are you feeling?”

      “I care a lot about Nina.” I bite the inside of my cheek, annoyed with myself for chickening out.

      “I think that’s wonderful. Like I mentioned last session, it sounds like you’re having a corrective emotional experience in all the time you’re spending with her. The care and affection she’s showing you seem to be going a long way in repairing the emotional trauma you experienced with your family growing up.”

      Last session, I told Dr. Imana about how natural and comfortable I felt around Nina. How it felt like I had known her for ages, how she welcomed me into her home with open arms.

      How it was mystifying and heartening all at once.

      “It might sound weird, me saying that I care about her, given that we haven’t known each other long. And we came together through such strange circumstances, but I feel so responsible for her. Even today as I’m here in the city. I know she’s fine with her friend, that in a few weeks she won’t need me to stay anymore, but I… I don’t know. I want to make sure she’s okay.”

      “I don’t think it’s weird at all,” Dr. Imana says. “Nina’s showing you the kind of love and affection you yearned to receive from your parents and brother but didn’t get. When you spend time with her, it’s like she’s demonstrating how good it can feel to be part of a healthy and functional family unit.”

      “She reminds me of my grandma,” I say, speaking the words I didn’t have the guts to say in my last therapy session.

      “How so?”

      “My grandma Sofia was always loving and caring. She hugged me all the time, every time we visited her. She’d always tell me how proud she was of me, how happy she was that my brother and I were there to spend time with her. She told me she loved me every single time I saw her.”

      When my throat starts to tighten, I stop talking.

      “That was the last time someone in my family told me they loved me,” I say quietly, staring at the carpet underneath my shoes. “I was twelve. It was the day after Christmas, and we were leaving to go back home. She hugged me, kissed my forehead, cupped my cheek with her hand, and said, ‘I love you so much, my Marco.’ She, uh, died of an embolism a couple of months later.”

      My voice starts to break at the end. I quickly clear my throat, hoping it disguises the sound.

      When I look up, there’s the slightest wrinkle in Dr. Imana’s brow. His eyes shine with concern. “I’m so sorry. That must have been so painful for you, to lose her suddenly at a young age.”

      I nod. I don’t trust myself to speak right now, at this moment where the pain of losing her threatens to turn me into a crying mess. God, working on my feelings sucks sometimes. In a good way, but still.

      “Have you been able to talk about your grandma with anyone?”

      “A bit with Nina. And Morgan.”

      “That’s good. I think you should keep doing that.” He pauses for a second. “How are things going with Morgan?”

      “They’re better.”

      He nods like he expects me to say more. Last session I revealed her connection to my most recent exes, Harmony and Lily—and how she couldn’t stand me.

      “So you two are getting along?” he asks.

      “Yeah. Pretty well. I… really like her.”

      It doesn’t take more than that for Dr. Imana to catch my drift.

      “I see.”

      “I’m kinda freaked out about it.”

      “Why exactly?”

      “Because of our history. She hated me. I was a jerk to her. And I am scumbag number one in her social circle.”

      “But she doesn’t hate you now, does she?”

      “She doesn’t seem to.” My mind flashes back to when we were sprawled on the grass after trivia night, my hands braced on either side of her hips, my knee between her legs, our gazes locked. She definitely didn’t seem to hate me then.

      “And you’re not being a jerk to her anymore, I assume?”

      “No. I’m not. Well…” I flash a smile. “Not really. Teasing her is fun, though. She’s always got a comeback.”

      “And you like that.”

      I scratch the back of my head. “Yeah. Maybe I’m a glutton for punishment or something, but I do.”

      “What exactly do you feel for her?”

      I hesitate for a second before reminding myself that Dr. Imana is here to help, not judge.

      “I don’t know. Things just feel so different with her than they felt when I was with my exes. I like talking to her. I even like arguing with her. Or even just being around her, neither of us saying a word. She’s funny and sweet and hardworking. And big-hearted. And gorgeous. When she’s not around I think about her. A lot. I feel comfortable around her in a way I never have before.”

      Fuck, I sound like an angsty high schooler.

      “It’s like she puts out all these good vibes that help me feel at ease.”

      Vibes.

      The word settles on the tip of my tongue. I was never the kind of person to use that word seriously, but Morgan’s used it around me so much, it’s starting to rub off. I even like that.

      “What makes you think she doesn’t feel the same way about you?” Dr. Imana asks.

      “I broke her best friend’s heart. And her other friend’s heart too. I did a lot of horrible things to the people she loves.” My cheeks are on fire as I admit that for the millionth time.

      “I understand your hesitation,” he says. “But you’re in therapy to address the issues that caused you to do those hurtful things. You’re different from the way you were then. Maybe Morgan is noticing that change in you. And maybe she likes it too.”

      Dr. Imana’s words tumble in my head through the end of the session. They linger as I make my way out of the building where his office is and turn the corner to my parked car down the street.

      And then a familiar face crashes into my chest.

      “Morgan.” I grin at her. What were the odds?

      “Hey.” She sets down one of the three overstuffed cloth bags she’s carrying and smooths a hand over her hair, which is styled in loose waves. She scrunches her nose at me. “We really need to stop meeting like this.”

      “Getting sick of seeing my chest up close?”

      “Something like that.” She purses her lips like she’s trying not to laugh. “What are you up to?”

      I internally panic at her totally normal question. “Checking on an old client.”

      I swallow back a self-loathing groan. Why the hell am I still so scared to admit that I see a therapist? I shove the thought aside and quickly ask her where she’s headed.

      She points to a brick building on the corner of the street. “Photoshoot.”

      “For what?”

      “This new line of yoga pants made of recycled water bottles.”

      “Yoga pants?” Smirking, I quirk a brow. When she lightly shoves me, I burst out laughing.

      “Come on. You have to know yoga pants are catnip for guys.”

      She rolls her eyes, laughing. “You put up a good front as the doting caretaker for the elderly, but deep down you’re a caveman. I knew it.”

      “I like yoga pants. Sue me.”

      “Ha. No way in hell would I ever go against a lawyer.”

      I don’t miss the lightness that fills me up as we chuckle and tease. It’s addictive, and I don’t want to leave her anytime soon. I bend down and grab the bag on the sidewalk, then one of the ones in her hand. “I’ll help you carry these in.”

      Her smile turns shy as she thanks me, which sends another jolt through me.

      “Jesus, what’s in here?” I glance down at the bag as I walk alongside her.

      “Makeup and hair stuff. They’re a small company, so I have to do my own hair and makeup for the shoot. The pay’s really good, though.”

      “You really need this much makeup?” I ask as I peer into one of the bags.

      “Duh. I want to look good on camera.” She says it like it’s a no-brainer, leaving me utterly mystified.

      “But you don’t need it.”

      From the corner of my eye, I catch her shaking her head. “Don’t be that guy.”

      “What guy?”

      She stops walking and turns to me. Not like she’s mad at what I’ve said, more like exasperated. “That obnoxious guy who says that he prefers when women look natural instead of all made up. As if we exist for the viewing pleasure of men only.”

      I stammer for a second, embarrassed that I’ve given her that impression. “No, I didn’t mean that. With or without makeup, you’re beautiful. That’s all.”

      Her eyes go the slightest bit wide, and I swear her cheeks go pink. “Oh. Thanks.”

      She hurries toward the building, and I follow her down the hall into a massive studio. All the walls are brick. The hardwood floor looks like it’s wet, it’s so shiny.

      “Morgan! Darling!” A forty-something woman with her dark brown hair in a bun runs over. She pulls Morgan into a hug and gives her air kisses on both cheeks.

      She speaks a mile a minute, something about natural lighting through the window and back-ordered sports bras and a last-minute replacement for the photographer.

      “But! It’s all gonna be great because you’re here and you’re beautiful and a goddess and these photos are going to be incredible,” she says while holding Morgan by the shoulders.

      Morgan chuckles as the woman looks over at me. “Well, well. Who’s this?”

      “Her assistant.” I smile, ignoring the way Morgan’s mouth falls open. “I’m Marco, Morgan’s PA.”

      “Pleasure, dear.” She shakes my hand and says she’s Brenna, the owner of the yoga pants company.

      Brenna points to a large mirror and vanity at the far side of the room. “We start shooting in twenty. You can put Morgan’s things there.”

      We walk over to the mirror. I stand to the side as Morgan starts pulling out hair and makeup stuff from the bags.

      “You’re my assistant, huh?”

      “I figured it would be the only way I’d get to stay and watch you.”

      “You like to watch? Perv,” she teases as she rifles through the makeup on the table.

      “It would be cool to see you work.” I take a breath, bracing myself for what I’m about to say next. “And I like hanging out with you.”

      Saying those seven words shouldn’t feel like falling off a cliff. But it does. There’s just something so raw about stripping things down to the basics, about admitting to someone—especially someone who not that long ago hated my guts—that I genuinely like them. It’s a step further than what I said the other day when we were at Gram’s friend’s house and I told her how much fun I had with her at pub trivia. When she admitted then that she had a good time with me too, it made me feel like this thing between us could be something more than just flirting and teasing; it made me feel like she actually might like me the same way I like her.

      Her hands are still for the briefest second before she looks up at me, eyebrow quirked. “Interesting.”

      “Admit it. You like hanging out with me, too,” I tease.

      She stares at herself in the mirror as she swipes on foundation. I stand there and sweat. I defaulted to my typical slightly smug sense of humor, hoping that bit of familiarity would loosen her up.

      Please admit that you like me, that you like teasing me, that you like occupying the same random space as me, literally whatever. I’ll take anything you want to give me, Morgan.

      She grabs a lipstick and dabs it across her plump bottom lip. Christ. The things I would do to trade places with that lipstick.

      A beat later, she locks eyes with me in the mirror. “I do like hanging out with you. And I’m glad you’re here.”

      She says it with the most playful smile. I could pass out thanks to the relief and her cuteness. Instead, I grin and let her finish getting ready in peace. Skimming the news on my phone saves me from coming off like a gawking creep.

      And then she’s on set and I can’t help but stare at what a goddamn star she is. She takes direction from Brenna and the photographer like a pro. Whatever pose or expression she’s mastering for the shot she holds as the two instruct her. I don’t know how she does it. I’d flip my shit if someone told me to hold a plank while slowly turning my torso up so the light hits the lines in my stomach just right, all the while keeping an easy smile on my face. But Morgan does it all. She glides through each move like it’s second nature.

      She’s energetic and strong and fierce and so beautiful.

      When she turns around, my gaze fixes on her ass. Damn, does it look divine in those hot pink yoga pants. I know I shouldn’t be staring, but it’s near impossible to peel my eyes away.

      Just then she twists her head over to me. Shit. I’m so busted.

      I try to smile and shrug, but I’m sure I look like a perv. But then she does the craziest thing. She winks at me before hitting her next pose, and I almost choke.

      Holy shit. She just might be into this.

      A couple hours later, I help her pack up and walk out of the building in the direction of where she’s parked.

      “You were amazing,” I say as I look over at her.

      She beams down at the ground. “Thanks.”

      “I mean it. You’re so talented and skilled. If two people were yelling at me to stick my chest out while I was propping myself up in some weird, unnatural position against a brick wall, I’d tell them to fuck off.”

      She bursts out laughing. We stop at her car. “It’s a balancing act. You get used to it.”

      “Don’t downplay it. Not many people could do what you do.”

      She tilts her head at me right as the corner of her mouth makes that delicious quirk. “A glowing compliment from Marco Woodruff? Color me shocked.”

      “You’re the easiest person in the world to compliment.”

      The apples of her cheeks flush ruby red. Her chest rises as she looks up at me. It’s a silent moment of staring at each other before I realize just how heavy my breath is.

      “So, um, is Nina having fun on her big day out?”

      She nods quickly. “Yeah, she’s having a blast with her friends. I think she’s getting annoyed with how often I’m texting her to check-in.”

      “Nah, she understands. You love her.”

      “She says she’s craving your banana pudding. She’s probably going to ask you to make her some when you go back over there.”

      “Already planning on it.”

      “Well, plan on her also talking your ear off about the hot streak she was on when they played poker. That’s all she could talk about when I called her earlier.”

      I smile at the thought of Nina dominating at cards.

      “I’m pumped to hear all about it.”

      “And to destroy your neck by sleeping on her couch again, right?”

      I wink at her. “Of course.”

      She lightly shoves my arm as she chuckles, and for a bit, we just stand there together. She bites her lip, glancing down at her sneakers as she shuffles her feet. I get the feeling she doesn’t want us to go our separate ways just yet. Good. Neither do I.

      The rumbling that emanates from her bare stomach gives me the perfect idea.

      “You’re hungry.”

      “I don’t eat before a shoot.”

      “Let me feed you.” I wince at how cringe as fuck that sounds. I tug a hand through my hair and let out a flustered laugh. “I mean, I was gonna run home and cook something. Come with me.”

      I brace myself for a bevy of reactions. Everything from an eye roll to her wrinkling her nose and saying, “hell no.”

      But then she bites her lip and smiles up at me. “Okay.”
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      What are you doing? What are you doing? What in the holy hell are you doing, Morgan?

      I’m following Marco into his building, that’s what. I have driven to his apartment, let him carry my bags, and agreed to let him make me food. In his home.

      Marco Woodruff.

      Lily is going to kill me.

      And yet here I go, watching his broad shoulders as he inserts the key in the lock and pushes the door open. No matter how many ways I mentally beat myself up, I’m here. And the wildest part of it is, my intuition keeps nodding her head, like despite all the no’s I can list for making this choice, it’s still right.

      It’s still what I want.

      I wasn’t at all sure I wanted him shadowing me to the photoshoot. I have no clue what he was doing in the warehouse district on Friday afternoon, or if that’s always where he goes on his Friday outings, or what. But once I was in front of the camera, knowing he was there was like some kind of fuel for my creative fire. Like knowing I had a one-man audience gave my poses another level of confidence and daring.

      Like the idea he was watching me was appealing somehow.

      Appealing. Oh please. Call it what it was: hot.

      I swallow the lump of anxiety in my throat and push down the flutter in my chest as I step into his apartment. It’s perfectly decorated in a Scandinavian minimalist vibe, complete with strategically-placed textiles and plants to create a true hygge feeling.

      “How much did you pay the decorator?”

      “I don’t know. A lot, I think. Why?” He spins around in a circle, arms stretched as wide as his smile. “You like?”

      “It’s well done,” I admit, because, “I’d totally roll around naked on that faux-fur rug” isn’t about to come out of my mouth, now or ever. “Figures you’d have a decorator.”

      He clucks at me. “Come on, Morgan. We’ve been playing this game long enough. I’m not even going to feign insult here. Of course I did.”

      Why is it so damn easy to laugh with him?

      “So, are you going to give me the tour?” I ask when an awkward silence falls.

      “Hmm? Oh, sure. So, this is the living room.”

      I walk around, appreciating the black and white photographs on the wall and the simple upright piano in the corner. “Do you play?”

      “I can but don’t.”

      “Play something. I dare you.”

      He sighs, crosses the room, and taps out “Jingle Bells” with one finger. I groan and shake my head, then reach down and play the opening bars of “Yesterday” by the Beatles.

      “Ugh, fine,” he huffs, leans over the keys, and takes over the tune.

      I purse my lips when he finishes. “Not bad, not bad.”

      “Ten years of lessons, recitals, and wishing to play guitar instead.”

      Instead of answering, I spin around and stroll through the room to the short hallway. “Can I use your restroom? I’d like to wash off some of this makeup.”

      Marco walks past me, so I follow. He beats me to the bathroom and already has a gray washcloth and towel in his hand when I step inside. I accept them with thanks, and he shuts the door behind him. I’m slightly worried about the amount of foundation I’m about to cake on this thing, but then I figure he probably has all his laundry done anyway and dive in. When I’m done, I grab some moisturizer from my bag and then reapply my eyeliner and lipgloss. As I pop my lips, the shelf behind me catches my attention in the mirror. On it are mouthwash, toothpaste, hair gel, and…

      A giant black lightning bolt.

      I whirl around and stare at the thing. What on earth? “Marco?”

      “Huh?” he calls from the other side of the door, so I peek out to find him standing in the hall.

      “Um, I have a question.” He cocks his head. My lips twitch as I ask, “Is this a sex toy on your shelf?”

      Dark brown eyes go huge. “What?” he practically gasps.

      I dissolve into giggles and pull the door open wider to point to the black bolt. “That. What the hell is that thing?”

      He shoves a hand through his hair and exhales hard. “You’re right, Morgan. It’s a giant vibrator. I like to keep it handy for when I’m brushing my teeth and feel in the mood.”

      “I meant for your ladies!” I’m gasping with laughter.

      “Well you guessed wrong, didn’t you? Guys can be into vibrators too.”

      I howl as tears roll down my face. I can barely say the words: “Of course you are.”

      He bumps me out of the way with his hip and grabs the bolt. The top flips off to reveal an atomizer. He spritzes it, and that intoxicating scent that had me salivating the other day fills the air. It’s not as delicious as when I smelled it on his skin, but still. Oh, my.

      “Smartass,” he says, not the least bit angry. “I’m deeply concerned about your filthy mind that vibrator is the first thing you thought of.”

      My cheeks are hot, and it’s not from the giggles. “Shut up, it seemed like a you thing to do.”

      “Did it?” he wonders.

      “I bet you have a box of sex toys here somewhere.”

      The side of his mouth curls in a wolfish smirk, and, oh, fuck, my insides clench. “You really want to know?”

      His voice is low, daring in a new kind of way. I purse my lips, unsure how else to answer. Unsure how I want to answer, even.

      Marco’s smile widens to show his teeth, easier than that devilish smirk. “I think it would be in extremely poor taste to reuse sex toys, don’t you?”

      “That… is a fair point.”

      “So, no, no toybox around, sorry. That won’t be on the tour.”

      We’re standing a few inches apart in this small bathroom, talking about lovers and sex toys. I have no idea what to say next.

      But Marco blinks. “You’re hungry. Let’s get some food.”

      I exhale a ton of tension and follow him back down the hall to the living room. “Right, thanks. Sounds good.”

      “Make yourself comfortable,” he says, pointing at the black leather sofa.

      I plop down on the rug instead and run my fingers through the silky fabric. Marco laughs and mutters an, “okay,” as he turns and goes for the kitchen.

      But he comes out a minute later frowning.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask and scramble back to my feet.

      “Uh, you know how I’ve been living with Nina for three weeks?”

      “Duh.”

      But it dawns on me before he can say it.

      “You don’t have any food.”

      “I don’t have any food,” he says in unison. He groans and rubs his face. “Well, not anything that still classifies as food except an unopened jar of jam and some suspicious pickles. Sorry I fucked this up. Dammit.”

      “Hey, it’s no worries. Of course you don’t have food. I’m fine. I’ll just grab something.”

      “Or I can take you out.”

      My heart kicks my ribs in a way that it really shouldn’t. In a way that feels a lot like excitement. “Excuse me?”

      His dark eyes lock on me in that way that makes me unable to look anywhere else. “You’ve been on a string of shitty dates lately. I’ve been on no dates in over a year. There’s no food in this house. What if we, I don’t know… went out?”

      “On a date?”

      It’s a pause that lasts less than a second, but that’s all it takes for the answer to be clear. But then Marco rolls his eyes. “As friends of course. Nina didn’t leave me with a twenty, but come on. It won’t kill you—we discovered that much last week. We can go get some food, have a little fun, and then you can head home. I’ll go back to Nina’s in time to meet her tonight. What do you think?”

      I swallow hard. “As friends.”

      “Did you have something else in mind?”

      “No!”

      His brow quirks in an unspoken question: “Who are you trying to convince?”

      Well, maybe that’s just the question rattling in my head.

      I thread my hands into my hair and tug. “Am I a terrible friend to Lily and Harmony if I say yes?”

      He flinches hard, twice. Once for each of their names. When he speaks, his words are suddenly rough, guarded. “I don’t know. Maybe. Or maybe you’re a person who believes in change like you say you do. Maybe you just want to have one ‘date’—even a platonic one—that doesn’t make you cringe. Maybe you fucking deserve it after all you’ve gone through lately.

      “And maybe you know this isn’t about anyone but you and me. And, maybe Nina. Her too.” He offers a hesitant smile, and I’m done.

      “Let’s go find some trouble then.”
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      It doesn’t take long for us to find trouble. Morgan and I end up at a naked sushi restaurant called Mori Tori a few blocks from my place. As I sit next to her and pluck a piece of tuna maki from a tray resting on the washboard abs of the nude dude whom we’re dining off of, I can’t help the giddy feeling that courses through me. My dating skills are rusty as hell. And I can see how this would feel all sorts of wrong for Morgan, being on a ‘friend date’ with the reviled ex of her friends. But even so, this feels good. Damn good.

      And I think she feels the same way. She’s been non-stop laughing and smiling the entire meal.

      “You had to have brought dates here before,” she teases as she mixes wasabi into soy sauce with her chopsticks.

      “I hate to disappoint, but no. I’ve never been here.”

      She swipes a hunk of California roll from the small tray on the guy’s pec. “But this place seems so… you.”

      I cough on my sake and peer around the dimly lit space. A dozen or so naked models, both male and female, are lying on top of the dark mahogany tables. Banana leaves cover their X-rated body parts while trays of sushi and sashimi line their torsos. I’ve always thought body sushi, aka nyotaimori and nantaimori, was more artful and interesting than anything, but now I’m yet again tracking strongly into “Morgan thinks I’m a perv” territory.

      “I don’t even know how to take that. Insult or compliment?”

      Her head falls back as she laughs, and I swear to god it’s the most melodic sound I’ve ever heard.

      “You just have a vibe about you, that’s all. Like, you’re totally the kind of guy I would have pegged as confident enough to bring a woman here so you could then eat off of another woman’s naked body.”

      My face heats even though I’m smiling. “Wow. That’s my vibe, huh?”

      “I didn’t mean it as an insult,” she says in a softer tone, as if she can sense my doubt. “I just mean that you always came off so brazen and confident. I admire it.”

      “I appreciate the confidence comment, but I assure you I have my insecurities. Like, I’d never have the guts to do what this guy does.” I point my chopsticks at the guy serving as our table, who I notice is eyeing Morgan. “I’m surprised you were open to coming here honestly.”

      She shrugs before taking a sip of sake. “It’s a Friday, every other restaurant in the vicinity was full, and I didn’t feel like waiting hours. I was starving.”

      “Yeah, but you seem far too progressive to want to dine off of naked people.”

      I mumble an apology to the sushi table guy, who barely blinks. He’s not the least bit offended.

      “If this were only naked women, no way in hell would I have been okay with this. But there’s equal-opportunity nudity here. I’m all for it.”

      I have to bite back the grin that tugs at my mouth. This day is turning into something else entirely. Between the sex toy talk at my place and the nude meal we’re indulging in, we’re veering dangerously close to off-the-rails territory. But the weird thing is, I’ve never felt so comfortable, so at ease on a date. I’ve never had one as good as this—and it’s not even technically a proper date because we’re here as friends.

      That thought deflates me just a bit. But then I glance up and see a gleam in her eyes as she gazes at me, the corner of her mouth hooked up in the most gorgeous half-smile I’ve ever seen. I thought I sensed it earlier at my place, but now it’s clear as crystal. And I know what it is.

      Trouble.

      The best kind of trouble. Trouble I wouldn’t mind getting into again and again, as long as it’s with Morgan.

      She scoots closer to me. “I’m having a really nice time.”

      “Same.” That single word broadcasts one-one hundredth of the excitement that I’m currently feeling, but it’s all I can say to keep my cool.

      We eat in companionable silence for a minute. Sushi table dude asks her how she likes her meal, and she flashes a polite smile and delivers an equally polite reply about how yummy everything is. He compliments her smile, and she blushes. I clench my jaw, then quietly order myself to chill the hell out.

      She’s not your girlfriend. You don’t get to react that way.

      Then she turns to me, sets her chopsticks down, and leans close to my ear. “I’m full. This was fun, but what else do you have up your sleeve?”

      Her low tone bears the faintest growl. It sends a sheet of goosebumps across my skin. Thank fuck I’m wearing long sleeves so she can’t see just how wild the sound of her voice makes me.

      Sushi table dude visibly deflates. I’m guessing Morgan’s eagerness to leave with me has dashed any hope he had to chat her up.

      I glance at him briefly before taking her hand in mine. “Let me show you.”

      We stand up, and I drop cash on the guy’s pec, making sure to leave a generous tip. Sushi table dude eyes the cash and makes a “not bad” face before nodding his chin at me. I return the gesture and lead Morgan out of the bustling restaurant and onto the busy city street.

      “Where are we going?” She giggles as she laces her fingers between mine.

      “It’s a surprise.”

      Minutes later, we’re at a crowded bar with double shots of hard liquor in our hands. We make a beeline for an empty two-person table near what looks like a makeshift stage.

      “Is there gonna be a band later?” Morgan asks as she sits.

      I shake my head and point to the barely visible chalkboard near the edge of the stage. When her jaw drops, I’m grateful I’m not sipping my drink because I burst out laughing. She twists to me. “Karaoke?”

      “Yup.”

      The brightness of her smile rivals the blinding stage lights nearby.

      “I can’t believe you remembered.” Her smile goes from giddy to tender. Goddamn. It could light up this entire city during a blackout, it’s that dazzling.

      “Of course I remembered. You mentioned it the night we dominated bar trivia—and gave me so much shit for liking girl pop.”

      She giggles as her brows fly up. “Please tell me you’re singing an Ariana song! No, wait, Lady Gaga!”

      “You’ll have to wait and see.”

      The announcer calls for people to sign up with their choice of song. Morgan is so pumped that she practically drags me to the table, so we’re the first ones there. We each sign up, careful not to look at each other’s song picks.

      Morgan’s up first with a killer rendition of Taylor Swift’s “Style.” The crowd is in love with her instantly, cheering and whistling as she grooves along to the melody and lyrics. Her presence is a lot like when she’s modeling. Self-assured, fierce, and glowing.

      Halfway through the song, she makes eye contact with me and suddenly the lyrics take on a whole new meaning. Part of me wonders—actually no, hopes—if in her version of this song, I’m the guy who won’t ever go out of style in her eyes.

      It’s a thought that makes all the blood rush to my head. By the time she finishes to roaring applause, I’m dizzy. But then it’s my turn, so I knock back the rest of my tequila and rise from my chair as she walks over.

      “Well, that was fucking incredible,” I say, my lips grazing the shell of her ear.

      I don’t miss the flash in her eyes, those two perfect spheres of ocean blue. She bites her lips before mouthing “thanks,” then pats me on the back and wishes me luck. When I grab the microphone and look out into the crowd that’s several dozen people deep, I’m thankful I drained every last bit of alcohol in my vicinity. I’m not normally a karaoke guy and doing this sober would have me in hives.

      But when the first few beats of BTS’s “Butter” drop, I lock eyes with Morgan. Her jaw hits the floor, then she claps and cheers along with the rest of the crowd. Every inhibition I have turns to dust. At that moment I know without a doubt I’d do anything to make her smile, make her laugh, make her anything she wants. And I don’t need alcohol to do it.

      So, I make an utter fool of myself. I dance around on stage like an uncoordinated marionette, trying and failing to replicate the dance moves in the music video, which I can barely remember because I only ever watched it twice. I don’t hit a single note in tune. Surprising for a guy who spent ten years playing the piano, but that’s the truth. If I’m not totally tone deaf vocally, I’m pretty damn close. But it doesn’t matter. Morgan’s loving it. That’s all I care about.

      When I finish, I make my way back to our table, people high-five-ing me left and right. Morgan is on her feet, hopping up and down, clapping and grinning.

      I’m barely a foot from her when she leaps on me. I catch her, wrapping my arms around her waist as she wraps her legs around mine.

      Holy hell.

      Those bright blue eyes stare down at me as her lips part. She snakes her arms around my neck and licks her lips as our gazes lock. My mouth waters, and my heart ceases beating entirely.

      It looks like we found a whole new different kind of trouble.

      But then someone bumps into me, nearly knocking us over. Morgan shrieks, gripping her arms and legs around me tighter as I stumble a few steps. Once I’m steady, I set her down and turn around to yell at the drunk asshole who just ruined our moment. But he’s already gone, lumbering toward the bathrooms in the back.

      When I turn back to her, a brilliant flush paints her cheeks. She dusts her hands on her pants and wets her lips. It seems like she can look anywhere but right at me. Meanwhile, I can’t look anywhere but at her. My heart is hammering. I have no fucking clue what to say, how to rewind and get her back into my arms.

      Her smile doesn’t show her teeth when she finally glances at me and shrugs one shoulder. What the hell does that mean?

      “Did, um, did you want to do another song, or should we go?”

      I can tell by her tone that she’s kicked it back to responsible Morgan mode. I could tease her, dare her to stay and go another round in the hopes she’ll loosen up.

      But her stuff is still at my place.

      I tell myself that this fact is important because she should be getting home, and I should be hurrying back to Nina.

      “We can go.”

      The growl in my voice might be less than responsible, though.
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      I drum my fingers on my knee the whole ride back to Marco’s apartment. Why the hell did I leave my stuff and my car at his? It’s like I wanted to come back here after our “date.”

      Really shouldn’t have jumped him, dumbass.

      My throat is thick, making it hard to swallow. No, I shouldn’t have literally jumped on him at the bar. No, I shouldn’t have let the music and the feeling of total, laid-back freedom go to my head like that. But really, did he have to look so good as he laughed and sang his way through that song? When was the last time I nearly peed myself laughing and needed an underwear change over how fucking hot a guy was?

      Never, probably.

      Marco parks and faces me. His smile is casual. I’m not sure if it’s intuition or guilt that makes me think he’s trying hard to put me at ease. “Come grab your stuff. I bet you’re tired, and I’ve got to get on the road.”

      I exhale quickly. “Right. Sounds good.”

      He plops on the sofa while I scurry to grab my things from the bathroom and shove them into a bag. When I come back down the hall, I find him with his head tilted back, eyes closed, long legs stretched out in front of him. He’s popped the top buttons of the black dress shirt he wore out tonight, revealing a hint of chest hair below his throat. He shaved, so his scruff is shorter and stops just below his jaw. He yawns. I don’t know why or how, but even that is hot right now.

      “I’ll just go then.”

      Dark eyes open and settle on me, that quiet smile curling from his lips to light his eyes. “This was great. I’m glad you said yes to tonight.”

      I bite my smile. “Me too. Thank you for taking me out.”

      “My pleasure.”

      Absently, Marco reaches up and begins to rub his neck. He winces as two fingers rub circles there. I frown.

      “Still sore?”

      “Is Nina’s couch still short?”

      “Dammit, sleep in my room.” I throw one hand in the air.

      “Dammit, don’t tell me what to do,” he tosses right back.

      With a huff, I drop the bags and march over to where he’s sitting. He gazes at me, brows ticked up in curiosity. “I thought you were leaving.”

      “Hush.” I shoo his hand away and rub my hands together. “Okay, try not to be a skeptical prick, please.”

      “Doesn’t seem like me,” he mutters.

      “Shh.” My lips twitch anyway.

      I close my eyes and breathe deep, then bring my hands to either side of his neck, palms facing his skin but not touching at first. “Breathe, Marco,” I whisper, focused on channeling my energy. “Trust me here.”

      “Okay, Morgan.” His voice is soft, almost far away.

      When I center myself and feel the blood flow in my hands, I gently wrap them on him. My fingers close together at the back of his head, and my thumbs rest gently on his throat.

      My eyes fly open as soon as my thumbs touch him. “Holy shit. Your throat chakra is blocked as fuck.”

      “Now there’s something no one ever told me before.”

      “They should’ve. Your energy isn’t flowing at all. It’s like you’ve got a lot you want to say and don’t feel like you can.”

      His eyes go wide. “How did you know that?”

      I rub his throat gently. “I just told you,” I scold, not at all mad.

      While he’s still processing that, I close my eyes and hum. “You need to work on that chakra. But for now, breathe deep.”

      Reiki doesn’t pay the bills for me. I’m not good enough at it to be a master healer or anything, but I did study it when I was younger and exploring what I should do with my life. So I feel confident as I let the energy flow from my hands to his neck, pressing gently and adding a little kneading for good measure. Marco hums, a sound of relief, and so I smile and keep going.

      Because he’s sitting down, I eventually drop down on my knees in front of him to give me a better angle. I have to sit up pretty high because he’s so tall, but it’s an easy reach, and better than stooping over him if I’m standing. The fur rug pads my knees nicely and allows me to continue until I feel his energy shift and his muscles relax. Then, I open my eyes and smile. “How’s that?”

      His eyes are practically black. “It feels amazing,” he rasps. “So much better.”

      I sit up a little higher and slide my thumbs from his throat to jaw and rub circles at the hinge. “You’d do well to stop clenching your jaw, too. Not helping with that chakra, or with the tension.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      Wait a second. What the fuck am I doing? My fingers are teasing the hair at the base of his head, and I am leaning way too close. So fucking close that I can feel his breath, can smell that cologne from the ridiculous bottle, can see each individual eyelash that frames his dark eyes.

      Marco’s gaze flicks from my eyes to my mouth and back. His lips part slightly, tongue barely darting out to skim his lower lip. My pulse rockets. “Morgan,” he murmurs as his tongue skims his lip again.

      I fall back on my ass, holding one hand up as a feeble barrier as I scramble to my feet and cross my arms. “Listen, you jerk. I don’t know what you think you’re doing, but how dare you? I’m trying to help, and you have the nerve to make a move. As if I would ever even think of kissing a—”

      He growls a laugh and threads both hands into his hair, then snaps his head up and glares at me. “Sure, I got it. As if you would ever think of kissing a scumbag like me, right?”

      I glare and purse my lips.

      On his feet, he prowls around in a little circle. “It’s fair, really. The idea of it, the history we have—the things you know about me. You have zero reason to even help me, much less put up with me making a move.”

      “Damn right. I’m out of here.”

      My hand is on the doorknob when he speaks again, soft and low and deadly hot.

      “Except there’s one problem, Morgan.”

      I glance over my shoulder and pop one brow to my hairline. “Which is?”

      He crosses his arms and smirks. “I didn’t make a move. You did.”

      “Piss off! Just because I was a little carried away at the karaoke bar doesn’t mean that it was me right now!”

      That smirk deepens, and it’s hard to concentrate on anything else. “Mmm, yeah, but if I had been making a move on you, you’d know it.”

      I roll my eyes and drop my bag again. “Why? Because your moves are so smooth they can be seen from space? Because if you make a move on a girl, her panties are on the floor before you even have to say a word?”

      I like that I can make him laugh at this moment. It’s a weird, twisted satisfaction, but it doesn’t mean I’m laughing along.

      “These days? Hardly.”

      He shuffles toward me, arms slowly dropping out of that crossed, defensive stance. Like he’s shedding armor. Even as I think it, the smirk fades to a sad kind of smile, and his eyes soften to reveal more than a little bit of pain.

      I lean against the door and look up at him. He doesn’t touch me, but it feels like he is somehow.

      “No, Morgan. You’d know because my move on you would never be a move. I’m too painfully aware of what you think of me. It would scream in my head every time I’m near you that my history of fuckups gives me zero right to ‘dare,’ as you say. So my move on you would probably be something like this.”

      He takes a deep breath but doesn’t blink from my gaze. “I’m dying to kiss you. I know I can’t ask for it, that you almost certainly don’t want it too—except there have been a few moments where I kind of think you do, and that’s fucking with my head more than anything else right now. But I want to kiss you so bad, Morgan, and I will never, ever fucking ask you for it. That’s the best I could do if I was trying to make a move.”

      One step backward and a quick shrug changes his energy, but he knew exactly what he was doing. And my knees are more wobbly than a bowl of banana pudding.

      “You really need to clear that chakra.” My voice is dust.

      “I’m trying.”

      “So I see.”

      “I’m trying a lot these days.”

      “So I’ve seen.”

      “Go home, Morgan.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do, Marco.”

      He flashes that smile, but I hardly notice as I take two steps and leap, just like I did at the karaoke bar. Marco catches me again and holds me like I weigh nothing. I don’t stop this time; I thread one arm around his neck and slide it into his hair. He groans, and my mouth crashes down on his.

      Marco’s arms tighten around me. My legs tighten around him. I hold his scruffy face in my hands and part my lips just as his go soft and open to me. He floods my senses: smell, taste, touch, and sound. And, god, the moan that vibrates his throat is quite a thing all on its own.

      But then his tongue finds mine.

      My heart stutters and explodes at full gallop as he teases me with little licks and slow sucks. I am eager, maybe too eager, but definitely too preoccupied to care. I whimper and chase his tongue until he hums and opens a little wider.

      Jesus, I haven’t been kissed in ages, and I don’t remember when I had a kiss this proper.

      “Marco,” I mewl against his mouth.

      “Morgan, fuck,” he gasps before those soft, full lips are on mine again and his scruff is adding just the right scratch.

      I want to lie on that faux-fur rug and feel that stubble on the inside of my thighs, dammit.

      The thought makes me squeeze him tighter with my legs. Marco groans, loud, as the seam of my pants presses straight against the ridge in his.

      Make that the sizable ridge. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      Marco stumbles backward and drops onto the couch. His hands run up and down my back and arms until I shiver and rock my hips against him again. “God, yes,” he growls.

      “Uh-huh.” I’m panting, I can’t help it.

      One hand slides up and into my hair. Long fingers tighten, just a little bit, but the sensation shoots lightning through my body. I moan into his mouth. Marco stills a moment, then tightens his hand again, a little harder this time.

      “You like that?” he asks between kisses.

      I nod and claw at his shirt. I don’t know what I’m doing, what we’re doing, but yes I like it and hell no I don’t want him to stop.

      He tugs again, but then his touch goes gentle. “You are so beautiful.” His lips travel down my throat as he raises chills on my shoulders with his fingertips. “I can’t believe I have to say this, but… I really have to stop.”

      “No,” I wail, and then crash my mouth onto his neck to suck hard. “No, no, no.”

      He laughs, and the spell begins to dissolve. “I want you screaming the exact opposite for me. But, Nina is over an hour away. And I’ve got to get back.”

      “Cock blocked by Gram. Dammit.” I tug on his hair playfully and steal another kiss from his lips. My pulse is out of control, and I am soaked between my legs.

      But he’s got to go take care of my grandmother. And that makes my heart puddle.

      Marco laughs, but he doesn’t let me leave the kiss so soon. It’s many more minutes of enjoying that teasing tongue before we can slow down and separate. Slowly, I stumble off his lap and get to my unsteady feet.

      He crashes back against the couch and scrubs his face with both hands. “Fuck, I’m so hard right now. Maybe we could call her and…”

      “I know how hard you are,” I murmur. “But no way in hell are we leaving Gram alone.”

      “I know,” he sighs. “Can you just kiss me one more time? In case you wake the hell up and realize what a mistake this was?”

      Intuition says I’m not going to be doing that anytime soon. And that I’ll be back here as soon as Gram’s well enough to stay on her own.

      So I tell him that.

      He rises from the couch in one motion and sweeps me literally off my feet and into his arms. His arms are strong and brace me, let me go limp and surrender everything to him for that brief moment.

      It’s a sweet relief to surrender, even for a second. To not worry. To feel like someone has caught me, has me covered. I know it’s just passion and lust, but for a moment? It’s nice on a lot of levels.

      But that moment is over, and I take my bag with shaky hands and leave so he can jerk off and go take care of my Gram.

      When I fall face down into my pillow that night, there is no guilt. No doubt. There is my intuition shouting about how right this was. There is my heart, saying that whatever was, what is is good.

      And, when I flip over to my back and slip my hand between my legs, there is my body, saying that whoever made the move, it’s a move I will make again.
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      Is it possible to out-run a boner? I hope so.

      Because that’s what I’m currently trying to do as I jog the six miles from my condo to the warehouse district where I’m due to meet Morgan in twenty minutes.

      It’s been three days since that night at my place, when arguing with her somehow turned into one of the hottest nights of my life.

      And we didn’t even sleep together.

      Hence the perma-boner I’ve been nursing for the past few days. I took care of it that night before heading to Nina’s, of course. But I haven’t jerked off since then. Just the thought of doing that at Morgan’s grandma’s place felt like a whole new level of sleazy. I got by with killer running sessions twice a day and exchanging sexy texts with Morgan whenever she had free time.

      My feet pound the pavement, and I hit the last mile of the run. At this pace, my heart feels like it’s on the brink of exploding, and that’s a good thing. That means blood is being diverted from my dick to my lungs and my heart. But it’s gonna take everything in me not to grab her when I see her, back her against the nearest wall, and finish what we started Friday night.

      I wipe the cascade of sweat from my brow, thankful that Nina insisted on having today and tomorrow to herself. I can tell she appreciates my presence and my help, but she’s getting stronger by the day and aching to have her house to herself without me there hovering over her.

      I don’t blame her. If I were in her situation, I’d want alone time too. The doctor green-lighted up to thirty-six hours on her own, after her check-up Wednesday when she demonstrated her ability to administer her insulin by herself. I’m pretty damn proud to have taught her that, no lie. In a week or so, I’ll be moving back to my place completely.

      Personally, I was only too happy to take off early this morning after making sure she was set for the day. Morgan seemed pretty damn happy too when I texted her asking to meet up after her photoshoot.

      I glance down at my phone in my hand to check the time and see that I’ll beat her to the coffee place, my pace is so insane. Suddenly my stomach flips, and it almost makes me stop dead in my tracks. Has that ever happened to me before? Has the thought of someone made me this giddy ever?

      I pick up speed for the last half-mile. My lungs are officially on fire, and I’m one thousand percent certain this feeling has never, ever hit me before.

      Damn, this woman. She’s remarkable in every sense of the word. It’s not just that she’s beautiful. It’s the way she fights for everything she’s passionate about, from her job to her grandma. It’s the way she isn’t afraid to go toe-to-toe with me, whether we’re joking around or hashing it out.

      It’s the way she looks at me like she actually cares about me.

      A lump lodges in my throat. I cough it away, focusing on the burn in my chest as I pump my legs faster and faster.

      Those ocean blue eyes. The way they look right through me. Every single time. Not to intimidate or scold, but to truly see me. Like she’s glimpsing every part of me, past the sarcasm and the bullshit.

      Like she’s looking into the deepest part of me… and actually liking what she sees.

      At the last quarter mile, the opening bars of Taylor Swift’s “Style” from my running playlist echo in my ear. Instantly I’m catapulted back to three nights ago when Morgan sang the hell out of that song while looking right at me.

      Glimpsing every part of me… and actually liking what she sees.

      My chest suddenly feels like it’s on fire in a completely different way. I round the corner, the coffee shop in full view now. My jello legs slow to a walk, and I stack my hands on top of my head to help even out my breathing as I cool down.

      Push those mushy feelings aside, Woodruff. Focus on making up for lost time on Friday night.

      I pull up my texts and message Morgan.

      Me: Hey. Here a bit early. What are you in the mood for?

      Morgan: Mmm idk. Something yummy.

      Me: Yummy, huh? Any flavor specifically on your tongue today?

      Morgan: Yeah. Yours. ;)

      I almost trip on the pavement. I shouldn’t be surprised. Most of the messages we exchanged this weekend bore a similar tone. I just can’t get over messages like that from someone like her. Morgan is a flirt, and I fucking love it.

      Me: Oh, really? That’s a request I’m more than happy to indulge. Don’t think they have much for us at this coffee shop, though. Maybe we should hurry back to my place, but be warned: You might need some caffeine for all I’ve got planned.

      Morgan: Is that so? In that case, a double shot of espresso, please.

      I grin to myself as I slip my phone and earbuds into my shorts pocket and reach for the door to the coffee shop. But someone is leaving just as I’m trying to walk in, so I step back to make room for them.

      “Sorry,” I mutter before I even look at the person. But when I do, I halt dead in my tracks.

      “Marco.”

      My name dies on my older brother’s lips as he stares at me. His eyes are wide for a split second before he frowns, and his mouth makes that familiar disapproving purse.

      I swallow back the shock. “Leo.”

      It’s been almost two months since we’ve seen each other—since that shitshow night at the restaurant when I lashed out at him and my parents and announced I was done with them forever.

      Instead of muttering another word to each other, we just stand and glare. Then the door opens, and out walk our parents, who freeze the second they see me. Like a reflex, my stomach muscles harden as I brace myself.

      Mom reins in her expression from mildly shocked to neutral after a few seconds. But Dad’s face assumes that disappointed glare—the default setting whenever he looks at me.

      “Marco,” he says as he smooths a hand over his silver tie. “Interesting running into you here. I didn’t know you spent time in this part of town.”

      “I could say the same for you.” I hate the bitterness in my voice. I hate how, even after weeks of no contact, that underlying pain resurfaces at just the sight of them. I hate that all the joy and excitement coursing through me just seconds ago are long gone now that they’re here.

      “We’re scouting locations for the new office. Normal job stuff. You wouldn’t understand.” The smugness in Leo’s tone makes me want to punch him.

      He smooths a hand over his hair before adjusting his tie, which is a shade lighter than Dad’s. I almost laugh. The lengths Leo goes to mirror Dad are mind blowing.

      I turn to Dad. “So you’ve still got him on the payroll then? Even after all the work hours he wastes on long lunches and hotel stays?”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Leo’s jaw tighten. Surprisingly, he stays quiet.

      Dad purses his lips, his expression indignant. “We had a talk about it. We all make mistakes.”

      I roll my eyes as a bitter laugh falls from my lips. His well of forgiveness for Leo’s fuckups is endless. Never for me though.

      I ignore him and look over at Mom. “You’re here checking out offices with them?”

      She waves a hand, the look on her face a mix of disinterest and irritation. “I had a doctor’s appointment.”

      She doesn’t even look at me when she talks. I bite my lip to keep from muttering what a terrible liar she is. My guess is she had another cosmetic procedure at whatever new clinic just opened up here, or she was meeting some guy she’s got on the side.

      “Hope everything’s alright.” Despite everything, I really do mean it. I hope she’s okay. I hope they’re all okay. I just don’t want to be around them.

      Dad’s chest heaves with a sigh, the disapproving wrinkle in his brow practically tattooed in his skin. “What have you been up to, Marco? Still jobless?”

      Leo makes a scoffing noise behind the rim of his coffee cup. It’s like a weird sort of one-upmanship he and Dad seem to be partaking in. See who can make me feel like shit first.

      But I’m not interested in playing.

      “Yeah, I am. It’s fucking awesome not working some soul-sucking job that I don’t give a shit about.”

      Their eyes go wide as Mom peers around, clearly hoping that no one heard me.

      Dad shakes his head. “You’re classless when you talk like that.”

      “I don’t care what you think about me.”

      When I catch Leo muttering “ungrateful shit” to himself, I twist my head to him.

      “What did you say?”

      “I said, you’re an ungrateful shit.”

      Mom scolds him to keep his voice down, but he ignores her.

      “What a waste you are,” Leo says. “Some unemployed leech living on the millions that Grandma Sofia left you. She’d be so fucking embarrassed to see you a jobless loser.”

      A dam bursts inside of me. I step forward so I’m in his space.

      “Don’t you dare speak for her.”

      I plant my hand on his chest to shove him, but Dad wraps his hand around my wrist and pulls me away.

      “So you’re just sitting around doing nothing? Still? I can’t believe you.”

      I yank my arm out of his grip and step back. My blood pumps fire.

      “No, actually. I’m taking care of a friend’s grandmother. I think Grandma Sofia would be pretty damn proud that I’m helping people and not just focused on money or figuring out how to screw people out of their money.”

      My heart is thudding so fast, my chest starts to ache. I force myself to swallow and take a breath. The vilest sneer spreads across Dad’s face. He steps up to me, his broad form imposing, threatening. I know this stance. He’s used it on me a million times. When I was a kid, he’d lean into my space to scold me or to tell me just how badly I disappointed him in school or at whatever sport I was playing. He never did it in public like this, though.

      “I knew it,” he says, his voice an angry growl. “This whole time, I knew you were too soft to do anything worthwhile, Marco. I’ll admit, I was upset when you didn’t choose investment banking. But then you became a corporate lawyer. I was fine with it. At least that’s a respectable career. Lucrative. Prestigious. Solid earning potential. But then you go and screw it all up, and this is what you do after that? You’re some low-level peon who cleans bedpans and hands out medication now? Pathetic.”

      I slam him against the brick wall the second he finishes speaking. The “oof” sound he makes rivals the thud from the impact. When I pull my hand away from him, he doubles over, gasping for air. Part of me is in shock, thinking holy shit, did I really just shove my dad into a brick wall? And part of me is numb, thinking he deserved it after all the horrible and hurtful things he’s done to me.

      Leo takes a swing at me, but I block him and shove him away.

      “Marco!”

      Morgan’s shriek pulls me out of my rage. I turn around and see her standing several feet behind me. My mind races, wondering just how much she saw and heard. Probably a lot, judging by the look of horror on her face.

      Suddenly, I’m aching to shrink into myself, to melt into the pavement below me and disappear forever. Damn Dr. Imana and his talk about growth. This feels like poison, not progress.

      But Morgan hurries to my side and turns to look at my family, who is staring at her in confusion. Her brows are pinched in a viciously cold glare.

      “Marco is the best caretaker I could ever want for my grandmother. He’s so kind and doting and loving. How dare you criticize him for that.”

      She opens her mouth like she wants to say more, but she shakes her hand. I realize then that her eyes are glistening with tears. I clench my jaw, angry that my family made her feel this way. Disgusted that she heard them talking about what a loser I am. Irrationally fearful that she thinks it too.

      No.

      Even in this nightmare moment, I know we’re past that. That she means what she says. This may be the worst fucking moment she could possibly witness between me and my family, but the way she stands by me—the way she defends me—heartens me to the core.

      My parents and Leo stare at her, their jaws set tight like they’re just now realizing this fiasco is happening in public, in full view of dozens of people.

      “You know what?” Morgan scoffs. “None of you are worth speaking another word to. Except to say this: You don’t deserve Marco. He’s a million times better than all of you.”

      She pulls me away and leads me by the hand to where her car is parked, just around the corner. I fall into her passenger seat as she hops behind the wheel. When she doesn’t turn the car on right away I look over to her.

      “Are you okay?”

      She laces her fingers in mine, and it’s almost too much. There’s so much care in that gesture, in her voice, in the way she’s looking at me.

      I scrub my free hand over my face. “No. I’m not.”

      When I look over at her, her eyes shine with unshed tears. “It’s okay,” she says softly. “It’s gonna be okay. I promise.”

      As she drives to my condo, I’m in a daze. Not once does she take her hand from mine, not even when traffic gets hairy. It means more than she’ll ever know. If I had the strength to speak, I’d tell her. But all I can do is sit and stare ahead and process what the hell just happened.

      Twenty minutes later we’re in my living room, and Morgan is fetching the pizza she ordered from the delivery guy at the door. I stand up to pay, but she gestures for me to sit back down.

      “Don’t you dare.”

      I start to smile at the firmness in her voice. She plops the box on my coffee table, opens it, and points. “Eat.”

      I nod and shove a slice in my mouth. I’m barely through the second slice before my stomach starts to churn. I catch my reflection in the window nearby and nearly jolt. Dried sweat stains dot my shirt and my hair is mussed to hell. Jesus, I’m a wreck.

      I toss the half-eaten piece back onto the grease-soaked cardboard.

      “I can’t eat anymore,” I mutter.

      She stops chewing before setting down her piece and taking my hand once more. “It’s okay.”

      As she finishes up, I lean back against the couch and tug my hands through my hair, unsure of what to say.

      “Sorry you had to see that,” I finally say.

      “Stop it. You don’t have to apologize for anything.”

      I ask her the question I’ve been wondering ever since I turned around and saw her standing there, watching my fucked up family explode.

      “How much did you see?”

      Her gaze falls to her lap. “I walked up right as your dad made that dig at you for being jobless.”

      “Great.” I pull my lips into my mouth and sit up, my brain fried, utterly clueless on where to start or how to explain.

      “Is that how your family has always talked to you?”

      I bite my tongue. For a second, I wonder just how much I should say. I don’t want to hide anything from her. She’s been honest about everything with me so far. She’s let me see her at her most vulnerable—crying and worried sick over Gram. I shouldn’t feel scared to be truthful with her too. I know without a doubt she’ll understand.

      Besides, she’s the only person I trust to say any of this to.

      “Pretty much, yeah,” I say softly.

      Her shoulders hunch over as she curls her lip. “But they’re so mean to you.” Her voice breaks at the end, and she pauses to swallow. “Why are they like that?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. That’s how they do things. I always felt like I wasn’t wanted, like that was normal.”

      And then I tell her everything. How for as long as I can remember my parents have been cold and detached toward me. How I’ve never seen them display one ounce of affection toward each other either. How they’ve cheated on each other their entire marriage. How my older brother was only ever interested in pushing me around and making fun of me. How we never hug. How my family only cares about status and money. How I’ve never heard my parents or Leo tell me they love me. How my grandma was the only loving and affectionate person I’ve ever known. How the last time I ever heard anyone tell me they love me was with her when I was twelve, right before she died.

      The whole time Morgan listens quietly, holding my hand in hers, eyes wide as she absorbs it all.

      “That night we ran into each other at the restaurant? I was with them. They were berating me for ruining things with Harmony and for being an unemployed loser for the millionth time. I just snapped. Not because they were wrong—I know I’m terrible for the things I did. But I was just tired of being their punching bag. Yeah, I fucked up. I know I did so many horrible things. But they’ve done just as many. And I was tired of being singled out when they were no different from me.”

      She nods along, her brows furrowed in concern.

      “And that’s when I realized I didn’t want them in my life anymore. They’re such a toxic influence. All I ever saw growing up was my parents’ dysfunctional example, and that shaped the adult I became. I knew I needed to change. So I, um, I started seeing a therapist. That’s where I go when I’m not with Nina on Fridays. That’s where I was coming from when I ran into you before the photoshoot last week and that day when you had a flat tire. I’m learning how to undo a lot of the damage my family did—and that I did. I’m trying to be different, be better. At least I hope I will someday.”

      Morgan’s chest heaves as she takes a silent breath and looks away for a few seconds. Her hold on my hand doesn’t budge though.

      “I get it now,” she says before turning back to me. “I get why you were so detached and messed up when you were with Lily. And Harmony. I mean, if I had your parents, no question I’d be a monster.”

      I reach over to tuck a loose chunk of her hair behind her ear. “Monster, huh?”

      She bites her lips. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”

      The corner of my mouth quirks up. “I know. And besides, no way you could ever be a monster. You’re too kindhearted. Nothing and no one could change that. Ever.”

      I cup her face with my palm. She leans into my hand, humming softly. Then she presses her eyes shut tight and shakes her head. I stroke my thumb across the impossibly soft skin of her cheek.

      When she opens her eyes, they shine bright with tears. She blinks, and one cascades down, disappearing as my skin absorbs it.

      “Morgan. Don’t cry, please. They’re not worth it.”

      “No, but you are. You deserve better than what your family gave you, Marco. You deserve to be loved. You deserve to be cared about. I’m so sorry they didn’t give you that.”

      My heart absolutely shatters. The shake in her voice, the obvious emotion in every word she speaks. She’s crying—she’s feeling—for me.

      I don’t think about it, I just pull her to me. She comes willingly and tucks her head under my chin, her arms around me. Something strange is happening. It feels like my chest is either going to burst or fold into itself.

      It’s as comforting as it is terrifying. But there is no doubt. I’ve never cared about anyone the way I care about Morgan.

      Gently, I lean away and lift her face in my hands so I can look at her. There are a million things I want to say.

      Thank you for caring about me.

      Thank you for standing up for me in front of my family.

      Thank you for staying by my side after learning what I come from.

      Thank you for letting me into your life when it would be a million times easier to ditch me.

      But words fail when I look at her. All I want to do is kiss her.

      So I do.
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            MORGAN

          

        

      

    

    
      Marco’s lips brush mine. They’re cold and dry, but still so goddamn soft that it gives me chills, especially when his scent hits my nose. He brushes my mouth again, gently, asking for permission.

      Yeah. Hell yeah, he has permission.

      I part my lips, and that gentle touch becomes a toe-curling pressure as he captures my mouth. Long fingers slide from my jaw up into my hair and wrap around the strands at the back of my head. My breath hitches, and he growls. A little tug on my hair, and I emit an entirely involuntary moan.

      Wow. Who knew I liked that so much?

      Both our eyes open at the primal noise that just vibrated my vocal cords. Marco’s saucy one-eyebrow look is even better this close up, and I can’t help but giggle as I roll my eyes, all the while keeping this kiss going. His dark eyes crinkle. Just for a second, our mouths break the seal when he flashes a dazzling grin.

      But then his lips are on mine again, and his tongue is playing with mine again, and holy hell, we forget about laughing.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and pull him closer until he shifts and eases me onto my back on the couch. One of my legs plants on the floor while the other knee lifts, opening wide so he can fit between them. His weight settles on me, and even though he’s nearly a whole foot taller and easily seventy-five pounds heavier, it is absolutely divine. Like he was built to fit against me.

      Don’t be silly, Morgan. He’s no yin to your yang, goofball.

      I brush the thought away. Who cares about thinking when this feels so good? When his stubble scratches and contrasts with the wet glide of our mouths this deliciously? When I do not remember the last time I had a kiss like this? When I don’t know if any kiss had me this level of hot?

      And, damn, am I hot.

      I realize suddenly that I’ve begun rocking my hips against him. His hands are planted by my shoulders, and I’m dying to have them on my body so bad that I arch my spine in a shameless plea. Marco hums and scrapes his teeth against my bottom lip as one hand answers, coasting in a slow teasing journey from my throat down to my breast. He pauses on my heart until I mumble an “Mm-hmm” and thrust again. One of those very capable hands swishes over my nipple, and I decide it was a good call to wear the lace balconette today.

      “Marco.” I break the kiss long enough to gasp his name.

      “Morgan.” His voice is rough and gritty, and when I open my eyes his pupils have eclipsed his irises. “You are so—”

      But we finish that thought with another long kiss as he teases my nipples, switching from one to the other and back again. The way he reads my need, as if he can tell when I’ve had enough on one side and am craving his touch on the other, is almost uncanny.

      My underwear is going to dissolve. I can’t take much more of this.

      I rake my nails down his shirt. It’s damp with sweat—I’d noticed he’d been running, and honestly, it just made him sexier and even better-smelling. His pecs and abs twitch at my touch, but I’m not stopping. I reach his waistband and slide my hand over his sweatpants. His hips.

      His… not-hard cock.

      My hand stills at the same time Marco freezes. Our eyes open, and he pulls back. A pink flush paints his striking cheekbones.

      “Sorry.” His eyes close as he exhales the word and hangs his head. “Fuck. I am sorry.”

      I realize I’m still groping him, so I snatch my hand away before I become an official pervert. “No, um, it’s okay. Just, well, I…” I have no idea what to say.

      Marco pushes off me and sits on the couch. He covers his face with both hands, but not before I see that those pink cheeks have become a full-on blush. Even with his face covered, his neck is stained red, too. “No, don’t. It’s not okay, it’s pathetic. I’m here making out with the hottest woman I can imagine, and I’m letting some ridiculous run-in with my family get to me? Totally pathetic. I kept hoping I’d, uh, perk up before you noticed. But then of course just thinking that added pressure that made things worse. Fuck, Morgan. I am so sorry. I mess up everything. They’re right. I told you that already. Just didn’t think I’d fuck up fucking, too.”

      He huffs a humorless laugh. Meanwhile, my heart shatters for him.

      I yank his hands away from his face and take a firm hold of his chin. Those dark eyes are a well of shame and self-loathing that I don’t need intuition or aural vibrations to read. He cuts his gaze away, but I won’t have it. I give his chin a little shake. “Look at me, dammit.”

      “I really don’t want to. I’m not sure I can, to be honest. I’m so fucking embarrassed. You can go, really. It’s cool.”

      “It’s not ‘cool,’ and I’ll go if you want me to in just a second. But first, we’re going to clear some things up. Look at me, dammit.”

      “Bossy,” he breathes, and both our lips twitch.

      “Sometimes.”

      I finally get his gaze on mine, even though it cuts away every few seconds. A little squeeze on his jaw seems to be the only way to bring him back. I wet my lips and take a shaky breath.

      “Can you stop with the self-deprecation? What we put out into the world, we manifest. So if you say, ‘I’m a loser who ruins everything,’ then guess what? That’s what you’ll be. And if you say, ‘I’m a person who’s trying to break old patterns and heal some deep Chiron wounds,’ then guess what?”

      “I’m not sure, because I have no idea what that means.”

      I bite down on my lips, but the giggle escapes anyway. “Chiron is the wounded healer. It’s an astrology reference from Greek mythology. Chiron energy is about healing our deepest soul wounds. But anyway, my point was, what—”

      “What I say, I become.”

      “Exactly.”

      With another deep breath, I release my hold on him and palm his cheek instead, stroking softly. Marco’s brows tick up. He blinks rapidly, but he’s not avoiding my gaze anymore. My voice softens as I say, “And as far as your, um, mood right now goes, shut the hell up, Marco Woodruff. There is nothing to apologize about. You just had an incredibly traumatic altercation. Tossing those feelings out the window that fast isn’t reasonable. Honestly, it makes me hate you even less to see how authentically you’re working to process your emotions.”

      Those dark brows arch a little. “You hate me even less now? Really?”

      I laugh and touch my forehead to his. “Just a little bit. Calling me the hottest woman you can imagine gets you a few points, too.”

      My face heats to echo those words, but Marco cups my cheeks in his hands now and presses a gentle kiss on my mouth. “You completely are. You’re incredible, and I hope you know it.”

      I shrug. “I’m just the best me I can be, every damn day.”

      His jaw slacks a little at my words. “That’s a good mantra. I should steal it.”

      “Steal away. Start right now.”

      “Thanks. But right now what I really want to do is hear you moan again. I might not be on my game, but I could spend the whole afternoon making sure you’re satisfied.” He smirks and flicks his tongue out to skim over my lips. I catch my breath and part them for him.

      “Would you like that, Morgan?” Each word of the question is punctuated by a little lick that has my insides on fire.

      “No.” God, just saying it is torture.

      Marco startles and pulls back. “No?”

      Now it’s my turn to facepalm and blush. “No, but yes. Yes, god, yes I would. But this isn’t the right time. You need to process and heal from this afternoon.”

      “My face between your thighs sounds like the best kind of therapy.”

      I groan and smash my face into the sofa cushion. “No, it doesn’t. It’s escapism, and you know it.”

      “I hate you too, you know.”

      “I know. I’ll leave.” I sit up and adjust my twisted shirt, then get to my feet with the world’s deepest sigh.

      But Marco clasps my wrist before I can walk away. “I can process with you here. I, uh, I know this is lame, but I’d rather just sit here and watch TV with you than have you leave. Will you stay?”

      The way my heart puddles in my chest tells me we may be in some real trouble here. But at this moment, I don’t care. In fact, I wrap my arms around the trouble and the gooey feeling inside me with both arms as I plop back down on the couch and grab the remote from the coffee table.

      “Pass me that pizza,” he says once I’ve picked Crazy, Stupid, Love as our movie to watch.

      “Promise you’re processing?” I ask once he’s chewing on a cold slice.

      He throws his free arm around my shoulders and pulls me closer. “Swear it.”
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        * * *

      

      I stay at Marco’s until late. I’d likely have slept over if not for the reminder on my phone that makes my stomach dip: tomorrow is brunch with the girls. So, I kiss him good night and fall asleep alone at my place. The next morning, I roll out of bed still all warm and fuzzy from our snuggly night together. But that just means that little butterflies linger in my abdomen while I get ready and hustle to meet Lily and Harmony. On the drive, I do a little processing of my own.

      Marco is essentially Lily’s and Harmony’s enemy #1, but they don’t have the whole story. Neither of them ever mentioned his family, which tells me they aren’t aware of the dysfunction that I bore witness to yesterday. Just the memory of the looks on their faces, of the way they spoke to him, turns my stomach. He is no hero, but he’s got shit he’s working on. So, yes, he’s a straight-up villain to both of my girls, but that’s an old chapter. It’s taken me some time to believe it, but he really is different, really is changing, now. They don’t have to fall for him again—in fact, I’d rather they leave that to me—but they’re both people who know a lot about growth and change.

      So maybe I just don’t tell them for now and let this play out.

      I sit down at our table and take a cleansing breath, determined to focus on wedding talk and all things girly and fun. It goes well until:

      “My parents are trying to inflate the guest list,” Lily groans, shaking her head. “I keep telling them I’m not inviting Dad’s entire firm to an orchard wedding, but Mom is laying it on thick.”

      Harmony hums in understanding. “Just tell them the venue is small and suggest they host a cocktail party after you’re back from your honeymoon.”

      “Perfect idea.” Lily lights up at the suggestion, which sounds good to me too even though I know nothing about such difficulties.

      “Who are they trying to invite?” Harmony asks. She and Lily grew up together, and their parents share a social circle in the swanky suburbs. I sit back and sip my mimosa. This is part of the conversation that I can’t contribute to, not that I mind.

      Lily rattles off a list of names, to which Harmony hums and nods. But she ends with, “I think the only country club members they don’t want to invite are the Woodruffs.”

      She and Harmony both roll their eyes and make retching noises. I cock my jaw. “Who?” I ask like I don’t know.

      Lily shakes her head, still rolling her eyes. “Marco and his family.”

      “Ah.”

      Harmony jumps in. “Actually, from what I hear, those are basically two entities these days. I heard that Marco and his family aren’t speaking. According to my mom, apparently there was a huge blowout between them at The Hound And The Wolf a couple months ago, and they’ve been on the outs ever since.”

      Lily shrugs. “Huh. Well, whatever. I just hope my mom doesn’t use that as a reason to invite Marco on his own.” She shudders visibly. “Mom and Dad always said that he was the best of the Woodruff family. God, what a rotten tree if that’s actually true.”

      Harmony frowns, and I’m mildly relieved that at least she didn’t laugh at that.

      “Actually,” I hear myself say, “I ran into Marco the other day on my way to a shoot.”

      Big blue and big brown eyes turn slowly to me. Lily and Harmony’s faces are mirrors of surprise. “Oh?” they say.

      I shrug. “Yeah. He looked different than I remember. I almost didn’t recognize him, actually. His vibe was super weird, too. Like, sad maybe?”

      I’m half lying, half cobbling together truths here, but my heart is galloping. Why did you open your mouth?

      “Let him be sad. it would serve him right if the universe beat him up for a while.” Lily winks at me, knowing she’s speaking my language there—and absolutely oblivious at the chord she just struck in my soul.

      Harmony frowns again. “Now that time has passed, when I look back I just think about how fake he seemed. Like he was playing a character. I guess I was, too, to be honest. But I always felt weird around his family even though there was nothing specifically wrong that I could see. Maybe the universe really is beating him up for how he acted. Wouldn’t be the worst thing.” She sighs and shrugs.

      “Who even cares?” Lily says. “He’s history. Good riddance.”

      I twitch my lips into the closest thing to a smile I can, painfully aware that those same lips were sealed on Marco’s about twelve hours ago. My heart is racing, cracking—aching. What was I thinking? That they’d come to see what kind of a person he is now? That somehow this spark between us would grow to the point that I could ease them into the idea that Marco wasn’t the douchebag they remember? That I could bring him around, ever?

      I can never, ever, tell them about us.

      Which means there can’t really be an us.

      But I can’t just walk away from him, either.

      Universe, I’m gonna need some help here.
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      When I answer the door and see Morgan, I’m smiling. And not just a small smile, but a-kid-on-Christmas-morning type of smile. That’s the level of excitement I feel when I see her.

      I won’t lie, yesterday didn’t go how I planned, not even close. I thought I’d have her writhing against my tongue on my couch, then we’d fuck on that rug she seems to like so much before moving to my bed, then the shower… pretty much every surface of my place.

      One run-in with my family ruined all that.

      Don’t get me wrong, I’m disappointed as hell that the hurt from my falling out with them seeped into my time with Morgan. And I’d be the world’s biggest liar if I said I wasn’t still nursing a bit of embarrassment from how I failed to perform when things were getting hot and heavy.

      But in a weird way, part of me is glad about the outcome. Morgan saw me at my worst—at my most vulnerable—and didn’t seem the least bit fazed by it. In fact, she seemed endeared, drawn to me in a way she hasn’t before. And that hit me in the strangest way. It took a whole night’s sleep to figure out why. But now I know.

      It’s because no one has ever stood by me like that. No girlfriend, no friend, no family member, no one. No one has ever seen me so broken and still wanted to stick around.

      I showed her my worst self—limp dick, fucked up family, and all—and she still wanted me. She still cared.

      That’s someone worth smiling like a fool for.

      She walks in, shuts the door behind her, and hands me a small paper bag. “Something sweet for you.”

      I open it and pull out a container of banana pudding from a local bakery. This smile has to be borderline maniacal, I’m sure by now.

      “I know, I know. You’re not that into carbs,” she says as she flashes a shy smile.

      “I’m willing to break my rules for you.”

      I swear there’s a flash behind her eyes. It makes me pause. I can’t tell if it’s a good or bad reaction. But Morgan blinks before I can figure it out, then crosses her arms.

      I lead her to the kitchen, where I’ve got espresso brewing. “Figured since I never got around to getting your coffee order yesterday, I’d make it for you today.”

      Something in her demeanor changes as she gazes at the espresso machine. She freezes like I’ve just told her I think we should jump out of a plane with no parachutes. Again I’m thrown. Good or bad?

      I take a step toward her just as she turns to me. “You made me espresso?”

      “Of course.”

      A smile tugs at her lips. “Of course you did. Thank you.”

      I pour her a cup. Together we sit at my kitchen island side by side, eating and drinking.

      “How was your morning?” I ask before taking a bite of banana pudding. “Holy shit, this is good,” I say with my mouth full.

      She chuckles before clearing her throat. “I had brunch with friends.”

      “Nice.”

      “I saw Lily and Harmony.”

      I make a “huh” noise, keeping my eyes on the banana pudding. That’s what those looks are about.

      “I almost told them about us.”

      I nearly choke on a vanilla wafer. As I cough through the shock, Morgan thumps my back. She hops up to fetch a glass of water, and I down half of it before I can speak.

      “What do you mean, you almost told them about us?”

      She bites her lip as she tugs at the hem of her crop top. Then she leans down to brush away something I can’t even see off her yoga pants. Her fidgeting then becomes tugging at the stretchy headband she’s wearing before letting out a breath. “Honestly? I just thought that maybe… they would understand… about us.”

      I let out a laugh so loud, she frowns. I cover my mouth and clear my throat.

      “Sorry,” I mutter. “I mean this in the nicest way possible, but… what the hell would make you think they’d be on board with finding out their friend is getting together with their ex? Who, last time I checked, they both still hate?”

      The way she opens her mouth but no words come out is pretty damn adorable.

      Soon she’s frowning. “Why are you smiling?”

      “Because you’re really goddamn cute when you’re flustered.”

      A smile spreads across her face. I move to hug her, but she steps back and crosses her arms. Uh oh.

      “Okay, maybe that was a bit naive of me to think that I could tell them about us given your history with both of them,” she says.

      “You don’t have to be so diplomatic. You can say exactly what it is.”

      She practically winces. “We both know what you did, Marco. We don’t need to rehash it.”

      “Okay, fine. So what’s the issue here that’s got you backing away from me like I’m covered in fleas?”

      “It’s just… okay, look. I told them that I ran into you the other day. I left out the details, but even with that brief mention, it was pretty clear still that they’re both not fans of you.”

      “That’s not the least bit surprising.”

      “Yeah, but…”

      The way she gnaws at that perfectly plump bottom lip drives me wild. I force myself to refocus. I can feel her pulling away more and more by the second. And I know why.

      “You don’t like the idea of getting together with me after what I did to Lily and Harmony.”

      Her brow lifts the slightest bit. “Wow. Just laying it all out there, aren’t you?”

      I shrug. “It’s the truth.”

      When she sighs, her shoulders slump. But then she looks me straight in the eye. “I know you’re not the guy you were when you were with them. You’re different now. You’re a truly good person now, I see it in so many ways. The way you take care of Gram. The way you’re in therapy. The way you talk about your emotions instead of acting all aloof and callous like you used to. I like you, Marco. I more than like you, actually. I care about you so much. And I want to be with you…”

      As much as her words are everything I’ve wanted to hear, I still brace myself. Because I know there’s a catch coming.

      “But…” She hugs her arms around herself. “I’m trying to figure out a way to make this work and not lose my friends. I just don’t know if that’s possible. It’s hard enough doing this.” She gestures between the two of us.

      “This?”

      “Hiding you from Lily and Harmony.”

      Her words don’t sting like I think she assumes they will. They’re the truth, and no one should ever feel bad about telling the truth. I’m learning this myself. Thanks, Dr. Imana.

      The truth is also this: I was an asshole, and a liar, for a really long time. I’m trying my hardest not to be that way anymore, and I think I’m doing a pretty good job, but that doesn’t take away from the pain I caused. Morgan’s hesitance to be with me is a consequence of my past behavior. I can’t change that; I have to accept it. And I want to show her that I’m here for her in whatever way she wants me—if and when she’s ready.

      “I get it. Truly.”

      I let a small smile slip and almost laugh when she makes the most bewildered face.

      She tilts her head forward. “Okay, that’s definitely not how I thought you’d respond.”

      This time, when I reach to take her hand in mine, she lets me.

      “What you said last night, about not being so self-deprecating all the time and trying to be the best me I can be every day? I’m into that, one hundred percent. But I also know I fucked up before. A lot. And two of the people I fucked over just happen to be your close friends. I don’t expect you to just overlook that.”

      I give her hand a gentle squeeze. “I know I still have a lot left to prove. If you want to dial things back, take it slow, think about us, or whatever, I want you to do it. I’ll be here.”

      Her smile cracks slightly. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously.”

      When she interlocks her fingers with mine, my heart practically leaps. Her chest rises slowly with each breath. I can tell she doesn’t want to leave, and that’s a good thing. It’s going to make this part a lot easier.

      “But let me say this.”

      I lean down, letting my lips hover just a couple inches above her mouth. That floral-earthy scent of hers coats my lungs as I inhale, slow and steady. My heart is racing, my skin is on fire, and my dick is currently aching to have her right here, right now.

      I swallow it all back and make sure my voice is as steady as I can make it. “No matter how you feel about me or our situation, it doesn’t change how I feel about you. I want you, Morgan. More than I’ve wanted anyone. You’re incredible. Everything about you drives me wild, and I’ll wait as long as you want me to.”

      A low, strangled noise escapes from her throat. Her sea-blue eyes are wide and unblinking as she looks up at me.

      “We’re both aware of just how well we get along, how much we like each other—how badly we want each other.” My voice is practically a growl. Good. I want her to hear it. “And I really don’t think it’s going to be that long before you’re ready to jump my bones.”

      With that, I lick my lips, let go of her hand, and step away from her. I walk over to the espresso maker and lean against the counter, taking in the stunned look on her face. It takes everything in me not to laugh. A smirk manages to escape though.

      I gesture to her empty espresso cup. “You thirsty for more?”

      Her face scrunches into something between a glare and a smile somehow. Goddamn, it’s cute.

      “You arrogant bastard.”

      “That’s what they tell me.” I top off her cup and pass it over.

      She swipes it away and downs it. Then she slams the cup on the counter and wipes her mouth on the back of her hand. I don’t miss the frustrated smile tugging at her lips.

      She starts to speak, but my phone ringing interrupts her. I walk over to the coffee table where I left it and answer right away when I see it’s Nina.

      “Hey, Nina. Everything okay?”

      “Oh yes, fine, fine. I just had a question. About legal guardianship.”

      “Legal guardianship?”

      Morgan’s expression turns concerned as she walks over to me. I put Nina on speaker and tell her that Morgan is with me, then ask her to explain what she means. Nina dives into a confusing story about how some guy from some company called her this morning, asking if she’s considered finding a legal guardian to help her with her affairs as she reaches this advanced stage of life.

      I can tell by the hard set of Morgan’s jaw and the way her eyes go wider and wider as Gram speaks that she’s seconds away from flipping out. I lead her to sit on the couch with me and offer a patient, “okay” every minute or so through Nina’s explanation.

      But then she says something that makes my blood run cold.

      “The man mentioned something about a conservatorship. Was that what he said? Goodness, I don’t even know if I’m pronouncing that word correctly.”

      “You are.” I grit my teeth as I try to drown out the alarm bells in my head by calling up the years of legal experience I have under my belt. She goes on to say how this man said he could help her explore the benefits of a conservatorship.

      “What the hell?” Morgan says softly. “Is this stranger cold-calling my grandma to get her to enter into a conservatorship? How is that possible? How did he even get her number?”

      Her voice grows louder, and I mute the phone.

      “I don’t know. I’ll take care of it. He’s not getting near Gram.”

      Morgan’s shoulders ease the slightest bit, as does the worried wrinkle in her brow.

      I unmute my phone. “Nina, listen to me. I need you to look up this guy’s phone number and give it to me.”

      “Oh, no problem! I wrote it down right here along with his name and all the information he gave me.” She says it so cheerily.

      I gesture for Morgan to hand me the notepad and pen sitting at the end of my coffee table, then scribble down everything she says.

      A firm called Gregor, Lindenstrom, and Holm.

      An offer to help seniors like Nina sort out their legal matters so they don’t have to worry about such stresses as they age.

      A request that Nina make an appointment to meet with a representative with the firm to talk about all of her options.

      And a name that sets off rage inside of me.

      Rick Heyden.

      I bite my tongue so I don’t say, “That worthless fucking piece of shit” out loud.

      I swallow the fire in my throat and force calm in my tone. “Nina, don’t call them back, alright? If they try to call you again, don’t answer. I’ll handle everything for you.”

      “You’re sure it’s not too much trouble?”

      “Not at all. I’m happy to do this. I’m a lawyer, and this is right up my alley. Morgan and I will come check on you tomorrow once everything is settled to update you, okay?”

      “Oh, that would be wonderful. Thank you, Marco.”

      “Of course.”

      I ask Morgan if she wants to say goodbye to Nina, which she does. When I hand her the phone, I fetch my laptop from my office and get to work.

      First I write a threatening yet professional email to Rick Heyden and the partners at the firm Gregor, Lindenstrom, and Holm, instructing them to never call Nina again. I’m her lawyer, and they will only ever contact me from now on. Then I send a complaint to the state bar, reporting the firm and Heyden for unethical conduct. Then I email a handful of media outlets telling them about a predatory law firm that’s targeting vulnerable senior citizens. I include my contact info for them to reach me for an interview.

      “Marco.”

      Morgan’s gentle tone yanks me out of my rage frenzy. “Yeah?” I flinch at how hard my tone is.

      “What’s going on?”

      I sigh, rub a hand over my face, and tell her everything. Heyden and that firm are known for contacting senior citizens under the guise of helping with estate matters and long-term care. But in reality, they prey on unsuspecting elderly people and manipulate their billable hours for ungodly amounts of money. When the legal bills are too much for them to pay, Heyden’s firm intimidates them into signing over their assets. They’ve been at it for years and are loathed in the legal community.

      “In the worst instances, I’ve seen some people have to sell their houses and dig into their retirement to pay Heyden’s firm back. All for some bullshit legal services they didn’t even need in the first place. The firm makes shit tons, and the poor person they swindled is left with nothing. It’s goddamn sickening.”

      Morgan’s eyes water, and I realize how angry my tone is. I jump up from my desk and walk over to her, pulling her into my arms, forcing my voice to soften. “No way in hell they’re doing that to Gram.”

      “But… how is this legal?”

      “Because our legal system is full of loopholes and they find ways around it. It’s fucked.”

      “How did they get her number?”

      She nuzzles into my chest and sniffles. I know she’s upset, but I have to close my eyes and take a second. As fucked up as this situation is, the way Morgan snuggles up to me, like I’m the one person in the world she feels safe with, is heaven.

      “They buy databases from all sorts of places. Hospitals. Insurance companies. It’s a lot easier than you’d think, sadly.” I take a few seconds just to hold her. “Do you still have my phone?” I ask in a gentle tone.

      “Yeah. Here.”

      When she hands it to me, I dial Heyden’s number and walk out of the room into the hallway. Mr. snuggles-and-gentleness are gone as soon as the doorknob latches.

      “Heyden here.”

      The curt way he answers makes me want to reach through the phone and punch him.

      “Rick. It’s Marco Woodruff.”

      “Shit, really?”

      “Yeah. Really.”

      He chuckles. “Haven’t heard from you in ages, man. Last I heard you got fired from Maldonado’s firm.”

      “That’s true, but that’s not what I’m calling to talk about. Stay the fuck away from Nina Walker.”

      He stammers. “Wh—what? How did you know—”

      “I’m her fucking lawyer. That’s how I know.”

      More stammering.

      “Hang on, I didn’t—”

      “Shut the hell up and listen to me. I’ll keep it simple. Delete her number. If you so much as think about calling her again, I’ll end you. And you know I have the means to do that.”

      “What the hell? Don’t you threaten me, you washed-up—”

      “It’s not a threat. It’s a fact, Rick. We all know what you’re about. It’s just that everyone else is too busy with their own shit to do anything about it. But I’m not busy anymore. I have all the free time in the world to take you down, and I will. I just reported you to the state bar. And I have a dossier on you and your firm that I’m sending to every news outlet in the metro area.”

      “Shit.”

      “Shit is right. Get ready, it’s about to hit the fan.” I hang up, my heart in my throat as adrenaline thunders through me.

      When I spin around, Morgan is standing there, her mouth open, clearly stunned. “Holy shit. Remind me never to fuck with lawyer Marco.”

      I let a smile slip. Damn, it feels good after all that.

      Her own smile disappears after a second. “Are you sure we shouldn’t head to see Gram right now?”

      “Positive. It’ll only freak her out if we show up unannounced and spew all this legal crap at her.”

      “You’re right.”

      “She’s okay. I promise you she is.”

      Her gaze falls to her socked feet before she looks back up at me and steps into my arms again. “Thank you,” she whispers against my chest. “For helping Gram. I don’t even want to think about what would have happened if you hadn’t been around to take care of this.”

      I close my eyes and breathe deep. “Of course. Nothing will happen to her while I’m around. I promise.”

      We stay like that for what feels like minutes. She starts to pull away. I almost plead with her not to, but I bite my tongue.

      She needs time. Be patient.

      “I should go.” The way she says it, it’s like she’s trying to convince herself.

      I reach over and tuck a chunk of her hair behind her ear. “Okay.”

      She licks her lips, a dazed look in her eyes as she gazes at me. Like she wants to do the exact opposite of leaving right now. She reaches up and pulls me to her, kissing my cheek. Every single inch of me catches fire. But then her hands fall away, her lips are gone, and she turns to leave. I follow and walk her to the door.

      “Thank you again. For everything.”

      “Of course.”

      She stands there, shuffling her feet for a few seconds before flashing a pained smile and slipping out.

      When I close up behind her, I let out the breath I’ve been holding. I fall forward, my forehead lightly hitting the door as I let out an exasperated chuckle.

      “Fuck,” I groan, before walking over to the living room and collapsing on the couch. I lean my head back and close my eyes. Waiting is the right thing to do. I’ll do it for as long as Morgan needs. It’s just going to be a hell of a lot harder than I thought. And in the meantime, I’m hard as hell. Again. As usual these days whenever I even think of Morgan.

      A loud knock pulls me out of my muddled thoughts.

      I’m buzzing as I walk over to the door. There’s only one person I want to see on the other side of it.

      When I open up, I don’t even have time to smile.

      She jumps on me. Her mouth is on mine in less than a second.
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      Okay, so I asked the Universe for help and—

      “Mmph, thank god you—”

      “Shh.”

      “Mmkay.”

      And then I get some leech lawyer trying to hoodwink Gram, and Marco—

      “Ooft,” I groan as I bump against the wall.

      “Sorry.”

      “Shh. Just kiss me.”

      “Mmkay.”

      And here he is, saving the day again. Kind and patient and so fucking there again. Universe, I’m taking the sign and running with it.

      With that, I thread my hands into Marco’s dark hair and squeeze his hips tighter with my legs. He groans against my lips and thrusts, driving my shoulders into the wall again but I don’t care. No, I do care—I absolutely love it. His mouth rips away from mine and travels along my jaw, wet lips and rough stubble and, god, is it amazing. He’s quit talking thanks to my stubborn insistence, but his whole body is speaking to me. And everything he’s asking, everything he’s wanting, I’m answering back with yes, yes, oh hell yes.

      I’ve gotten the messages. I’m aware this will end terribly. And I simply do not fucking care.

      “Mmph, wait. Wait.”

      “Shh.”

      “No, Morgan.”

      Marco lifts his head suddenly and stares at me. His eyes are glassy and on fire all at once. A heated flush paints his cheeks. His full lips are slick and parted over quick breaths. He is maybe more handsome than ever before.

      “What then?” I demand, trying to stay saucy over my thudding heart.

      “Just so we’re clear,” he rumbles in a voice full of restraint. “Where are we stopping tonight?”

      Whoa. I’m not sure there was ever a sexier question. On the one hand, he’s giving me all the power here. On the other, he’s forcing me to voice my desires. Definitely a top-three sexiest question of all time.

      I struggle to draw the breath necessary to say, “We’re going to ruin everything if we keep going. Absolutely everything.”

      He nods slowly. “I hope not, but maybe.”

      “So let’s ruin it. No stopping. No holding back. I want it all.”

      That glassiness evaporates so now there’s only fire in his eyes. His lip curls in a wolfish smirk, but his aura is nothing but tender. He rests his forehead against mine and cups my cheek. “I will give you everything I have if you want it, gorgeous.”

      Before I can swoon, Marco hoists me higher and hauls me off the wall, spinning us around so he can march across the living room. “Take off your shirt,” he mumbles between kisses, so I rip my crop top over my head and let it fall who-knows-where. He lowers me down, down, down, until I’m lying on the softest blanket ever—the faux fur.

      “Mmm.” My lips curve into a deep, contented smile as I snuggle against the silky threads. “I think I have a fetish for this rug.”

      He rumbles a laugh. “I’ve noticed. Figured it was a good starting place.”

      “We started this weeks ago. On the way back from the bar.”

      His dark lashes flutter as he opens his eyes. We both smirk at each other, needing no words at this moment to agree that I’m 100% correct.

      When he kisses me this time, it’s languid and gentle. My stomach dips like the drop of a roller coaster from that sweet, lazy kiss because I get the message: this is the part where we’re not stopping. I tug on his hair, and he hums. When the kiss goes on and on, nothing more and nothing less, I squirm, and he hums again. When I squirm again, he hums louder and sits up abruptly.

      “So impatient,” he chides with a cluck of his tongue.

      “Stop clucking and kiss me.”

      Marco chuckles and shakes his head. He plucks the stretchy headband off my head and examines it. “You asked for everything. Don’t you trust I’ll give it to you?”

      I do trust it. I trust him.

      “So have a little faith, Morgan. A little blind faith, maybe?” He twirls the headband on his finger and arches a brow.

      My eyes widen. “Um, okay?”

      That wicked smirk is the last thing I see while he takes the wide cloth band and settles it over my eyes. It’s soft and stretchy and works perfectly as a blindfold—so perfectly that I tense a little to lose all sight.

      But he captures my bottom lip with a soft scrape of his teeth, and suddenly my other senses are ultra-sharp. That little scratch, the scent of his cologne, and the softer-than-soft rug under my palms all hit me like lights on a pinball game. “Relax, Morgan.”

      Jesus, even the sound of my name is better.

      I lie back again on the rug and wrap my limbs around him, submitting to the darkness and his kisses. He is in no hurry, and I let myself be okay with it even though I’m aching and so needy it’s almost embarrassing. I haven’t had sex in ages, and I haven’t wanted someone like this ever, as far as I can remember. But he just kisses my lips, my jaw, and my neck and laughs when I squirm. When he finally makes his way to my breasts, I expect more teasing.

      Oh, but no.

      Commanding fingers yank the satin cups down before I can process it; he sucks one nipple into his mouth and swirls his tongue while those fingers pinch the other. “Oh, holy fuck, Marco,” I howl, arching my back off the rug.

      Marco just hums and switches sides.

      He alternates between rough, sucking kisses and little flicks of the tip of his tongue until I’m practically ready to come. And then, without me squirming or saying a damn thing, he pulls back. I don’t need to see to understand. I lift my hips at the moment his hands are there to slide my jeans off.

      I sense him freeze. Then, a small sigh. “How’d I get this lucky?”

      His question isn’t for me. It’s barely audible, but because I’m vibrating and on sensory overload, I hear it clearly. My heart melts at the reverence in his voice, but I don’t have time for feels right now unless they’re the thigh-shaking climactic kind. I wiggle around on the rug, certain I’m a sight indeed but glad he’s into it. But Marco grabs both my knees and silently commands me to be still again.

      Yes, yes I can do that if it means—

      “Oh, holy fuck, Marco!”

      Those might be the only four words I know anymore, but I really don’t care. His cheeks scratch my thighs as his tongue licks me back to front before his mouth is on my pussy. Lights explode behind my covered eyes as I’m again hit with sensory overload. His scent, the rug, my scent—all of it is overridden by the things his tongue does to me. This time, when my hips buck, he doesn’t hold me still. He just wraps my legs around his back and hums, encouraging me to fuck his mouth.

      That, I absolutely can do.

      “Right there, right there, oh right fucking there!”

      I learn a few new words just before my entire being explodes and shatters.

      Marco hums.

      I laugh when I regain the brain cells to do so.

      The blindfold lifts, and I’m gazing into his eyes again. No smirk, no fire, just reverence. He licks his lips, and my heart puddles again.

      “Marco, I…”

      Now it’s my turn to be shushed. “Shh, come on, we’ve got more trouble to find.”

      He grabs my hand and pulls me to my feet. My knees are shaky, my bra is askance and weird, and I couldn’t possibly care less. I reach around and unclasp the thing to let it drop to the ground. Then, I let him guide me down the short hall to his bedroom.

      “This is unfair. I’m buck naked and you’re fully clothed.”

      Marco flashes a grin over his shoulder. “Who’s fault is that?”

      I tug on his hand, and he willingly spins around to let me strip his shirt and unbuckle his pants. When he tugs the shirt over his head, though, I have to pause. His abs flex with the motion. Dark hair smatters over defined pecs. Biceps curve like chiseled marble, and I don’t give a damn if that’s my sex-addled interpretation or not.

      “You work out.”

      He laughs. “I’ve had a lot of free time lately.”

      I roll my eyes at that. “Please. You’re the kind of guy who makes working out a hobby.”

      Warm hands splay over my hips and wrap around my back. God, he makes me feel the best kind of tiny in those hands. “And you’re the kind of woman who does, too. Look at these abs.” With that, he drops to his knees and drags his tongue along my stomach.

      I swat him away and tug him back to his feet. “I have to for work. Now hush and drop trou.”

      He treats me to another laugh while I shove his pants to the floor. Just as I thought: his legs are as chiseled as the rest of him.

      And his cock. Oh, my.

      Nothing is weighing on his mind tonight, and the erection that’s straining his black boxer-briefs makes my eyes widen. I lick my lips and twitch a brow at him. That makes both of his eyebrows shoot up, and before I know it I’m sitting on the bed. His cock springs free and is everything the preview promised it would be, long and hard and so, so ready for my mouth.

      I am thirsty to taste him. So I do.

      “Morgan,” Marco hisses when I waste no time running my tongue around the head. “You fucking tease,” he chuckles when I refuse to do more.

      “I like teasing you,” I admit, and he knows I mean more than right now. “You give it back so well.”

      “Like I said. I will give you everything, no matter what you want to—oh, my fucking god.”

      I hum around his shaft, and he shudders all over. His body sways while I suck, but when I start to taste the tang of come, he pulls back abruptly. “Not yet,” he strangles.

      “You could’ve.” I’m pouting a little, and I realize it’s because I wanted to see him come undone for me. I wanted him to reach that peak of pleasure after all these weeks of work and sadness and holding back.

      I wanted him happy.

      But Marco eases me back on the bed and crawls over me. Between sloppy kisses where we’re tasting ourselves on the other’s lips, he says, “I want this to last all night. It’s been a long while. I need you to come again before I even think about finishing.”

      Oh. Well, in that case.

      We roll across his bed in a tangle of sheets and hands and mouths. Today has no beginning and no end. There are no clocks or friends or sick Gram or skeevy lawyers. There is only us, and we are more than enough. Our bodies offer endless entertainment and pleasures to discover.

      I also discover that Marco is very, very good at talking dirty.

      “I want to pull your hair and spank this ass,” he hisses in my ear and then scrapes his teeth across the lobe. One hand squeezes my backside. “The way you moan when I grip your hair… Do you like to be spanked, Morgan?”

      “I don’t know.” It’s the truth. I’ve always balked at the idea, but the way he tugs my hair does make me wet like I didn’t expect. My eyes flutter open as a question pops into my head. “Why do you want to do that?”

      He smiles tenderly and brushes my lips with a kiss. “Because I think you’ll enjoy surrendering control. You work so hard and worry about so much. I think it would take you out of your head.”

      I bite my lip. “Show me.”

      My heart thuds as he spins off the bed and brings me back to my feet. He kisses me deeply, then turns me around. “If it’s too much, you say ‘butter,’ and I stop immediately. Understand?” I nod, and he grips my chin to turn my gaze to him. His face is stoic. “No. Do you understand?”

      I nod again and say, “I understand. Butter and we stop.”

      Before I can fully turn my head again, his palm cracks across my right butt cheek. The sharp sting freezes me with something like shock. Guilt, maybe? Like I’m being punished for my sins.

      A heartbeat later, pleasure crawls from my toes to my scalp. My breath hitches at the cocktail of emotions pulsing through me, brightest at the spot where his hand just was.

      “Again, please,” I murmur, and then bend my head and lean forward a little more. Marco growls and weaves his fingers into my hair, tugging hard until I gasp and tilt my head back. Then, he rhythmically strikes me, first one side and then the other. As he does, he speaks in a calm, almost soothing voice. Each sentence ends in a slap.

      “Always so worried, aren’t you Morgan? Working so hard on your career. For your Gram. Keeping your car running. Your rent paid. Everyone happy. Are you happy? Are you fulfilled? What do you need to feel… completely… safe?”

      And I don’t know why, but my brain is quiet. My body stings and aches. My thighs are soaked and my ass is basically numb. I am somewhere between the brink of climax and howling in pain.

      And I feel safe here.

      Marco pulls my back to his chest by the grip on my hair. His palm coasts gently up my flaming hip, now protective and gentle. “Well?” he whispers.

      I can’t open my eyelids because they’re lead, but I pull it together enough to choke out, “I feel safe, Marco.”

      His body tenses, but he doesn’t stop petting me. “And?”

      “And I want you to fuck me. Now, please.”

      I half expect him to bend me back over, but we fall together into the bed and resume the toe-curling kisses that have been driving me wild for a week now. He reaches to the nightstand, and then foil is ripping and he’s kneeling over me. I sit up and help him roll on the condom. When it’s secure, we lock eyes.

      And he smiles.

      “You first, remember.” Marco falls to his back and gestures for me.

      I smile, even though that empty-headed feeling still has me buzzing. Then, I crawl over him and straddle his hips. He holds his cock upright, teasing until I swallow hard and seat myself on him.

      “Oh, holy fuck.”

      We both scream it this time.

      Marco squeezes his eyes shut and bites his lip. “Hang on,” he mutters. “Christ, you feel incredible.”

      “Mmmhmm,” is all I can manage while I acclimate to his length inside me.

      Finally, he sucks in a deep breath. “Okay, go.”

      And so I do. I ride him slowly at first, but with increasing intensity, until we’re both muttering swears and sweat slicks our thighs. When my brows pinch in concentration and my eyes fall shut, Marco’s fingers are there, teasing my clit with the same kind of delicious rhythm his tongue had earlier. He’s steady and controlled and everything I need.

      “Marco.” I throw my head back and absolutely howl his name.

      He tumbles me to my back before I’m completely done shuddering. “Morgan.”

      My name is soft, tender. It opens my eyes.

      His are gentle, adoring, and absolutely beautiful. He offers a half smile and strokes my face even while he thrusts gently inside of me.

      “Everything okay?” I whisper.

      Marco blinks and nods. “Yeah. Just, this is a lot of everything. In all the ways.”

      I know exactly what he means. “In all the ways. All of the feels,” I agree.

      “All the feels. We’re so fucked.”

      For that, it’s my turn to smirk. “Mostly just me so far. So hush and come for me.”

      And with that, I wrap my legs around his waist, arch my back, and hear my name bounce off the walls as his whole body convulses around me.
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      “Fuck.”

      It’s more of a grunt than a word, the way it falls out of my mouth as I come. I’m almost embarrassed. The single most gratifying sexual experience I’ve ever had, and I sound like a caveman.

      But then I glance down at Morgan. That smile. Part smug, part bliss, and part something I can’t quite define. Whatever it is, it’s raw and stripped down and real. And it’s for me.

      I bury my face into the side of her neck and kiss the impossibly soft skin there.

      “Fuck, Morgan.”

      “You already said that. And did it.”

      I lean up, laughing as I pull off the condom and toss it into the nearby trash can. Then I shift so that I’m lying next to her and cuddle her into my chest. “Yeah, well, that’s what you’ve reduced me to. Grunts and profanity.”

      I swear I feel her breath change. I glance down and there’s that look again. I saw it in her eyes the minute I opened the door for her, right before she jumped me.

      Desire.

      And just like that, I’m rock hard again.

      Yeah, we just fucked everything up. This wasn’t supposed to happen. I wasn’t supposed to fall for the friend of my ex-girlfriend and my ex-fiancée. I wasn’t supposed to have the best sex of my life with her. I wasn’t supposed to feel this surge of emotion, to care about her like this.

      But I do. And I’m not going to waste a single second thinking about anything else but her.

      I pull her on top of me and start to kiss her. She mumbles something about being all sweaty, but I ignore her. She laughs against my mouth as she presses against my dick.

      “Wow. Already?”

      “Like I said. You have an effect on me.”

      We’re pawing at each other like the world is ending. Our mouths are everywhere. And I have the second best idea I’ve had today, right behind blindfolding her and working her ass until it was red. That may be one of the best ideas I’ve had in my entire life.

      I break our kiss and sit up, then lead her to the bathroom.

      “Oh,” she says when I let go of her hand to turn on the shower. I glance back and catch her biting a grin.

      I shrug and smile. “Best way to wash off sweat in my book.”

      Her head falls back as she laughs, and I pull her against me. “I’ve jerked off in here plenty to the thought of doing this with you. I have a feeling the real thing is a million times better.”

      Her gaze turns fiery; I take that as my cue. I slide the door open, feel the stream of water to make sure it’s warm enough, and let her step in first. She squeals when she spots my shampoo bottle on my shelf. She swipes it, opens the top, and inhales.

      “Not quite as good as your cologne, but still intoxicating.” She squirts a dollop into her hand. “Before the dirty stuff starts, let me get clean.”

      I burst out laughing and follow her lead, quickly shampooing my own hair before taking over for her.

      “Oh my god,” she moans as I massage my fingers against her scalp.

      “Feel good?”

      “So, so good,” she hums with her eyes closed.

      We rinse off, then soap each other, which soon turns into groping. Under the cascade of water, I lean down to kiss her and groan. The way this woman teases with her tongue—in my mouth, around my cock—it’s enough to make my head explode. But I breathe in the wet air around us to steady myself. We’re finally together, finally giving in to every urge we’ve ever had, and there’s so much I want to do still.

      I run my hands up and down her body, relishing how she’s soft and smooth and firm all at once. My hands rest against the curve of her hips as our tongues get filthier and filthier. I give her a gentle squeeze and slowly turn her away from me.

      “Say ‘butter’ if you want me to stop, okay?” I growl into her ear.

      She bites her lip as she grins. “Okay.”

      I shift so I’m behind her. “Hands against the wall.”

      “So bossy.”

      “Yet another thing you bring out in me.”

      She’s turned away, but she tilts her head slightly, and I catch the edge of her smile. It’s crazy, I’ve never gotten to be like this with anyone before. But she likes it. And fuck, I like it too. A lot. There’s something insanely hot about someone as assertive and strong as Morgan letting her guard down with me. Letting me take control of her pleasure and trusting me enough to dole it out to her. Just thought makes my chest ache. Yeah, it’s sex. But it’s so much more too, even if I can’t put it into words.

      As she presses her palms on the stark white tile wall, I lean down to the base of her neck and lick the water droplets adorning her skin. A slow hiss glides out of her mouth. The sound is downright carnal, and I smile against her shoulder. This is gonna be so fucking good.

      “I’m just getting started, gorgeous,” I growl. “Pace yourself.”

      She starts to say something, but when I kiss my way down her spine, her words turn garbled. It’s a slow path I take, savoring each lick of her perfect skin. A minute later, I’m on my knees, facing her perfect ass. I lean up and give the base of her spine one last feather-light kiss.

      “Marco, please.” She’s whining now. She was panting the entire time I kissed my way down her back; now she’s vibrating, aching, begging. Fuck, is it hot.

      “Please what?”

      “Please… just… more.”

      More.

      That I can definitely do.

      I give the underside of her ass cheek a gentle scrape with my teeth. She gasps.

      “Okay or not okay?” I ask.

      “So very okay. Better than okay,” she pants.

      I repeat the move on her other side as I slip my hand between her legs and feel her body shudder against my lips.

      “So fucking wet,” I mutter. “So fucking hot.”

      More breathy stammering. I transition from gentle scrapes to gentle bites against the fleshy part of her ass as I circle my fingers around her clit. Her sounds turn more and more desperate the longer I go on. Soon, she reaches back. I feel her fingers in my hair. She tugs hard, and I grin as I press a soft kiss to her right ass cheek.

      “Oh my god, Marco, I can’t…” Her legs start to shake, her pants turn ragged, and her whines ricochet against the shower walls.

      My knees are screaming against the stone floor as I work her with my hand, but I don’t care. If my knees are shot for the rest of my life, it’ll be worth it. Hearing and feeling Morgan come apart in my literal hands is heaven. Her taste, her moans, the way she whines my name like it’s the only word she can remember, it all drives me out of my mind. I’m losing myself right along with her, moaning louder and louder against her ass.

      “You can’t what?”

      “I can’t… I can’t keep standing…” she finally pants.

      I pull away from her and hop up to my feet, then place my hand between her legs and pick up where I left off. I press my chest against her back, letting her know she can lean on me for support. Instantly she relaxes against me, but that just means my dick is against the small of her back.

      “Do you feel this? Do you feel how hard I am because of you, how crazy you make me?”

      She whines “yes.” I pivot slightly so I can stroke the base of my cock in tandem with my strokes for her. I’m so hard it hurts. But then she reaches behind and grips me, taking over.

      “Oh, fuck,” I mutter. The surge of pressure in my dick at just the feel of her silky fingers have me counting the seconds.

      When she picks up speed, I know I don’t have long. For a second I worry I’ll burst before her, but her pants turn desperate and her wails turn deafening, both signs that she’s close.

      I slide my free hand into that gorgeous wet mass of brown-blonde hair and gently tug.

      “Yes!”

      She shatters against me, her entire body trembling as she shouts my name over and over. It’s the most ridiculous ego boost, but I can’t help it. I fucking love how in this moment, my name is the only word her orgasm-riddled brain knows.

      The physical effect it has on me is almost funny. The pressure in my cock turns to heat instantly, and soon I’m spilling into her hand, my entire body tense. Even through my clenched jaw, I can’t help but spurt a line of profanity.

      When we finish, we just stand there for a few moments, her leaning into me, my face burrowed in that perfect spot between her neck and her shoulder, water cascading over us, both of us breathing like we’ve sprinted a 10K.

      After a few seconds, Morgan spins to me, slides her arms around my waist, and levels me with that pleasure-drunk look in her eyes. “You really know your way around a vagina.”

      I boom out a laugh. She giggles into my chest.

      “I mean, I hope I do. I’m almost thirty-one. I should know what the hell I’m doing by now.”

      She shakes her head against my chest. “It’s just unfair, how good you are with your mouth, your dick, and your hands. And you’re gorgeous. Like, what the hell are other guys supposed to do when you exist in the world?”

      Her mumbled words set my cheeks on fire. I’m glad she’s not looking up at me right now because I’m sure the smile I’m sporting is cheesy as fuck.

      “Best compliment ever.” I turn off the water before reaching over and grabbing a towel for her.

      “Don’t get a big head.” She squints at me.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t dare.” I wrap a towel around my waist and step out of the shower, making sure to leave enough room for her to step out and dry off.

      Once she finishes, I yank her towel away and throw it on the floor.

      She laughs. “What the hell was—”

      She yelps as I lean over and throw her over my shoulder, then head for the bedroom.

      “Marco!”

      “Morgan!”

      She laughs before tugging my towel loose so it falls to the floor. Her giggles echo in the hallway, and I catch myself hoping that this isn’t the last time I hear that sound in my place.

      I drop her onto my bed. She’s still giggling, her hair is a beautiful, sopping wet mess around her shoulders, and I’ve never wanted anyone or anything as much as I want her right now.

      “What’s all this about?” she asks.

      I lower down, leaning my hands against the edge of the bed. “My ego. I’ve still got a lot left to prove if you’re not ready to admit that my head deserves to be at least a bit bigger after my performance in there. And in here.”

      Her smile turns devilish.

      “Okay, then.” She wags an eyebrow and bites her lips as she spreads her legs wider. My mouth waters. “Show me what you’ve got.”
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        * * *

      

      “God, how many times are you gonna make me say it?” Morgan laughs from the passenger seat of my car on our way to Gram’s.

      “As many times as I need to. I have a massive ego that needs to be stroked.”

      She lightly shoves my shoulder. I smile at her before turning my attention back to the road as I pull onto Nina’s street.

      “Okay, okay. You’re a sex god. There. I said it.”

      I grin wide as I keep my stare straight ahead. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch her crossing her arms, but I don’t miss that gorgeous smile. She’s been flashing it almost the whole morning.

      “Sex god. Man, I like the sound of that. I think that would look great on business cards, don’t you? ‘Marco Woodruff, attorney at law and sex god.’”

      She groans and laughs. “I knew the second I uttered those words, I’d never hear the end of it.”

      “It’s okay. I get it. You were in the heat of the moment, you couldn’t help but say what you felt. It was what, round five? Six maybe? When you finally said it. I feel like I earned that title.”

      She shoves me again, but this time, I capture her hand in mine. We drive the rest of the way like that. Yeah, it’s mushy and sweet and ridiculous, but I fucking love it. I’ve never held hands with anyone while driving before. I’ve never done this playful teasing thing either. One minute we’re all over each other, and the next we’re giving each other shit like we always do. It’s fun. It’s comfortable. It’s entirely out of character for me, yet it’s also the most natural thing in the world.

      And I don’t want it to end.

      After I park in Gram’s driveway, we get out and walk to the front door. When we step inside, she stands up from her plush armchair and pulls us both into hugs.

      “It’s so good to see you kids. Come, sit. I made lunch.”

      I eat and let Gram and Morgan catch up, smiling as Gram answers every single one of Morgan’s questions about how she’s feeling and if she’s eating enough and getting enough rest.

      “Yes, MoMo, promise I’m doing great.” She pats Morgan’s hand, and I say that it definitely looks like she’s doing well.

      Nina beams at me, and I notice just how much brighter her smile looks than the last time I was here. She’s moving a lot more quickly too. And, judging by how she finishes her serving of roasted chicken and vegetables, she’s telling the truth when she says she’s eating well enough.

      When we finish, Morgan starts to clear the table. She looks over at me and nods. I take that as my cue to follow Nina into the living room and talk to her about the phone call she received yesterday from that slimeball Rick Heyden.

      “Oh right, right.” She waves a hand as she sits. I sit on the couch next to her. “No, he hasn’t tried to call.”

      “Good. Because to be honest with you Nina, he’s a pretty bad guy.”

      I explain the situation as delicately as I can, careful to omit the profanity I used on the phone with Rick yesterday.

      When I finish, she’s shaking her head, a bewildered look on her face. “Oh my. That’s just awful.”

      “He won’t be bothering you anymore.”

      She turns to pat my hand, her expression relieved. “Thank you, Marco. I’d hate to think what would have happened if you hadn’t stumbled into our lives the way you did. You’ve helped us so much.”

      I catch Morgan looking up from the table toward us, flashing a small smile before heading to the sink.

      “I’m always here for you, in whatever way you need.” Thankfully all the rage from dealing with Rick yesterday has dissipated. Now all I’m concerned about is helping Nina.

      She smiles at me. “You’re a real sweetheart. Don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.”

      I have to take an extra second to compose myself before thanking her, I’m so touched by what she’s said.

      “I was wondering, have any of your friends dealt with phone calls like that?” I ask.

      “I’m not sure. I can ask.”

      “I think you should. And give them my phone number. I’m happy to help anyone who’s dealing with those bas—I mean…”

      Nina chuckles. “Oh honey, call them bastards. That’s what they are.”

      I can’t help but smile. “I’m here to deal with those bastards so you and your friends don’t have to. I mean it. Have them call me anytime they need legal assistance. I’ll take care of it for them, no charge.”

      She gives my hand a squeeze before standing up and excusing herself to her bedroom to call her friend Bev. I walk back into the kitchen and hear Morgan’s voice. When she says Lily’s name, I stop dead.

      “Lily, are you serious? Shit, I’m so sorry… Wow, is there really nothing they can do?... No, no, no, don’t freak out… Of course, I will… You’re my best friend and I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure your big day goes off without a hitch.”

      Just as I turn around to leave so she can finish her conversation, I hear her say, “Okay yeah, call me later. Bye.”

      I stop, turn back to her, and take in her expression as she gazes at me. Uncertain. Uneasy, maybe? Whatever it is, it’s not the giddy joy that coursed through her yesterday and this morning.

      We’re so fucked.

      Just like that, the words I uttered to her yesterday land like a brick to my head. The playfulness is long gone; all that’s left is the serious side of that statement. A reminder that, no matter how amazing the sex is between us, or how good it feels to be with her, or how many times she jokingly calls me a sex god, it doesn’t change reality. And the reality is this: Morgan is screwing and sneaking around with her best friend’s ex. It doesn’t matter how much therapy I go to. I could become a monk and spend the rest of my life rescuing orphans. I can’t rewrite history. I can’t undo all the pain I caused. And at some point, Morgan is going to have to decide if I’m worth sticking with despite all that.

      I shove aside the thought and hope that I reined in my expression in time.

      “Sorry, I didn’t realize you were on the phone,” I say, trying to keep my tone light.

      “Yeah, um… that was Lily.” She fumbles with her phone like she’s purposely trying not to look at me. “I guess the orchard where she and Calder are having their wedding screwed up something in their schedule and they’ve had to bump up the ceremony to next month.”

      “Oh shit, yeah, that sucks.”

      “It’ll be okay. Her dad threatened to sue them for the mess up, so they’re comping pretty much the whole thing.” The smile she flashes is so clearly forced, it hurts to look at.

      I rub the back of my neck. “Yeah well, her dad is definitely the kind of guy who wouldn’t let someone get away with doing something shady.”

      It takes a second for me to fully soak in what I’ve said. I don’t actually realize it until I notice Morgan’s pale face.

      Kind of like how he fired me after I tried to pick up Lily the night before I was meant to marry Harmony.

      Damn. I really do ruin everything.
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      My eyes burn from staring at the top of Marco’s head. He’s gazing at his shoes, hand still on the back of his neck. It’s clear his own words have hit him as hard as they did me.

      We’re going to ruin everything. I am the worst friend in the world.

      Because my heart is throbbing and the desire to slip my arms around his waist is strong, no matter how aware I am that he was, in fact, shady as fuck. Because while part of my brain is trying to figure out what all Lily will need to have a perfect wedding bumped up by a month, the other part wants to go right back to Marco’s apartment and spend the afternoon in his bed/shower/whatever surface we find.

      Officially the worst friend in the world.

      My throat is thick when I swallow. “Maybe we should talk.”

      His sigh sounds like a balloon deflating. “Sure.”

      Marco’s eyes stay down as he plops into the chair beside me. “Pretty sure I know where this is going,” he mutters.

      “Yeah, well… what am I going to do?” The words tumble out before my ‘let’s be sensible’ speech can. “I’m a horrible person, Marco! I’m going to bring so much karma back on me for being a shit friend who can’t keep it in her pants.”

      I cover my face with both hands and shake my head, groaning softly so as not to alarm Gram.

      His warm fingers circle my wrists, but he doesn’t try to pull my hands away. It’s more like he’s holding onto me. “You’re not, Morgan. You’re a great friend and an amazing person. This whole thing is my fault.”

      I laugh bitterly. “The hell it is. Like I’m some damsel in distress. Like you seduced me. Even as I’m talking about how horrible I am, I still can’t stop thinking about last night. Still haven’t stopped wanting you.”

      He freezes; I can feel it through his grip on me. “What was that?”

      Dammit, his voice has that growl that gives me chills. I peek at him through my fingers to see that dangerous blaze in his eyes again. “Don’t look at me like that.”

      “I don’t know how else to look at you,” he rasps.

      Electricity pops between us so hard, I leap out of my chair and grab his hair. Tilting his head back, I bend down to find his kiss. He groans against my lips, hands now splayed on my hips and clamped on tight. I straddle his knee where it’s angled off the chair and sink lower until the seam of my jeans meets his thigh. Lord almighty, how can I not be sore after all this sex?

      “What are we going to do?” I gasp against his lips.

      “More of this. And something else that I don’t know yet.”

      I laugh before we seal together again.

      “Marco, I spoke to Bev and—”

      Gram trots into the living room from the hallway at the same moment my eyes fly open and a metric fuckton of adrenaline rushes my veins. I leap to my feet and grab Marco’s face, peeling one eyelid open and peering down at him.

      “What are you talking about, you big baby? There’s no scratch on your cornea.” My voice is ridiculous, loud and breathy all at once. The heat in my cheeks certainly can’t help sell this scene. “Hey, Gram, sorry. What was that? Marco’s just being a wuss about having something in his eye.”

      Gram’s silver eyebrows are at her hairline. Her lips twitch in a way that screams bullshit, but she doesn’t say anything about it. I step away while Marco swallows hard and bounces his attention between us.

      “Is that so?” Gram finally murmurs. “I have eye drops if you need them, Marco. Morgan can certainly show you where they are.”

      “Uhmm, in a second. What-uh-what were you saying, Nina?” Marco clears his throat about six times in that one sentence.

      Gram’s amusement abates. “Oh, right. Bev has been talking to this Rick fellow. Apparently, she’s requested initial information already and sent a deposit. She said two other ladies in our bridge club have had similar calls.”

      My blood runs cold when Marco palms his eyes. I can hear the “Fuck!” he’s mentally shouting, but of course he isn’t going to curse in front of Gram. Finally, he lowers his hand and takes a deep breath. “I see. Don’t worry, Nina. I’ll handle it. Do you have her number?”

      She hands him a scrap of paper with a solemn nod.

      He gets to his feet slowly. His aura is quiet, commanding, as if he’s gathering his energy. It’s hot as hell, I can’t lie. “I’ll take care of it,” he says softly, and Gram and I both nod in unison, certain that he will.

      Those dark eyes are burning with something new when he fixes his gaze on me again. “Can you show me where those eye drops are?”

      “Oh, uh, okay.”

      I lead him to the bathroom while Gram sets about making a cup of tea. When the door closes to the tiny space, we simply stare at each other. “That was a little bit of a cock block, huh?” I say at last.

      His delicious lips twitch. “I’ll say. I need to go back to my place and work on this mess for a while. I think you should stay with Gram and maybe help her make some more calls.”

      I completely agree.

      Marco flashes a half-smile and pulls me closer. I rest my palms on his chest and lean into the hug. For a moment, we just gaze at each other. “I don’t want you to have bad karma or negative vibes. I don’t want you thinking you’re a bad friend because my sex god status got the best of you.”

      I can’t help it. I bark a laugh. “You are so full of shit.”

      He chuckles and squeezes me tight, but that erases my mirth.

      I have to wet my lips and summon a little courage to say, “And anyway, I uh… well. For me at least, this feels like… more than sex.”

      Relief, pure and unfiltered, washes over his face. Tension drops out of his shoulders, and then I’m treated to the shiest, happiest smile I’ve ever seen. Marco touches his forehead to mine.

      “I’m so fucking glad to hear you say that. I am so fucking glad it’s not just me.”

      Our lips meet in a kiss that stirs something at the bottom of my heart. Something I’ve never, ever felt before.

      I pull back before it scares me to death.

      “So what are we going to do?”

      He shrugs. “Focus on Nina for now. See each other when we can. Recognize that explaining this to your friends isn’t likely to go well. Maybe wait till after the wedding, see what’s developed, and assess then?”

      I mull this over while stroking his jaw. “What was the part about seeing each other when we can?” I ask slyly.

      He grins and holds me even tighter. “Whenever we can. For as long as we can. To do everything we fucking can together. In the bedroom, on the rug, and out on the town, watching you smile and laugh and look at me like I’m the only bastard in the room who matters.”

      Maybe you are.

      “Whenever we can sounds good to me,” I agree.
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      “Goodness gracious. You’re a lifesaver, Marco.”

      Nina’s bridge club friend Ada O’Reilly shakes her head at me from across her kitchen table. Her tired eyes read bewildered.

      This has been my routine for the past two weeks, ever since Nina told me about other friends in her circle being approached by that douche canoe Rick Heyden and his law firm. Every day since then I’ve been on the phone counseling them on what to do. A few have asked me to go to their homes so I can explain the situation in person. Every time it’s the same. Panic at what they’ve almost been duped into doing. Relief at my offer to help. Disbelief that I’m doing it for free.

      Maybe another lawyer would charge them. But I’m fortunate enough to have enough savings from my past job, and the money Grandma Sofia left me, so I can help them.

      Ada looks at me, her gray-blue eyes shining with relief, and something in my chest cracks. This. This is what I’m meant to be doing—using my law degree and experience to help people in need. When I told Dr. Imana my career change at my therapy session earlier, I thought his face was going to split in half. I’d never seen him smile that big.

      “That’s wonderful, Marco,” he said. “It’s so heartening to see how your emotional healing is positively affecting your professional life. You’re showing so much care and empathy for the senior citizens you’re helping.”

      “I just can’t believe I fell for that snake oil salesman,” Ada says, bringing me back to the moment. “Rick sounded so smooth and caring on the phone.”

      “It’s not your fault,” I say gently. “He’s made a career out of conning senior citizens. And he’s very good at it, unfortunately.”

      I think back on how devastated Nina’s friend Bev was when I stopped by her place and explained Rick’s deception to her. I ball one of my hands into a fist, remembering how she teared up when she told me about the check she sent. Luckily, one threatening call to that asshole fixed it. Bev got her money back and promised to call me if he or the law firm ever tried to contact her again.

      “The state bar is currently investigating Rick and his firm, and local media have been airing reports about their unethical practices,” I explain to Ada. “That should cut down their predatory practices for the time being. But if they ever try to contact you again, call me, okay?”

      She shakes her head. “I still can’t believe you’re doing this and not charging.”

      “It’s a hobby for me, shutting these guys down.”

      She stands up and pats my shoulder. “Well, if you won’t take money, then you need to stay for a slice of pie. It’s the least I can do.”

      I chuckle a “thanks” and pat my stomach. Thank god this meeting with Ada is the last one I have scheduled. I don’t think my waistline can take more baked goods. That seems to be the way Nina’s friends show their thanks.

      Ada’s five-year-old granddaughter Zoe darts into the room. “Nana, can I have pie too? Pretty please?”

      “Of course, darling. Here, you sit in the chair next to Marco and I’ll get you both a slice.”

      Zoe’s brown eyes go wide as she turns and looks at me, clearly still struggling to process my presence since I walked in a half-hour ago. I try my best to bite back a laugh. I don’t blame the kid. I’m a giant stranger who interrupted her play session with her grandma.

      I flash what I hope is a friendly smile. “I like your crown, Zoe. I have one just like it.”

      A smile tugs at her lips, and I mentally high-five myself.

      “It’s a tiara. And nuh-uh, no you don’t.”

      “I do. It’s pink and glittery just like yours.”

      “You’re silly.” When she giggles, I laugh too.

      Ada sets down the biggest slice of coconut cream pie I’ve ever seen. I choke out a thank you and wonder how the hell I’m going to eat all that.

      “Whoa,” Zoe says while eyeing my plate. “That’s as big as your head.”

      “I don’t know about that. I’ve got a pretty big head.”

      I hold up the plate to my face, which makes her giggle even harder. As we dig into our pie slices, I ask her about the bright pink feather scarf she’s wearing.

      “It’s a boa,” she corrects.

      “Right. My apologies. It’s very beautiful.”

      Soon, she’s chatting my ear off. I’m halfway done with my pie when Zoe asks if I’ll have a princess tea party with her in the living room.

      “Oh honey, I’m sure Marco is busy doing other things today,” Ada says while tucking Zoe’s light brown hair behind her ear.

      “I can make time for a tea party.”

      It’s probably weird that I want to. I’m not someone who has spent a lot of time with kids. But the few times that coworkers and acquaintances brought their kids around me, I’ve enjoyed it. They’re fun to play with and always say off-the-wall stuff that had me howling.

      Ada tilts her head at me. “You sure?”

      “Positive.”

      “Well, you two have a fun tea party then.”

      Ten minutes later, I’m wearing a tiara and feather boa of my own, squatting on top of a toy chair that I’m certain is going to collapse under my weight. But Zoe is beaming and happily chatting away, so I figure it’s worth it.

      The doorbell rings. When Ada answers it, Morgan walks in.

      I don’t miss the expression that moves across her face as she sees me. At first, there’s a surprised smile, then something flashes in her eyes. It’s a softened version of that hungry look she pins me with every time she’s come over to my place or had me over to hers these past couple of weeks. She’s been slammed with work, and I’ve been busy helping Gram’s friends, but we’ve taken the “whenever we can/for as long as we can/do everything we fucking can together” agreement we made in Gram’s tiny bathroom pretty damn seriously. We see each other whenever we’re free, and more often than not things get naked very, very quickly.

      She said it first: this is more than sex. Well, this more-than-sex thing has been getting more intense by the day. Every time I see Morgan, it’s like my heart flips. That’s never happened to me before. I’ve never smiled so wide, laughed so hard, or felt as content and comfortable as when I’m with her.

      The words I spoke to her bounce back in my brain.

      Maybe wait till after the wedding, see what’s developed, and assess then.

      But I don’t need to wait to assess anything. I know I’m falling hard for her.

      My mouth waters the longer we stare at each other. Morgan’s mouth opens as she licks her bottom lip, and I almost forget we’re in public.

      “You look like a pretty princess!”

      Zoe’s squeal jerks me out of my trance, and I laugh. I look over at her as she gazes at Morgan with wide eyes. Morgan smiles at her, then shuffles her feet. The bright dress she’s wearing sways with the movement.

      “Aww thank you, but I think Marco is the prettiest princess, don’t you?”

      Zoe giggles when I make a face at her. Ada asks if Morgan wants pie, but she says no thanks.

      “I’ve got a photoshoot to run to after this.” She turns to me. “Gram mentioned you were over here, so I thought I’d stop by and say hi.”

      Ada tells her how nice it is to see her and gives her a hug before leaving us. Morgan takes the little chair next to me, and together we all play tea party till Ada informs Zoe that it’s time to take her to a playdate with one of her friends.

      My legs tingle from the ungodly pretzel position I’ve assumed for the past twenty minutes. I shake them out a bit before standing up. Then I peel away the boa and tiara and hand them back to Zoe.

      “Thanks for letting me come to your princess tea party.”

      This time she beams up at me, zero nerves or uncertainty in her expression. It feels like a strange and wonderful win. “Will you come to play with me again?”

      “Sure. The next time I visit your grandma, we’ll have another tea party.”

      She hugs my leg. I smile down at her and gently pat her back. Out of the corner of my eye, Morgan practically swoons. When I twist to face her, her hand is resting on her chest and her eyes have hearts in them.

      We tell Ada and Zoe goodbye and walk outside to where our cars are across the street. We’re barely at the curb when she yanks me to her and leads me in a filthy, breathless kiss for a solid minute.

      When she releases me, I open my eyes to see a woman with a stroller walk by, her jaw on the ground. We offer sheepish smiles as we wipe our mouths.

      “Sorry,” I mutter right as Morgan bursts out laughing. The lady scurries away.

      She yanks at the collar of my dress shirt. “Don’t you dare be sorry. That was hot as fuck, seeing you dote on Ada’s granddaughter.”

      With a hand on her waist, I pull her against me. “Kind of a weird turn-on, but I’ll take it.”

      “It’s not. At all.” She runs a hand through my hair. I close my eyes and hum. It feels so damn good to have her hands on me. It doesn’t matter that we’ve fucked every which way, every day this past week. I still want her.

      “It shows just how sweet you are.” Her voice turns to a soft growl. “It shows you’ve got a big heart, which goes great alongside your equally big─”

      I crash my lips against hers. She giggles into my mouth as I tease my tongue against hers.

      “When you put it that way…” I murmur against her lips. “Pretty fucking hot.”

      Morgan’s phone interrupts us. She sighs and pulls it from her pocket, then frowns at the screen.

      “Everything okay?”

      Her look turns shy, and I try to hold back a wince. I know exactly what she’s going to say.

      “Yeah, just wedding stuff. I guess some of Lily and Calder’s relatives are being a little much.”

      She mentions something about Lily’s mom freaking out about centerpieces, and Calder’s uncle complaining how there’s no good whiskey in the US, and Lily’s cousin insisting on having a vegan option during dinner.

      I try to smile. “Yeah wow, that all sounds pretty frustrating.”

      Morgan tugs a hand through her hair. “It’s just a lot. With work and trying to help Lily deal with everything, it’s a bit overwhelming.”

      I grab her hand. “You’re doing an amazing job.”

      She gazes up at me like she doesn’t quite believe me, the tinge of blue in her eyes dimming the slightest bit.

      And then I think, fuck it.

      “You have the next couple of days off, right?”

      She nods.

      “You don’t have wedding stuff to do either, right?”

      “No, I’m free.”

      “Let’s go somewhere. Just me and you, someplace away from the city. No work stuff or wedding stuff or worrying about friends or Gram.”

      Her eyes brighten as she raises an eyebrow. “So, like, a romantic getaway?”

      I nod.

      She presses against me and slides her hands up my chest, resting them on my shoulders. “Gotta say, when I look at you I don’t see you as a romantic getaway kind of guy.”

      I lean back in mock offense. “I’m more than just a pretty face, come on now.”

      She bursts out laughing and I hold her tighter against me.

      “You’re definitely more than that,” she says, her gaze tender. “I’m in. Where are we going?”

      “It’s a surprise.”
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      The Mercedes rolls to a stop in front of the inn. For a second, Marco and I trade a sideways glance. We’ve chatted easily on the two-hour drive up here, but it feels now like we’re sharing a holy shit moment.

      Here we are, at an inn in the woods. Together. On a romantic getaway.

      I break the moment with a grin. “Well, let’s see how long we last until we murder each other.”

      “My bet’s on eight hours,” he replies as he pops the door and hands his keys to the valet. The trunk thumps shut before I can even exit the car—our bags are already being whisked into the lobby.

      We follow the bellhop to the concierge, who grins as Marco walks up. “Mr. Woodruff, good to see you again. Checking in for the weekend?”

      Marco murmurs an affirmative, but I hang back as he takes care of logistics. The inn is adorable, all exposed wood beams and overstuffed couches. This is a ski lodge in the winter, and you can tell how cozy it would be to return to after a day out in the snow. Here in late summer, it’s rustic and inviting just the same.

      We walk up a carpeted staircase to the second floor. Marco drops a card into the lock of a door at the end of the hall and gestures for me to step inside. A huge king bed sits in the middle of a gorgeous suite, with a fireplace opposite and curtains billowing thanks to the breeze on the terrace.

      I twitch my lips. “Your usual room? I caught how the front desk greeted you. Is this your go-to for romantic getaways?”

      Marco drops his wallet on the desk and turns to me, shaking his head with a chuckle. “Are you always so jaded, or is that a special skill you’ve crafted just for me?”

      He asks the question even as he slips his hands to my waist and ducks his head to meet my eyes. Although his tone is gentle, my brow furrows.

      “I’m not jaded. I’m just not naive.”

      He wiggles his head side to side. “Well, in the interest of your enlightenment, no, not romantic getaways. This is my go-to when I need to get away by myself. And for skiing, but that’s the same thing.”

      I chew on my lip. “By yourself?”

      “By myself. I brought you because… well, because I love it and I thought you would, too.”

      His cheeks flush lightly, but I melt a little. My palms skim up his chest without a word. I’m quite sure my expression tells him how much I love that, how honored I am, how much it means that he wants to share this with me.

      Marco finally smirks. “Pretty sure that bought me at least an hour of not being murdered.”

      I push him down on the bed and straddle him for that.

      He chuckles even while I attack his mouth with a hungry kiss, but when I reach between us for his belt, one powerful hand grips my hair at the back of my head. “Mm-mm, not now,” he mumbles.

      “Why?” I grunt, but that makes him give me a sharp tug.

      “Don’t ask why. Just trust me.”

      Marco’s voice has gone to that calm, soothing, dangerously hot tone he uses to urge me to surrender my worries and let him guide us. I don’t hear it every time we’re in bed together, but I hear it when I need it most.

      And it’s worked every time.

      That voice has become an automatic turn-on for me, a thrill of anticipation, an eagerness to let him be in control. To stop worrying for a while. To trust him. I know by now without question that he will take care of me, of us, just like I need. I know that choosing to let him control the situation gives me the power to relax and shut my brain off.

      I swallow hard and don’t try to resist his hold on my hair. “I trust you,” I whisper.

      “Good. Because, Morgan, I swear right now: your happiness is all I care about this weekend. I will make sure you have everything you need. Okay?”

      We lock eyes. “Yes, Marco. Okay.”

      He smiles. “Good. Then grab your hiking shoes and let’s get going.”

      When I’ve dressed for a hike and am tying my hair into a low bun, he walks up behind me and dusts his lips on my ear. “Put it in a high, tight, ponytail. I want you to think about my hand in this hair while we walk.”

      “Keep talking like that and I’m going to have to change my underwear before we go,” I mutter, and then grin when he laughs.

      But out on the hiking trail, it’s a different dynamic. Marco and I talk as we amble. We talk about things we’ve never discussed before: philosophies, background stuff that’s not about our families, things we love, shows that make us laugh. He hesitates at moments that surprise me—moments that seem like a no-brainer to me and yet reinforce how differently his life has unfolded. He’s awkward talking about personal beliefs, like he hasn’t thought much about it before. His background stories all get delivered with a kind of contemplative detachment that says he’s only now examining how he really felt about things that happened. What his role was in certain moments. Sometimes, he falls quiet for a while, and I’m okay with that, too. This guy has a lot of processing to do.

      I’m honored to hold space for him.

      When we approach a muddy stretch of the path, he stops and scratches his head. “Do you want me to carry you?”

      I just laugh at him and muck onward. But I do squeal as the mud seeps into my shoes.

      When we get to a rock scramble, Marco scales the boulders like Spider Man while I contemplate the best path. Seriously, it’s like he walked up the face of a rock. “How did you do that?” I call up to him.

      He grins down at me. “I climb.”

      “Of course you do,” I say and then laugh—because he’s said it at the exact same time.

      “Well, any pro tips?” I ask as I try to dig my toe into a crevice.

      Marco points. “Take that path to the left. That’s my pro tip.”

      I scowl, having just noticed it. “That’s not going to work. How can I let you one-up me like that?”

      He laughs, but that turns to a hum as I begin to gingerly pick a path up the rocks. “Morgan, seriously. No one-up, I do this a lot. This isn’t a competition.”

      “The hell it isn’t,” I grunt, and then squeal as my toes slip halfway up. “Shit!”

      “Dammit,” he barks. “Go back down and take the path!”

      But I’m too stubborn for all that. I claw my fingers around the tip of a rock and pull hard, biceps straining before I can secure my dangling foot. Marco is dead silent as I struggle the remaining few feet up, but as soon as my hand touches the path, he grabs my wrist and hauls me the rest of the way. He pulls so hard that I fly forward, and he falls back into the mud with me on top of him. His back and my hands make a squelching sound when we land.

      “Ewww,” he groans, and then we’re both laughing helplessly, right there in the mud. “Dammit, woman, did I not say to trust me?”

      “I did. I trusted you’d save me if I needed it.”

      For that, he grabs my ponytail with a muddy hand and pulls. We both laugh again.

      By the time we’re back at the lodge, we’re tired, hot, and caked in dried mud almost from head to foot. But we’re also grinning at each other like crazy. More than one guest in the lobby looks at us with alarmed concern, but we just laugh it off. Marco whisks me upstairs and wastes no time leading us to the shower, where he peels me out of my hiking gear first. He turns on the shower and disappears for a moment, only to return with a towel around his waist while I’m watching mud run down the drain.

      “It’s like I got a spa treatment for free,” I say when he steps into the spray with me.

      He laughs. “Cool, but you’re getting one tomorrow anyway. I booked you for the afternoon.”

      My brows shoot up. “For-for a spa? Really?”

      He shrugs and begins to shampoo my hair. “This is supposed to be about unwinding. Figured you should be pampered. Besides, if you murder me tonight, you’ll probably be exhausted from hiding my body. I imagine I won’t be light.”

      I giggle but also shake my head. “What am I getting done?”

      “Mmm, I don’t know. Massage and whatever else you want. You can choose.”

      “How much will it cost? I hadn’t planned on—”

      He tugs the wet strands in his hands. “Hush. My treat.”

      I think about protesting, but what’s the point? He said to trust him, and besides. Do I really want to spend this magical weekend stressed? I do not. So instead I sigh and press my ass into his hips.

      “That’s very kind of you,” I murmur. “But right now, I bet we have some time to unwind in a different way.”

      He growls as his cock begins to stir. “You said you trust me. Trust me here, too please. We’re not going to ‘unwind’ until later.”

      “Why?” I whine.

      He slides a soapy hand along my backside. “Are you questioning?”

      I am because I love this game. Just like I love it when I pout again and he slaps my ass, hard. And I love it even more when my moan makes him draw a deep, shaky breath and slip from that growly voice to whisper, “God, you are amazing.”

      But we are not, apparently, going further right now. Once he’s cleaned us both, we dress in robes and shuffle out to the bed. The afternoon is getting on, but it’s still a few hours before dark. I look around while he yawns and stretches out on the bed.

      “Where’s our stuff?”

      “Sent it out for cleaning of course,” he answers.

      “Of course you did.”

      He grins. “Naptime?”

      So I crawl onto the bed and put my head on his shoulder.
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      I’m not sure how long I sleep, but the light is definitely dimmer when I open my eyes. Marco is still breathing rhythmically. I watch him sleep for a moment, and then roll out, grab my journal and tarot cards from my bag, and head out to the terrace.

      Before I can finish shuffling, a kiss lands on the top of my head. “Whatcha doing?” he asks with sleep still in his voice.

      I tense a little. “Um, I was going to read my cards.”

      Marco drops into the seat beside me. His brows knit. “Like tarot cards?” I nod. “I’ve never actually seen any.”

      “Don’t tell me they’re stupid.”

      Dark eyes blink in confusion. “Why would I?”

      Because I’m projecting old assumptions onto you. I shake my head to come back to the present, back to the reality where Marco is not the man I used to know. Then, I keep shuffling and shrug. “A lot of people make fun of them. I find them helpful for clarifying my thoughts.”

      “Will you read for me? I could definitely use clarity.” He laughs gently.

      “Um, sure. Okay.”

      I hand him the deck and instruct him to shuffle, then cut it. “So draw three cards. The first for your past, the second for your present, and then for your future.”

      He obliges, and then frowns over what he sees, waiting for me to explain.

      “Your past: ten of swords. A painful ordeal, a difficult ending to a situation. You may have played the victim, but no matter what, this was hard and it hurt.”

      Marco’s brow twitches. “That’s an understatement. The victim thing, too. It’s fair, I’ve done that. ‘It’s not my fault, it’s yours’—basically both of my parents’ MO forever. I know I played that game too.”

      “Well, but the point is this is your past. And as a ten, that ordeal is marked as over. If you learn from it. With everything in life, the universe doesn’t let you move forward until you’ve learned a lesson. So if that’s a lesson learned, it’s over. If it’s not, it’ll likely come back again.”

      “Noted. What’s my present?”

      The heat creeps into my cheeks no matter how neutral I try to sound. “Um, that’s two of cups. It represents a new partnership or romance.”

      His lips curl. “You’re kidding.”

      “Cards don’t lie,” I mutter.

      “And my future?”

      I point. “King of Cups. This king has mastered his heart. It means you learn to accept your feelings without letting them control you.”

      “That’s my future, huh.” He scratches his jaw, eyes trained on the cards.

      “If you continue on the path you’re on. If you work on it.”

      His gaze is dark but playful when he pins it on me. “What I want to work on right now, Morgan Paulsen, is you. Get on the bed.”

      “Two of cups,” I mumble while I shuck the robe and scurry to the bed.

      He laughs as his strong arms wrap around me from behind. “Damn straight. What’s our word?”

      “Butter.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      “I really do.”

      “Good.”

      Marco pushes me gently to my hands and knees on the bed and whispers kisses and little teasing tickles all over me. The whole time I’m made to stay in that position, even though my thighs tremble and I ache to touch him too. Instead of reaching for him, I close my eyes and give in to the sweet torture even more. When he glides his tongue between my legs, though, I can’t help but cry out.

      “More, more, please,” I beg, more than a little terrified that my plea will make him stop.

      “I love it when you tell me what you want,” he growls.

      “Even when you don’t give it to me, like in the shower?”

      That tongue stops. Marco guides me to sit up on my knees and turns my chin till I’m facing him. He strokes my cheek. “I told you before, I’ll give you everything I have. Why don’t you trust it?”

      That fire dims from his expression. “Is it me?”

      A lump in my throat makes it hard to swallow. “No. It’s me. I don’t trust anyone but me in the end, Marco.”

      I grab my robe and throw it over my shoulders, then curl into a protective ball with my knees to my chest. Marco sits on the bed beside me, waiting.

      Finally, I wet my lips and say, “Gram was there for me. No one else. Not my mother, not my father, no one. Mom couldn’t help her addiction, but that doesn’t mean it didn’t matter she wasn’t around. My father didn’t want to be around. I have a half-brother I’ve never met thanks to my dad’s selfish disregard for everyone but himself.

      “But now Gram needs me, and that’s okay. I can be there for her. But my whole damn life, from family to relationships, I’ve always known to count on myself. Everyone else can do what they want. I’ll still be fine.”

      That soft touch glides along my cheek again before he pulls me close, surrounding me with his scent and his arms and his sense of protection that I want so damn badly to lean into. That I do lean into, as far as my heart will allow it.

      “I’m a wreck, Morgan. But I swear, I’m doing things differently now. I don’t want you to be irresponsible, but I hope you trust that I mean it. I’ll give you anything you need that I possibly can.”

      My fists curl around his biceps. Because, suddenly, I have a feeling like I’m falling.

      Or maybe flying.

      Either way, that feeling comes with a heart-exploding rush of warm and fuzzy feelings that I hadn’t anticipated. But once they’re there, I know with clarity that they’ve been building for a while.

      I have totally fallen for this man.

      And because I have, and because this is our weekend, I look up at him through watery eyes. “I trust you, Marco.”

      He smiles down at me. “Good. Now, get on your knees, baby.”

      And that’s exactly what I do.
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      It doesn’t take long for that uncertainty to melt from Morgan’s beautiful blue eyes. When she shifts back to her hands and knees, I catch that familiar look of desire again.

      And something else. Something brighter, more intense. I don’t know what it is—but I know what I hope it is.

      Something shifts. It’s like all of my organs have done a somersault before sliding back to their rightful place. Everything inside of me is different. I feel each breath, each heartbeat more intensely. All because of her.

      I swallow back the sensation that threatens to knock me on my ass and focus on the moment. My skin is on fire, and I’m hard as a rock again just seconds after we had that talk, when she told me what was on her mind. When she told me she trusted me.

      And now there’s no more holding back. I want to give her everything.

      I lean down to kiss her and smile as our tongues fight for control.

      “Morgan.” I lock eyes with her, catching my breath. “Tell me again. Do you trust me to give you everything you want?”

      I already know the answer. I see it in her eyes.

      But when she lets out a breathy, “yes,” goosebumps fly across my skin. Fuck. She’s practically trembling with want, with need. So am I.

      I shift so that I’m where I was before, crouched behind her, my face right at her perfect ass. And then I pick up where I left off. I kiss her clit from behind, trying my best to hold her steady with my hand on her hip as she squirms.

      “Do you know how good you taste? How good you feel on my tongue?” I growl against her skin.

      A yelped “fuck!” is all I get in response. I let out a shaky breath and groan. Christ, this woman. The most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, the sweetest thing I’ve ever tasted, so fucking brilliant and badass.

      And she’s here with me.

      I work my tongue faster until her legs are so shaky I’m certain she’s going to collapse. But she doesn’t. I feel her body tighten against my face and hands. Her breaths turn to pants as she whines my name. And then she explodes on my tongue.

      I slide my arm under her waist to support her as she trembles and shouts. When she finishes, I ease her on her back to lay flat on the bed. And then I push up and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand.

      Glittery, dazed eyes gaze up at me. Her chest heaves. There it is again, that something more that I hope matches the something more coursing through me right now.

      “You look drunk,” I say.

      She booms out a laugh. “If it’s possible to be drunk on an orgasm, then that’s definitely what I am right now.” She tugs a hand through her disheveled hair. “Holy shit. That was… fuck.”

      I lean down and swipe my pants from the floor and retrieve a condom. Then I slide it on and line up with her, but she leans up and wraps her hand around my wrist.

      “Wait.”

      I still instantly and look at her. “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”

      The grin that tugs at her plump lips sends a wave of relief through me. “Yeah, I’m perfect. I just… I love how dirty you talk when we’re together.”

      The corner of my mouth hooks up. “Yeah?”

      She nods. “Don’t hold back. I wanna hear your worst. It gets me so fucking hot.”

      I’m hard as steel as I slide into her. She moans, I groan, and we both pause to take a breath. My head spins. It’s insane just how in sync our bodies are, how right it feels to be inside of her.

      I slow-thrust into her. My mouth waters as the movement causes her breasts to bounce hypnotically. I lean down and take her nipple between my lips, teasing hard with my tongue.

      “Christ, these tits.” I lightly scrape my teeth along the impossibly soft skin on the underside of her boob and speak against her skin. “So fucking perfect. You know that, don’t you? I could feast on these melt-in-your-mouth tits all day long. And your pussy.”

      She tangles a hand through my hair, pulling me back to her nipple as she groans. I switch to her other breast and she gets so loud, I’m positive whoever is sharing a wall with us can hear.

      And then I pull away and lightly wrap my hands around each of her wrists, pinning them on either side of her head. I shift to deepen the angle between us. When her eyes roll to the back of her head, a jolt of pleasure rockets through my dick. I slowly inhale to give myself an extra second, so I don’t blow it all and ruin the moment, then lean down so we’re practically nose to nose. Her sea-blue irises are now just a faint ring around the ink-black of her pupils.

      “I want your eyes open when you come on my cock, understand?” My voice is as rough as gravel on concrete. But it’s the only way I can speak. Every muscle in my body is straining, holding on like hell so that she gets her orgasm first. I need to watch her, feel her unravel, to make sure she gets every bit of pleasure she deserves.

      She starts to nod, but when I pick up speed, she presses her eyes shut. Her jaw drops as she starts to speak, but whatever she means to say gets lost in her moan. Her head starts to roll back once more.

      “Marco…”

      I release my hold on one of her wrists and gently grip her chin to look at me.

      When she opens her eyes, her expression shifts from dazed to desperate.

      “I’m so, so close,” she cries.

      I bite my lip, relieved. I’m on the edge too.

      “Say you want to come on my cock. Say it.”

      She starts to smile. “I want to come on your cock.”

      My legs and arms go weak at the growl in her voice. Fuck. Less than a minute max before I blow. I flex my thighs and my forearms before I straighten up, brace my arms under her hips, and thrust as fast as I can.

      “Touch your clit while I fuck you,” I pant.

      I can only look at those gorgeous fingers work on herself for a few seconds. It’s too fucking hot. If I watch any longer, I’ll burst. So instead I focus off to the side of her shoulder and pray that I make it. Not a second too soon, Morgan’s pitchy screams pierce my ears. Her legs flail so hard, she nearly kicks me. When she starts to ease back, I stay steady, digging my fingers into her hips as I come.

      And then I collapse on top of her.

      “Holy…”

      “Fuck.”

      I laugh into her neck, relishing the rumble of her giggle as it echoes against the walls. She wraps her arms and legs around me, and we stay like that, pressed into each other, our bodies slick with sweat and sex, for a solid minute.

      I lightly kiss her arm. After a while, her arms and legs fall away so I can slip out, climb off the bed, and head to the bathroom to get rid of the condom. When I crawl back in bed, I immediately cuddle her into me. She rests her head on my chest, and I have to close my eyes and swallow. Sex has never been like this for me. Not only physically mind-blowing, but never have I felt so safe, so in tune with any other person.

      “That was…”

      I run my hands through Morgan’s silky hair, wondering what more she’ll say. But she doesn’t. Soon all I hear is the soft sound of her breathing as she sleeps. My eyelids start to go heavy too. I press a kiss to the top of her head, close my eyes, and fall asleep right along with my girl.
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      “You really think we can eat all this?”

      I narrow my gaze across the table Morgan and I are sharing at the lodge restaurant, then do a scan of the cluttered table. There’s bruschetta, garlic mashed potatoes, Cornish game hen, seared halibut, sauteed asparagus, creamed spinach, bacon-wrapped dates, corn chowder, and artichoke dip.

      Morgan stabs her fork into a date, inhales it, then nods as she devours another. “Yes. Easily. I’m starving after that hike. And what you did to me in our room.”

      I laugh behind my glass of red wine, then sip. “I’m definitely hungry too, but this is an epic amount of food.”

      Morgan polishes off the dates before I even take a bite.

      “You’d better hurry or nothing will be left for you,” she teases before slicing into her entrée.

      I dig into my halibut. Thirty minutes of ravenous eating later, and all that’s left are three asparagus spears and a slice of bruschetta.

      “Wow.” I gaze at the expanse of empty plates between us. “We really did it.”

      Morgan winks at me. “Told you.”

      She looks around the dimly lit dining room. Then she turns to me, sets her wine glass on the table, and grabs my hand. “Thank you for this. It’s amazing, Marco. I’ve never felt so cared for.”

      Her eyes are shy as she speaks. It makes me want to hug her. Instead, I squeeze her hand. “I never have either. I’ve never felt this way, been this happy, until now. Until you.”

      Something flashes across her face, but she sips from her water glass before I can be sure of it. “You mean that?”

      “More than anything.”

      It’s a quiet moment of eye contact that we share before a family sitting a few tables down gets up and walks toward us. Their toddler runs ahead and nearly trips as he races by our table, but I reach out and catch him. He aims his big brown eyes up at me, clearly shocked to be held by a stranger. But a second later he smiles.

      The woman I assume is his mom rushes over. “Oh gosh, I’m so sorry. Noah, honey, don’t run off like that.”

      “It’s no problem.” I make a funny face at the kid, who giggles and steps over to his mom. As she thanks me, the man who I assume is Noah’s dad walks over. I notice he’s struggling to balance multiple to-go containers in his arms.

      “Looks like you’ve got those dad reflexes. Nice,” he says.

      I laugh and say thanks. They walk away, and I catch Morgan beaming at me. “You’re really good with kids, you know that?”

      I tug at the sleeve of my dress shirt. “Eh, not really.”

      “You are. I’ve seen you charm two children you didn’t even know.”

      For some strange-as-hell reason, my mind flashes forward when I catch her intense gaze on me. I picture Morgan and me here again, but this time with a toddler of our own sitting in the chair next to us. They have my dark hair and eyes but her full cheeks, angelic face, and the same beautiful smile.

      I blink, and the image disappears. Shit. That’s never happened before.

      I take a slow sip of water before I pull up the image again in my brain. The longer I dwell on it, the calmer and more comfortable I feel.

      “Do you want kids someday?”

      I look up at her. Her stare is pointed but open, like she’s mustered all the courage she has to ask me that.

      “Despite being nervous about what kind of father I’ll be… Yeah. I do.” I don’t blink when I answer her. “Do you?”

      She smiles slightly and nods, then looks down. “I’ve, um, always wanted to have kids, to be a mom. I guess because I never had parents. And I grew up an only child.” She fumbles with her napkin on the table. “I mean, I technically have a half-brother, but that doesn’t really count. I’ve never met him. I don’t know anything about him. Except that we have the same last name.”

      I reach over and place my hand over hers. “I know. You told me about it on the trail, remember?” My smile is meant to reassure her that I’m not tired of hearing this and I never will be. “You’ll be an amazing mom, Morgan.”

      Even in the dim mood lighting of the restaurant, I can tell her eyes are watering with tears. She blinks them away before they can fall down her cheeks and whispers a quiet, “thanks” before lacing her fingers in mine.

      “Have you thought about looking for your brother?” I ask.

      She shrugs. “I don’t even know how I’d go about that. I’d probably have to get in touch with my dad. Last I heard, he was in prison.” Sheepishness clouds her expression as a sad smile tugs at her lips. “I’ve never told anyone that, not even Lily,” she says softly.

      When her voice wobbles, I move my chair to be next to her, then I hug her to me. It’s a bizarre cocktail of emotion coursing through me. Sadness at the pain Morgan is enduring. Anger at her dad for abandoning her and making her feel like anything less than the incredible person she is. Joy that she feels comfortable enough to tell me this and be vulnerable in front of me.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you by bringing this up.”

      “No, it’s okay.” She sniffles. “It feels good to talk about it. Cathartic, in a way. And I’d actually like to meet my brother someday. I’m just not ready to talk to my dad, and I’ll have to do that if I want to find my brother.”

      “Of course.” I kiss her cheek through her hair. We stay cuddled together until our server walks over and asks if we want dessert.

      “Can we get it to go?” Morgan asks, her tone lighter and happier.

      The server says of course, and Morgan orders a slice of lemon creme cake. When I hand over my credit card to pay, she protests, but I shoot her a look. “It’s on me.”

      She leans over to kiss me and whispers thank you. We walk hand in hand back to our room. The minute I shut the door behind me and set the dessert on the side table, Morgan is on me. She pulls my clothes off and backs me toward the bed. Soon we’re naked, tangled in the sheets, grabbing at each other like the world is ending and this is our last night together.

      But when she moves on top of me, the mood shifts. This isn’t going to be our usual playful sex where I take charge with loads of dirty talk. I can tell by the slow, deliberate way she kisses me, the way she holds me, the way she looks at me—like she’s seeing right through me—that this will be different.

      I still her with a hand on her stomach so I can grab a condom. I roll it on, and then she lowers herself onto me. She rides me slow and steady, the pressure and pleasure building inside of me with each passing second. We don’t speak a word; we let our bodies do the talking. Every kiss, every caress, every time I brush her hair away from her face, every time she presses her palms to my chest to steady herself, it all speaks more than words ever could.

      When she comes, I reach up and pull her mouth to my mouth, swallowing her screams and moans with my kiss. I lose it right along with her, and we end tangled in one another, shuddering, barely able to catch our breath.

      As we get up and get ready for bed, we trade kisses and touches just like before, but it feels different. Every time I’m with her, it’s heaven. This is something else entirely though.

      It doesn’t hit me until later that night when she’s fast asleep on my chest, my hands in her hair.

      I am so fucking in love with Morgan.
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      “Oh my god, I can’t believe we’re doing this.” Lily giggles so hard that she has to bury her face in my shoulder as we’re led back to the private room.

      When we walk in, the man serving as our table tonight perks up at the sight of me. Of course it would be the same guy as before. Not for the first time tonight, I cringe.

      Naked sushi makes perfect sense as a bachelorette party first-stop. But when I found out this is what Harmony had picked for Lily’s night out, I got a twinge of karma coming full circle on me. Coincidences tend to be lessons to learn, and the fact that I was here with Marco just a month ago couldn’t be a fluke.

      Or maybe it could, I reasoned as I pushed the dread away.

      “Hey, how’s it going?” the model asks as I settle into my seat. He grins. “Not officially on duty yet, so it seems fair to ask. Did you ditch your date the other night?”

      Lily chokes on her own spit. “You came here on a date?” she hisses, but I wave her off.

      “Um, no, not really. Going okay, thanks.” I flash him a close-lipped smile that says I’d prefer he shut up and stay in his lane of being our table. He winks at me, but gets the message, thank god.

      Lily is giggly and glowing tonight, and I’m happy for her, even as she says, “What a place to go on a first date. Knowing you, I bet you were so offended when you got here and realized what it was, right?”

      I twirl my chopsticks to keep busy. “Um, I guess. It was kind of funny, honestly.”

      Her dark brows shoot up. “Was it a good date? All I ever hear are horror stories.”

      “It was okay,” I say softly. “He took me to karaoke after.”

      “Morgan! That’s your favorite!”

      “I know, Lil.” I roll my eyes playfully.

      She grips my arm. “So? How did it end?”

      Sushi table guy is all ears. He’s trying not to let it show and failing miserably.

      I can’t help the heat that creeps up my neck when that night flashes back. Marco on the karaoke stage, goofing his way through “Butter” even just thinking that word now makes me hot—then back at his place… Our first kiss…

      “Morgan Paulsen, you are blushing!” Lily’s voice is a pure squeal, very unlike her.

      “It was a good date, okay?” I mumble, then grab her cocktail and basically shove it into her hand. She lets me, giving me a firm cheers before knocking most of it back.

      I get the conversation off me by bringing up her sculpture. Lily lights up and begins to talk about the latest piece she’s been working on. She blushes hard to admit it’s an abstract bust of Calder’s chest, which makes Harmony and me lose it in helpless, all-the-love-for-our-friend giggles. From there we ease through dinner, flowing from one topic to the other.

      Harmony had pouted at Lily’s insistence that it just be the three of us for the night. She wanted to bring an entourage and do the typical bachelorette thing, but it’s not Lily’s style. Her major victory was getting Lily to wear a “bride-to-be” sash and plastic tiara.

      But typical bachelorette party or not, Lily is thirsty tonight and ready to cut loose. After sushi, we have plans to go to a paint-and-drink thing, just like we did the night Calder proposed to her, but out on the sidewalk, she suddenly decides karaoke is our next stop. So, Harmony calls the painting studio and moves our reservation to later, then gets us an Uber to the exact same bar Marco and I went to that night.

      Universe, why am I retracing these steps? What am I meant to learn?

      I’m listening so hard to my intuition that I don’t dare drink much. There’s a Cosmo in my hand at the bar, but that’s one drink versus Lily and Harmony’s free-flowing beverages. Of course I sing, but this time it’s a different song. “Ruin My Life” by Zara Larsson catches my eye in the list of options. The words scroll on the prompter, and my girls cheer me on, but a stone continues to solidify in my stomach. These lyrics are a little too close to home.

      What am I going to do?

      As I hop off the stage, I think about our romantic getaway. It was perfect. Hiking and being lazy and all the sex we could handle. He was so… lovely. So completely lovely. In fact, the whole time this has been going on, that beautiful, broken boy has really been nothing but. Taking care of Gram, being there for me even though it made no sense for him to do so, and now acting as a crusader for Gram’s friends against this scummy lawyer. How can he be the man I want and the douche from my girls’ past?

      How tired am I of worrying about this?

      I stop in my tracks on the way back to them. That’s it. I’m so damn sick of the duality, of walking this path with him and now with them, of living two lives—and of having Marco be two people in my life, the old villain and the new… okay, the new love interest.

      As a figure of speech.

      “This is silly,” I mumble to myself, then lift my chin and scurry back, determined to make some changes.

      We finish up at the bar and rideshare over to the painting spot. Lily and Harmony are bleary with alcohol, but they happily accept champagne from the receptionist. I take my glass for a toast and follow them to the easels.

      When we’re settled in with music on the speakers and a bowl of cherries to paint in front of us, I flash a grin at Lily. “Having fun?”

      She bobs her head with a goofy grin. “This is so great.”

      “Good. I want the best for my bestie.”

      Suddenly, Lily hops up and throws her arms around me. My brush slashes a bright red line across the canvas. “I want the best for my bestie, too. The guy who took you to naked sushi. Have you seen him again?”

      “Um, yeah, a little.”

      She squeezes me again. “Good, I’m so glad.”

      I look up at her. “Are you? Is there any situation in which you’d not be glad about that, Lil?”

      “Of course not, silly. If you’re happy, I’m happy. What on earth could stop that from being true? You’re, like, the best person. You’re so attuned to the universe, you listen to your instincts, and you care about everyone you love so deeply. Why would anyone who made you happy be bad?”

      My eyes sting with tears. Lily’s speech is slurred and her eyes are half open, but her words touch my heart. “Thank you for saying that. I, uh, I guess then maybe I should tell you—”

      “I mean, it’s not like you’re dating Marco or something,” she barrels on as if she didn’t realize I’d spoken.

      Both she and Harmony shriek with laughter, but my heart shatters right then and there.

      “Sorry, Morgan, that was silly,” Lily says once they quiet down. “What were you saying?”

      “Hmm? Oh, nothing important.”

      We paint on and finish our cherries. Even drunk, Lily’s comes out beautifully. Harmony’s cherries look pink and puffy and adorable. And mine? Mine looks like overripe fruit on a white tablecloth—with a long, blood-red slash right across the whole thing.

      Apropos as a souvenir for the evening, I’d say.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, even with no hangover, I lie in bed a long time and stare at the ceiling. Even with no hangover, my stomach is rolling and my head aches. Or maybe it’s my heart. Or both.

      I finally reach for my nightstand and grab my tarot deck. After idly shuffling, I toss a card for the situation: three swords. Betrayal, heartache, hurt.

      I toss a card for my action: five swords. Conflict, disagreement, walking away from a bad situation.

      I toss a card for the outcome, fully expecting the Tower and its chaos and upheaval. Instead, I get the Lovers: union, harmony, and honesty.

      Carefully, I arrange the three cards on my nightstand as a reminder. This hurts, but something good will come of it. There’s more for me. Even if my heart has to hurt first.

      Then, I get dressed and text Marco.

      Me: Can I come over?

      Marco: I’ll get the rug ready for you ;)

      I smile sadly at the screen and order a rideshare. Driving seems like a bad idea.

      He grins when he sees me. I try to smile back, and that makes his brow quirk.

      “Hey?” he offers. “All okay?”

      “Butter.”

      I blurt the word, and my heart cracks all over again.

      Marco’s eyes go wide. “Excuse me?”

      Tears fill my eyes. “Butter. Full stop. I can’t do this anymore.”

      It’s like the color had just been waiting to drain from his face. He takes a stumbling step back into his living room, motioning me, but I shake my head and hug myself tight.

      “Come inside, dammit, don’t do this in the hallway,” he growls, and so I force myself just inside the door. I don’t want to breathe, don’t want to inhale the lightning-bolt-bottle cologne. I don’t want to look and see the rug, or the sofa, or anything I know so well by now. I don’t even want to see him, so damn handsome even in a black t-shirt and jeans. I just want to run, run back to Gram’s house and oatmeal raisin cookies and lavender blankets and a sense that I was safe and life was easy.

      Instead, I put my shoulders on the wall and fix my gaze on my shoes.

      Marco clears his throat. “Full stop, huh? You told Lily?”

      “I tried to, but even then… It’s a no-go, Marco. She’s never gonna be okay with it. And you know what? I have no right to ask her to be. I am fall—uh, fucking her ex.” I hear my near-misspeak and wince, shaking my head hard.

      “That’s what you’re doing, huh.” His voice is hollow.

      Tears leak from my eyes. “No,” I croak. “You know damn well it’s not that simple.”

      “So do you.”

      Tugging on my own hair simultaneously gives me a little jolt of pain to sharpen my senses and makes me long to feel his hands there instead. “Yeah, I do, and it still doesn’t matter. This is never going to work. We’re going to hurt everyone if we keep going.”

      “Better to hurt ourselves then, I guess.”

      I lift my gaze at last and let the tears flow. “Exactly. That’s the right thing to do.”

      He crooks his mouth. “Always putting everyone else first, that’s you.”

      “It is. It’s just how I operate. It’s safer.”

      “You sure?”

      I take a moment to envision announcing that I was dating Marco. No, that I was head-over-heels for Marco Woodruff because there’s no sense in pretending this is anything less. I picture telling Lily and Harmony and shrugging off their horror. I picture losing my friends, losing their trust, losing the few people in the world who have always been there for me.

      I can’t do it.

      But he’s been there for you too.

      “I realized last night that I’m worn thin worrying about this, living this divided life. We can’t undo our pasts, but we can make a better present and future. You are doing that, Marco, and god do I see that clearly. That growth will take you amazing places, I have no doubt.”

      “Just not into your life.”

      More tears leak out. “I don’t see how we possibly can. Do you?”

      An eternity stretches out in the moment before he answers.

      “No.”

      I force a watery smile. “For a moment, I actually hoped you had a plan here.”

      He mirrors my expression. “So did I.”

      “Goodbye, Marco.”

      “I hope not, Morgan. But for now.”

      I throw myself on him. He scoops me up like he always does and holds me tight, but there’s no passion now. Just pain, waves of it, flowing from both our auras. When I finally rein in the tears, I look up at him and touch his throat.

      “Keep working on your chakras, boy.”

      He blinks, and his lashes are wet. “I promise I will.”

      With a final dust of my lips on his, I turn around and run out the door. Then, I run all the way home.
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      “Are you okay, Marco?”

      Dr. Imana’s brows are at his hairline as he gazes at me with wide, worried eyes. I shift in my seat across from him. I can’t blame the guy for the horror on his face. I look like shit.

      I haven’t shaved in almost a week, haven’t brushed my hair. I’m wearing a rumpled-as-fuck orange hoodie and striped basketball shorts that I’m just now realizing don’t match because I grabbed them from the floor of my bedroom without looking. The first time I showered was this morning when I woke up, half an hour before I was due to come to therapy.

      I bite back a groan at the headache throbbing in my skull. “Uh, yeah, I’m fine.”

      Jesus, look at me. I’m lying during therapy. But I don’t want to admit the truth—that I’ve been holed up in my condo, drinking and crying, ever since Morgan came over five days ago and ended things. I don’t want to admit that every single fucking day I stare at my phone and talk myself out of calling her so I can beg her to give us another chance.

      I don’t want to admit that I refuse to change my bedsheets because they still smell like her.

      I don’t want to admit that whenever I think about just how much I miss her, it hurts to breathe.

      I don’t want to admit that I ordered a goddamn deck of tarot cards, and when I’m not passed out or drinking I’m flipping through them. I have zero clue how to read them. I do it because it reminds me of her.

      What good would admitting any of that do? It won’t change anything. I’ll still be without her.

      “Marco.”

      The way he says my name, his tone calm and knowing, has all my nerves on high alert. His expression turns concerned, and on the inside, I soften. This is so weird. I’m not used to people seeing me so wrecked, so broken, and responding with kindness.

      “Marco, you don’t look fine. Did something happen?”

      The pressure inside my chest intensifies. It feels like a bottle of acid is lodged in my ribcage and it’s about to blast it open. My eyes burn, and the lump that’s set up camp at the base of my throat ever since I held Morgan in my arms as she told me we were over grows a thousand times bigger.

      I try to open my mouth, but all that comes out is a croaking noise. One tear falls down my face. Then another.

      I shake my head. “I’m not fine.”

      Dr. Imana hands me a box of tissues, and I quickly wipe my face.

      “Morgan broke up with me last weekend.”

      “Oh, Marco. I’m so sorry to hear that.”

      I fall forward and rest my elbows on my knees, shoving my hands in my hair. With my gaze glued to the carpet, I let out a sob. “I get it. I really do get why she ended things. She’s best friends with my exes. There’s no way we could ever be out in the open and have it all be okay with everyone. They wouldn’t be friends with her anymore if she’s with me.”

      I stop to catch my breath and grab another few tissues from the box. I can’t remember the last time I cried like this, let alone in front of someone. Then it hits me: I cried this hard when I was twelve, alone in my bedroom, when Grandma Sofia died.

      The thought lands like a brick to my face, and I choke on a breath.

      “Morgan’s friends mean the world to her. She—she never had a family she could count on, other than her grandma. She’s an only child. I understand why she can’t lose her friends. I just...”

      A shuddery breath rockets from my mouth. When I stop to inhale, I notice my hands are shaking. But I can’t stop talking. It’s like I opened some floodgate inside of me and all the words that have been bouncing around in my head for the past five days are pouring out.

      “Part of me wishes that she would have fought harder to figure out a way to make this—make us—work. And part of me hates myself for every single fucking thing I’ve done in my life prior to these past few months. I essentially ruined any chance of us being together in any real, meaningful way before any of this started. Part of me wishes she would have said fuck everything and everyone, let’s run away together, just you and me. She’s spent her whole life putting everyone else first and herself second because she’s the most selfless and giving person I’ve ever known, and just this once she deserves to do what she wants. But part of me wants to punch myself in the face for being so selfish to think any of that. Part of me wishes I would have told her that I loved her before she left my place that day, maybe that would have made a difference. And part of me knows that it wouldn’t have mattered…”

      I trail off, my heartbeat screaming in my ears. Wow. I sound like a psycho.

      And then I realize how out of breath I am. I tug my fingers through my hair and shake my head before leaning up and falling against the back of my chair so I can blow my nose. When I build the nerve to finally look at Dr. Imana, I’m thrown by his expression. This guy is completely composed but with sincerity in his eyes. Damn, is he a consummate professional.

      “Marco. Thank you for sharing all that with me. I know it’s so hard to be open and vulnerable when you’re hurting, especially as someone with avoidant attachment disorder. But I want you to acknowledge just how far you’ve come. I remember in our first session how you admitted that you’ve never felt emotionally close with anyone you’ve dated. You admitted that you had never said ‘I love you’ to a romantic partner. You admitted that you always cheated or ghosted. But here you are, shattering all of that past dysfunctional behavior. You expressed your feelings to Morgan. You were emotionally open with her. You didn’t betray her trust by cheating on or ghosting her, and you didn’t close off emotionally when your relationship ended. You’re letting yourself cry. You’re openly talking about how you’re feeling. All of this is huge, and I’m so proud of you. And you should be proud of yourself that you’ve made so much progress.”

      Bewildered at the compliment, I mutter thanks.

      “I’m sorry things ended with Morgan. It sounds like you two were really happy.”

      “We were. I mean, I think we were. I was. And I felt like she was happy too.” For a second I press my fist to my chest, hoping it eases the pressure. It doesn’t.

      “I wish I had some magical words that would help erase your pain,” Dr. Imana says as if reading my mind. “But there are none. I think being here in therapy, talking about your feelings and processing them, is the best way to cope.”

      I nod, quietly noting how much better I feel. Yeah, I ranted and sobbed like a maniac, but it feels better than holding everything in, which is what I’ve done the past five days.

      “I don’t know what to do other than feel like shit,” I admit.

      “That’s exactly what you should do.”

      “What if I feel like crying all the time?”

      “Then cry.”

      I almost laugh at how casual he sounds when he answers.

      “There’s no magical way to get over the heartbreak of ending a relationship. You just take your feelings as they come, and acknowledge and process them, one day at a time,” he says. “Some days will be harder than others, but it gets easier the more you do it.”

      “I don’t know how to let go of this, how I’m supposed to move past her—past us. I love her so much.”

      Dr. Imana’s face twists slightly, like he knows I’m in for a hell of a lot of pain.

      “It doesn’t happen overnight,” he says. “But if you’re patient with yourself and give yourself the space and the time to grieve, it gets better, little by little. It can be a long haul, but you’ll notice one day that the pain isn’t as wrenching. And then those days will outnumber the days where you’re hurting. Eventually, you won’t feel hurt at all.”

      I don’t believe him. Not when the pain is this raw, this unbearable. But then I remind myself that he’s the professional. He’s done this tons of times with countless other clients. If he says it gets better, I should trust him that it will.

      I swallow and straighten up in my chair. Even though my cheeks are dry, I know I’m not done crying. But that’s fine. It’s part of the process. I’ll be okay. Eventually. I guess.
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        * * *

      

      When I pull into my parking spot at my building, I catch my reflection in the rearview mirror and flinch at how bloodshot my eyes are. It makes sense, given how much I cried in Dr. Imana’s office. Still though, my eyes resemble those of a stoner who missed out on a week’s worth of sleep.

      I step out of the car and head for the entrance, but the sound of my name halts me. When I turn around, my eyes bulge.

      “Mom?”

      She’s not her polished self as she walks toward me. She’s dressed in a skirt and blouse, like usual, but there’s fatigue in her face. The lines around her eyes and mouth are deeper than I remember. It makes me wonder if she stopped doing botox or if she’s been having trouble sleeping. Or maybe she’s stressing about something. There’s something different in her frown, in the purse of her lips. I’ve seen her make this sour, disapproving face a million times in my life. But as she steps closer to me, there’s a sadness that registers.

      “What are you doing here?”

      My question halts her instantly. She shuffles in her heels before folding her hands in front of her.

      “I came to see you.”

      “Oh.”

      We stand in silence for a few seconds, a mother and son who are more like two strangers that barely know how to talk to each other. Fuck, how depressing.

      She squints up at me. “Are you okay? You look tired.”

      I rub the back of my neck, unnerved. She sounds concerned about me, which is weird. In my life, I can count on one hand the number of times I can remember her asking me if I’m okay.

      I ignore her question. “What are you doing here? Really.”

      “I left your dad. We’re getting divorced.”

      My jaw pops as it unhinges from my skull. “What?”

      She crosses her arms. “It can’t be all that surprising. You’ve noticed more than anyone just how deep mine and your father’s problems go.” A sad smile flickers. “You always were so perceptive. More than any of the rest of us.”

      Her tone is detached as usual, but there’s sadness in her eyes. I flash back to that dinner all those months ago, when I called both of them out for the infidelity that’s lasted the entirety of their marriage.

      “No, that’s not…” I shake my head. “What happened?”

      When her bottom lip starts to tremble, I freeze. I’ve never seen my mother cry.

      She gazes off to the side at the street nearby as a few cars pass. “I’ve been thinking about what you said to us at the restaurant. You were right. Your father and I have no right to judge what you’ve done in your romantic life given our track record. We haven’t been happy together for a very long time. And we can’t stay this way. At least I can’t.”

      She mutters the last sentence as she wipes a tear rolling down her cheek. I pull a clean tissue that I got from Dr. Imana’s office from my pocket and hand it to her.

      She says a quiet “thanks” and dabs at her face, then tucks a chunk of her wavy dark brown hair behind her ear before looking at me again. “And then that day at the coffee shop, when you and your father and brother got into that… altercation… I remember the young lady you were with. The way she defended you. The way she took you by the arm and led you away. I could tell just how much she loves you.”

      Her eyes glisten under the glow from a nearby streetlight as I think back on that moment. I have no idea if Morgan loves me, but I love her. And when she defended me and cared for me, it felt like love.

      My throat starts to ache so hard that I cough.

      “Your father and I don’t love each other like you two do. We never have.”

      Her shoulders shudder as she breathes, and I wonder if I should hug her. That’s what a son would normally do, comfort his distraught mother. But we’re not even close to normal. So I keep my hands at my sides and stay still.

      “I finally realized, after all this time, that I can’t keep living like this, going through the motions, sharing a life with someone I can’t stand to be in the same room with. So I’m not going to.”

      For a few seconds, I just stand there and take in everything that she’s said.

      “I don’t know what to say.” They’re the least comforting words I could utter, but she nods like it’s okay.

      I shake my head and try again. “No, actually… that’s good. I’m glad you’re splitting up. Maybe now you can both figure out how to be happy on your own. And I’m sorry you were unhappy for so long.”

      Her eyebrows rise slightly, but I can tell she’s shocked at what I’ve said.

      “I’m the one who should be saying sorry, Marco. I haven’t been a very good mother.” She hesitates for a second. “The truth is that I struggled with a lot of things after you and your brother were born. I think I was depressed for a long time and didn’t know how to ask for help. I had these two babies to take care of and I had no idea what I was doing…” She hugs her arms around herself as her gaze falls to the pavement. “I just… motherhood didn’t come naturally to me like it does to some people. Like it did to my mom.”

      Just hearing her mention Grandma Sofia wrecks me. I bite the inside of my cheek so I don’t break.

      “She was pretty great. She was better than all of us.” I say it quietly. Any louder and I’ll cry. “I had no idea you struggled with depression. Have you thought about talking to a therapist?”

      Her mouth opens like she doesn’t know quite what to say.

      “I see a therapist now. It helps a lot.” I speak without an ounce of shame or embarrassment. Finally, I get it: there’s nothing wrong with seeking help when you need it.

      “I think I’d like that,” she finally says. “Grandma Sofia would be proud of you, Marco. Of how you stood up to all of us. Of how you’re bettering yourself. Of the work you’re doing now.”

      I’m about to ask how she knows about my work, but she speaks first.

      “I heard from one of Ed Maldonado’s colleagues that you’re offering free legal services for senior citizens.” Her eyes water once more, but this time the sadness is gone. “I’m really proud of you.”

      “Thanks.”

      She purses her lips together for a long moment. “I know I don’t have any right to come to you like this. I know you have your own life with your girlfriend now, but—”

      I exhale sharply, cutting her off. “We’re not together anymore.”

      “Oh.” The way her expression falls feels like a punch to the chest. “I’m sorry.”

      I shrug. “It is what it is.”

      I hate how callous I sound. But the way my mom looks at me, it’s like somehow she understands.

      “Whatever you’re going through, I hope you two work it out.”

      I mumble a “thanks,” wishing like hell that there was some way we could but knowing it’ll never happen. Morgan hasn’t reached out to me since she left my place. She’s clearly not interested in getting back together.

      Mom steps forward and reaches up, gently cupping my cheek with her hand. The soft touch is familiar and foreign all at once. When I close my eyes, my memory slingshots back to the last time I saw Grandma Sofia, when she held me just like this as she said goodbye.

      I love you so much, my Marco.

      From behind my closed eyelids, tears burn.

      When I open them and look down, Mom gazes up at me, her eyes shiny with her own tears. “It’ll be okay,” she says softly.

      Taking a breath, I swallow and nod. Her hand falls away and she backs up a few steps. “I don’t blame you if you don’t end up doing this, but you can come to me anytime. I’m here for you. Always.”

      I tell her a quiet thanks and watch her as she walks to her car and drives away. When I make it to my apartment, I collapse on the couch. I glance at the coffee table, which is littered with tarot cards. But only one catches my eye: the bright red heart with a bunch of knives through it. I reach over, grab it, and crumple it in my hand. And then I pass out.
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      I stand on the bridge with my legs planted wide, hands firmly on the metal railing. The black leather pants hug my legs so well, I’m tempted to keep them for myself. The four-inch Christian Louboutins on my feet are tempting, too, but I’d have to sell several organs to afford those babies.

      Besides, where would I wear them? I’ve sworn off dating forever, remember?

      With a deep sigh, I tilt my head backward so my wavy hair ripples down my back. Good thing the photographer can’t see my face. I’m quite sure my eyes are red-rimmed yet again. It’s become a default in the last five days.

      A wolf-whistle breaks my reverie and makes me laugh.

      “Yeah, baby, looking smashing!” Calder’s accent is laid on thick as he strolls up in his own leather pants and a blood-red dress shirt to match my shoes’ soles.

      “Not too shabby, lad,” I return easily.

      But Calder ducks his head to examine me closer. “Allergies bothering you?”

      I wave the comment away. “Change of seasons and all.”

      He hums like he knows this is bullshit but turns as the makeup artist hurries over.

      This is a fashion shoot, so we get to work together fully clothed and outside of a bed today. Once I’m touched up on mascara, the photographer leads us through a series of poses on the bridge, some of which require a lot of acrobatics from me. Standing on the railing, even with Calder holding me firmly, is quite a challenge in these heels. But work is a good distraction, and so I’m up for whatever the photographer suggests.

      Even Calder is impressed. When we wrap, he cocks his jaw and smirks. “You’re coming at this with fire, lass. Better than ever, if I daresay.”

      I curtsey with one Louboutin in my hand, then pull off the second. Instantly I’m back to looking up in order to meet his gaze. “Appreciate it.”

      “And yet you seem so damn sad, I’m tempted to ask what’s wrong.”

      Yet again, I wave it away. “Don’t be silly. Just focused.”

      He hums and accepts my high five without more questions. “Are you going to our flat now?”

      “Yep. Last-minute favor prep and details. Can you believe the wedding is a week away?”

      His cheeks color with pure happiness. “Aye, I’m reminded of it daily. But between you and me, I’m glad it got moved up. I’d marry her tomorrow with none of this fuss if it were my choice.”

      I swoon and try not to cry. With one hand on my heart, I beam at him. “You’re such a catch, it’s ridiculous.”

      He winks. “Ahnoo,” he drawls, and it takes me a minute to decipher that as “I know.”

      While I laugh, Calder whips out his keys. “Well, I’m off to the pub to watch the match while you ladies invade my home. Have fun.”

      “Pretty sure you’re happy for it too.”

      “I never said that,” he replies with a grin before heading to his car.

      Calder never fails to get me smiling, but as soon as I’m seated behind the wheel of my Mini, that stone in my chest comes back. I bite my lip and shake my head. This has to stop. I’ve been moping around every free moment I’ve had in the last week. No matter how much I’ve minimized said free moments with work, wedding planning, and worrying about/calling Gram, I can’t shake the hollowness that aches. I’ve never felt this before. My long-term boyfriend, Alan, and I were together for a year and a half. We even lived together, sort of. We had our own places but stayed at mine basically all the time.

      Except, of course, for the nights he was off screwing the waitress he’d met at his restaurant. When I found that out, his shit got dumped in the parking lot and my locks got changed before he could even try to explain. That had hurt, had taken a few pints of ice cream and girl time with Lily to get through.

      But this emptiness, this stone sitting on my chest that won’t go away, this feeling that I’ve lost something—this is new. I can smell him. How? It’s like he’s imprinted on my soul. It’s like I memorized how he tastes, what his fingers feel like on my body, the sound of his voice. I can’t even think of his name without wanting to sob.

      I freaking hate it. Mostly because I’m always a heartbeat away from speeding to his condo and begging him to figure out how we can possibly make this work. But I know that’s silly, that it’s impossible, that I’ll get past it. I hope. So I don’t do it. I just keep going.

      I call Gram to distract me on the ten-minute drive. “How are you, Gram?” My voice is force-cheerful when she picks up.

      She hums. “As well as I was this morning, Sugar Pea. How are you?”

      “Good! Busy.”

      Gram pauses. “Actually, Morgan, I’ve been a bit tired today. Maybe you could come to check up on me tomorrow morning?”

      My blood runs cold. “I can come right—”

      “Tomorrow morning, hon. See you then. I love you to the moon and back,” she says gently before ending the call.

      Great, now I’m worried about Gram. At least it’ll take your mind off this damn ache.

      Lily and Harmony are sitting on the living room floor with tissue paper and gift bags strewn everywhere. A bottle of prosecco is on the table beside Chinese takeout. I skip the food, pour a small glass, and plop down to help stuff bags with water bottles and welcome notes and goodies. The girls are talking about wedding day plans. Harmony is suggesting Lily pick her nail polish, buy it, and take it to the manicurist.

      “That way, if you chip the day of, you can easily fix it,” she says.

      Lily’s eyes widen. “That’s brilliant. Thank you!”

      Harmony grins. “I’m so excited for you! Weddings are fun.” She rolls her blue eyes and laughs. “But I think I’ll elope if I ever actually find the right guy.”

      They laugh, so I smile too, painfully aware of what’s unsaid here: she’s already planned a wedding. It just fell through at the last minute because of Marco.

      Oh, Marco. My heart aches at the thought of his name—hence why I try not to think it. Even thinking about his past self makes me long for what we shared.

      Shake it off, girl. I reach for another water bottle and get a little rhythm going. I set up four bags at a time, grab four bottles, four notecards, four sampler boxes of Walkers' shortbread, and four mini bottles of sweet chili sauce. A square combination of info, basic needs, and Lily and Calder’s heritage, all in one welcome bag. Plop, plop, plop, plop. Then four bows, and done.

      I do this three times before I realize the girls are now silent. With a bow pinched in my fingers, I glance up to find them staring.

      “Morg? You okay?” Harmony asks gently, seemingly for both of them.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “You’ve said, like, zero words since you got here, hun.”

      Lily nods, and I drop the bow. “Shit, I’m sorry. I was just listening to you guys. Sorry.” I offer a sheepish grin. “I don’t know anything about wedding planning. Figured I should let the experts speak.”

      They flash worried smiles. “You’ve barely texted lately,” Lily says, then holds up a hand. “Don’t get me wrong: I am so not mad. But I am a little worried about you.”

      My smile feels stretched and thin. “Not at all. Everything is great. Sorry, it’s just, you know.”

      I trail off, but no one speaks. The silence gets weird.

      Lily clears her throat. “Um, I don’t think I do know? What’s up?”

      “Nothing! Like I said, I’m no wedding expert. I’m just here to do whatever I can to make your day perfect, Lil. I’d do anything for you.”

      My voice cracks on that last sentence. She hears it, judging by the way her brows shoot up.

      I swallow hard and shake my head. “PMS. Super hormonal. Ignore me.”

      “We definitely won’t do that,” Lily insists, then hops up and comes to wrap me in a hug. “I don’t know what’s wrong, but I’m here for you, for whatever you need.”

      You think you mean that. The thought is so bitter, it’s hard to swallow for a second. I know it’s my own projection, that Lily truly does think she means that because she can’t imagine how horrible I’ve been, but that’s not her fault.

      I hug her back. “Thanks,” I choke.

      Harmony tops off my prosecco. “Wet your whistle, girl. We’ll get you an Uber if you need.”

      “No, you can just sleep over,” Lily squeals.

      For once, that sounds like a good plan.
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        * * *

      

      I do crash on Lily and Calder’s couch, but I’m not hungover when I sit upright at seven the next morning, roll into my shoes, and zoom out to Gram’s.

      The house smells like coffee and scrambled eggs when I knock on her door. It’s the familiarity I’ve been aching for all week, and my eyes burn with tears of relief. But I shove that aside and peer at her after she’s folded me into a hug.

      “You’ve been tired?”

      Her lip curls in what looks suspiciously like a smirk. “No, baby. I’m just fine. I just wanted to get you out here.”

      My brows fly up. “Why? You could’ve just said.”

      “I did say. On Wednesday, the first time you called that day. You said you were too busy. But then you called two more times.”

      “Oh.”

      She smirks again. “So, I thought you should come have some breakfast. That way you can tell me what’s going on that has you calling me like you have nothing better to do.”

      I follow her through the living room. A glance at the couch finds it completely normal—no folded sheets and pillow on the end like when Marco was staying here. It only makes my eyes burn again. “Hold on, Gram,” I blurt, then dart down the hall to grab my old comforter. I wrap it around me like a robe and shuffle to the kitchen. Gram’s clearly surprised, but she doesn’t comment as she pours me coffee and plates some eggs.

      “So. Tell your gram what’s got you so sad.”

      “Sad?”

      “Sad. It’s written all over you.”

      It’s in my aura. A watery smile flickers. Gram has a different language for it, but we see the world the same.

      I put my head in my hands and sniffle. “It’s about a boy.”

      “No, it’s about Marco.”

      My head jerks up. My mouth opens and closes like a fish, but no words come.

      Gram rolls her blue eyes. “Honey, please. I’m old, not blind. Are you two fighting—erm, having an argument? You fight all the time, but that’s just your way.” She chuckles to herself.

      My face flames. I’m sure I’m bright red. “You… you… how did you…”

      But those questions are irrelevant, so instead I drop them and bang my head on the table. “No, Gram. Not fighting or arguing. We’re over.”

      She doesn’t speak.

      “We should’ve never begun. I’m a horrible person. A terrible friend. It’s just... I know he’s different. Changed. I can see who he is now and where he’s been to get there. None of it makes it okay. None of it means we could ever work out. I had to stop it, to stop us. I have to get over him. I can’t fall in love with my best friends’ ex.” I emphasize the plural and beat my fist on the table by my head.

      “Honey.”

      “Hmm?”

      “You already did.”

      My hand falls to my lap. One breath, then another…

      And then I burst into the ugliest ugly-cry I may have ever had. I hug the blanket tight, slither to the floor, and put my head in my Gram’s lap. She strokes my hair and lets me be a baby until I’m quiet, then leads me to my room and lets me sleep.

      When I wake, I put on my game face again, promise her I’ll call, and go back to life. There is only forward. There is no looking back.

      But that goddamn stone is still there. I just can’t let it break me.
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      My heart is lodged in my throat when I return Nina’s phone call. Kind of a nice change from feeling like it’s been knifed to shreds. Still though. As I count the rings while I wait for Nina to answer, anxiety takes hold.

      What the hell am I going to say to her? This is technically a business call, since she left a message asking me for a status update on the work I’m doing for her and her friends who were approached by Rick Heyden and his law firm. But what if she asks about Morgan? Did she even know we were together? I’m sure she suspected. Should I tell her we broke up? Or did Morgan already tell her? Will she be able to tell in my voice that I’m a shell of a human being, barely able to function most days because losing her granddaughter was the single worst thing that’s ever happened to me?

      She picks up and sings a cheery, “Hi, Marco! How are you, honey?”

      “I’m fine, thanks.” I wince at how phony my tone sounds.

      “Are you on your way over then?”

      “Oh, um. No, sorry, I uh… I thought it would be easier if I just called.”

      There’s a pause on her end of the line before she chuckles.

      “I guess I’m just so used to you visiting. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you.”

      “Yeah, um… I’m sorry about that. Things have just been busy.” I clear my throat, annoyed at how off I sound.

      “Are you okay? You sound like something’s bothering you.”

      If only you knew.

      I contemplate feeding her a nonsense lie about feeling under the weather or being busy with all this work, but I stop myself. Nina has always been honest with me. I should be honest with her too.

      “Actually, Nina. I didn’t think it would be appropriate to come see you.”

      “And why’s that?”

      I shoot out a breath, psyching myself up for what I’m about to say. “I’m not sure if you knew, but Morgan and I were seeing each other for a while. Now we’re not. And I don’t want to make things awkward by coming over to your place.”

      There’s another short pause on her end before she makes a “pssh” noise, which has me stuttering. That wasn’t the reaction I was expecting.

      “Come over, Marco. I made a fresh batch of your grandma’s banana pudding and there’s no way I can eat it all by myself.”

      “But—”

      She hangs up before I can even protest. After a minute of sitting at the desk in my home office, I grab my keys and go.

      When I arrive, she opens the door before I can even raise my hand to knock. The giant smile she greets me with takes the edge off that pain in my chest.

      After she hugs me, she cups my face in her hands, like she’s studying my expression. “You look tired. And pale.”

      I swallow. “I haven’t really been sleeping much. Or doing much. Or leaving my place.”

      She tsks as she releases me, then leads me to the kitchen and gestures for me to sit down at the table.

      “I typed up a summary of what I’ve been working on.” I hold a stack of papers. “I made copies for you to give to Bev too if you’d like.”

      “Fine, fine. Just set it on the table. We don’t need to talk about that right now though.”

      As she dishes up the banana pudding, she glances over at me. “So you and MoMo, huh?”

      My cheeks heat as I stare at the linoleum tabletop. “Yeah.”

      When I look back over at her, she’s shaking her head with a slight smile on her face. “I knew it.”

      I let out a small chuckle that makes me feel weirdly light. And then I realize that’s because it’s been more than a week since I laughed or smiled.

      She walks over, sets a giant bowl of banana pudding in front of me and takes the chair across from me.

      “But it’s over now, so…”

      She squints at me as she chews. “She’s heartbroken over losing you, Marco.”

      I drop my spoon. “What?”

      Nina nods, a sad look in her gray-blue eyes.

      I grab the spoon and tug my other hand through my hair. “But she’s the one who ended it. I mean, I get why. Being with me would have cost her her friends, and I would never ask her to give them up.”

      A sad smile tugs at Nina’s lips. “Of course you wouldn’t. But here’s the thing about my MoMo. Her friends mean the world to her because other than me, they’re all she’s got. And she’ll put herself and her needs on the backburner for the sake of the people she loves. She always has.”

      I nod and realize I’m eating the banana pudding without tasting it. “I know. That’s one of the things I love about her. How much she cares about everyone in her life, how she’ll drop everything if any of you needed anything. I’ve never met anyone so good. So kind.”

      Nina’s gaze softens as she looks at me. For a minute, we eat in silence.

      “She’s in love with you,” Nina says out of the blue.

      My spoon falls to the floor. Again. I jerk my head up at her. “What? Wait, how do you know that? Like, she said those words? ‘I love Marco’?”

      Nina scrunches her lips like she’s trying not to smile. Then she sets her spoon down and her expression sobers slightly.

      “She didn’t have to say the words. It’s in the way she talked about you. The look on her face. The way she cried when she told me how much she missed you. One hundred percent love.”

      My mouth opens, but I can’t say a word.

      Nina reaches over to pat my hand. “She’s in love with you, honey. It’s as clear as day. She’s just having a hard time figuring out how she can make it all work. You, her friends, all that.”

      I shake my head, dazed. “I honestly don’t see how it can. My exes—my exes who I treated horribly—are her best friends. There’s no way this can have a happy ending.”

      Nina tilts her head. Her stare turns focused. “Honey, if there’s one thing I’ve learned in my life, it’s that there’s almost always a way to make things work when you love someone. No, it’s not easy—it’s tough as heck. Yeah, it can take a while to figure out. But if you’re patient and if you refuse to give up on one another, you’ll find a way.”

      “I don’t know about that,” I say offhandedly as I take a long gulp of water.

      “Did you know that my late husband, Morgan’s grandpa, was married before me?”

      I shake my head.

      “Well, he was. To my cousin.”

      My eyes bulge out of my head for a solid two seconds before I can rein in my expression. “Wow. That’s…”

      “Insane? I tell you, it was something out of a soap opera.” She chuckles. “I certainly didn’t plan on falling for my cousin’s ex-husband. I met him only once before they got married. I barely knew him. They got together quite young, right out of high school. Then he joined the service and when he came back a year later, they were kaput. I guess feelings changed. I suppose they’re bound to when you’re that young. You do some serious growing up at that stage in life. They were barely nineteen. Goodness.”

      She sighs and glances out the nearby window before looking back at me. “A handful of years after they divorced, I ran into him at the grocery store. It was like I was talking to a whole new person. He wasn’t the young boy I barely remembered meeting when I was a teenager. He was a grown man, full of charm and confidence. And we hit it off instantly.”

      She looks off to the side and smiles to herself, clearly recalling a happy memory. “We got married a couple years after that. My family was not happy. At all. Some of them even refused to come to the wedding.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      Nina shrugs. “It hurt at the time, but eventually most of them came around. Once they saw how happy we were together, they realized we were the real deal.”

      “Was your cousin mad?” I can’t help but fixate on that part. As uncomfortable as mine and Morgan’s situation is, this sounds a billion times more awkward.

      “Oh yeah. Harriet was livid with me. And I can see why she was so hurt at first. It’s a weird situation, seeing someone in your family get together with your ex-husband. But we talked it out. A lot. It took almost a year of arguing off and on between long, drawn-out conversations. But we finally got there. I found out that what hurt her most was that I didn’t come to her right away and talk to her about it when things got serious between us. When I apologized for that, we were good again.”

      “You make it sound so simple.”

      Nina chuckles. “It wasn’t simple at the time. Nothing ever is.”

      I nod in agreement, then help her clear the table and load the dishwasher.

      “Does Morgan know about this?”

      Nina shakes her head. “Even if I told her, it wouldn’t make a difference right now. She needs to figure things out on her own, at her own pace. You can’t ever push her.”

      I let out a laugh. “I’m well aware.”

      Nina pats my arm, her expression softening. “I know things feel hopeless right now. I know you’re hurting. But you two can figure out a way to make it work. Just give her time.”

      I nod and thank her, even though I’m not quite sure if I believe it.

      When I finish drying my hands, she pulls me down into a hug. “No matter what happens, you’re always welcome here, Marco. You’re family.” Her voice shakes slightly as she speaks. My heart launches to my throat for the second time today, but for a completely different reason.

      She releases me and I smile down at her. “Thank you. That means everything.”

      I leave Nina’s with a giant container of banana pudding and a promise that I’ll be back to see her next week. I wave goodbye to her as I walk to my car.

      “No wallowing at home tonight, okay?” she says from her porch. “Go out and do something for goodness sake. You’re too young to be a shut-in.”

      I laugh and promise her that I will.
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      I down the last of the whiskey in my glass and slam it on the bartop. I groan at the burn in my throat and press a fist against my forehead. Nope. Headache’s still there, threatening to blast open my skull.

      Well, this was a huge fucking mistake.

      I glance around the crowded sports bar, glaring at everyone who’s smiling and chatting around me. What the fuck was I thinking coming here?

      Because you promised Nina.

      “Right,” I mutter to myself.

      But if she could see me now, she’d be horrified at the sight: drunk after six glasses of hard alcohol, doing my damnedest not to cry or vomit as I struggle to stay upright.

      It didn’t start this way. When I walked into here, I thought I’d be fine. One drink, then head home. But then that song came on the sound system.

      “Style.”

      It only took three seconds of hearing the opening bars of that godforsaken melody for me to lose my shit. Every moment of that night when Morgan and I sang karaoke together flooded back to me. When I blinked, I saw her standing on that stage, singing to me. When I licked my lips, I could taste her kiss on my mouth. When I inhaled, I could smell her perfume. When I flexed my hands, I could feel her insanely soft skin on mine.

      I couldn’t stand up. I couldn’t breathe. I was frozen with grief. Yeah, Nina and Dr. Imana said I should be patient, be hopeful. But I can’t. Not when everything reminds me of the fact that we’re not together and I can’t do anything to make it right.

      So I just sat here and drank. And now I’m the shitfaced prick at the bar who’s on the verge of tears. All because of one badly-timed Taylor Swift song.

      I’m batting the empty glass between my hands when that familiar chord plays. Again.

      Fuck.

      I whip around and see a group of people standing by the jukebox. Tears brim in my eyes, but I blink them away. Before I can tell myself to stop, I’ve hopped off my barstool and am marching over to them.

      “Hey. What do you think you’re doing?” I plant my hand on the wall to keep from toppling over.

      A guy who’s my height and wearing a baseball cap frowns at me. “Playing music. What does it look like?”

      A dizzy spell hits. “Do you know… just how messed up… that is? You just waltz in here and play whatever song you want? Without thinking how it could hurt someone? Someone you don’t even know?”

      Baseball cap dude holds up a hand. “What the hell are you talking about, man?”

      Behind him, a woman whispers to her friend as they stare at me wide-eyed.

      I swallow back a lump in my throat. My tear ducts are on fire now.

      “That song. It hurts people, okay? Just like I hurt people. And Gram says I should just be patient with Morgan, but it’s all my fault. She sang this song for me. God, she’s so amazing, and I love her so much. And it’s my fault, and if I were a better person we could be together. But I’m not. I’m a piece of shit, and I fucked it up because I fuck everything up…”

      My face is soaked with tears by the time I stop rambling. When I finally shut up, I realize the entire bar has gone silent. Everyone is looking at me.

      Baseball cap dude’s frown has turned into a pitying stare. But before I can respond or apologize, I feel a hand clap on my back. I turn around and see the last person I ever wanted to run into.

      Shit.

      Not tonight, not when I’m a shitfaced, heartbroken disaster.

      “Calder.”

      “Let’s get some air.” Judging by his scowl and the way he death grips my arm, this isn’t up for discussion.

      If I were sober, I could pull away, but seeing as I’m six whiskeys deep, I can barely stand. So I stumble alongside Calder until I feel a cool blast of air on my face. He shoves me to sit on the curb, where I immediately rest my elbows on my knees and hold my face in my hands so I don’t vomit.

      “If you wanna punch me you can,” I mutter. “I won’t even fight back this time.”

      Above me, I hear a heavy sigh. Then the door to the bar entrance squeaks open. “Mate, you alright? What’s going on?” an unfamiliar voice calls.

      “Aye, fine. Just having a chat with an old friend.”

      I laugh at the sarcasm in Calder’s tone. Then I cough and cry again. And then I dry-heave.

      “Christ, is he okay?”

      “No.” Another heavy sigh from Calder. “Just give me a few minutes, will you, Nate? Tell the lads I’ll be in soon.”

      “Hey, it’s your stag night, Cal. Do what you want. I’m just here for the alcohol.”

      There’s a chuckle before the door squeaks again. I hear a shuffling noise beside me and peer over to see Calder sitting next to me on the curb.

      “You’re with Morgan?”

      At first, I wonder how the hell he knows about Morgan and me, but then I remember: I just drunkenly blurted my feelings for her in front of the whole bar. I groan. I’m too shitfaced to do anything other than tell him the truth. So I do.

      “I was. Not anymore. She ended it.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see him shake his head. “It all makes sense.”

      I scrub a hand over my face. “What makes sense?”

      “Why she’s been so sad lately.” Calder shakes his head and stares forward. “I knew something was up. Just didn’t know that something was you. Fuck me.”

      “You’re not my type,” I mutter.

      He lets out a laugh. It’s so loud that it spooks a crowd of people walking nearby, but it makes me start laughing, too. We eventually stop and sit in silence, watching cars drive past on the busy street.

      “Congrats on the wedding.”

      As soon as I say it, I regret it. Even though the cool air is helping, I’m still wasted and, as a result, impressively loose-lipped.

      Calder’s scowling at me like he wants to crush my skull. But he surprises the hell out of me by not pummeling my face and just saying, “Thanks.”

      I nod and glance down at the concrete under my shoes.

      “I suppose I owe you thanks as well,” he says. “If you hadn’t fucked things up with Lily, I wouldn’t have ended up the lucky bastard about to marry her this weekend.”

      “Yeah, well. If there’s one thing you can count on me to do, it’s fuck things up.”

      “Is that what happened with Morgan?”

      My muscles tense at the thought of talking about this with Calder of all people.

      He sighs. “Mate, I know I’m the last person in the world you want to talk to. We’ll never be friends, but I can be decent. And right now, you look like hell—a lot like I did when Lily broke things off with me after I came out swinging like a caveman that night you and I… well, you know.” He waves a hand.

      I nod, remembering perfectly the blast of pain that rocketed through my skull when he punched me in the nose after seeing me make a pass at Lily the night before I was due to marry Harmony.

      “I’m sorry for what I did that night,” I say.

      “Save the apologies for Lily. And Harmony.” Calder speaks like he’s gritting his teeth.

      “You’re right.” I sigh. “You probably won’t believe me, but that night changed a lot of things for me. I realized how fucked up my life was. I think I knew it all along, but losing everything—my relationship, my family, my job—put it all into focus. I’ve been trying to claw my way to some semblance of decency since then.”

      “How so?” His tone is hard and pointed, like he’s not quite sure how a guy like me could be anything close to decent. I don’t blame him.

      “Therapy mostly. And cutting out my toxic family. And a career change.”

      “You’re not a blood-sucking lawyer anymore?”

      “Still a lawyer. Just a different kind. I offer free legal services for elderly people now. Morgan’s grandma is one of my clients.”

      “So that’s how you two got together?”

      I shake my head and briefly explain the totally random run-in with Morgan at the side of the road that kicked off everything. When I mention being Nina’s live-in home health aide, he stares at me like I’ve grown another head.

      “I wasn’t expecting that. Christ.”

      “I wasn’t either. Falling for Morgan, I mean. But she’s amazing. She actually cared about me and thought I was a good person. And maybe, if I hadn’t hurt the people she cares about before we got together, we’d actually have a chance at something. No wonder she ended it.”

      I bite my tongue, embarrassed at how openly I’m speaking about the most personal and painful thing I’ve ever gone through. But with this much alcohol in my system, I can’t seem to stop. God, I’m pathetic.

      I cover my face with my hands and groan.

      “It’s fair to say that I have every reason in the world to leave you a miserable lump on this pavement,” Calder says. “But instead I’m going to tell you the truth. I know what it’s like to have people write you off as not worth it because of your job or your past or some other bloody nonsense. But everyone is capable of changing for the better. I did. And I see you are, too. You’re different than I remember, Marco. You’re not the smarmy wee bawbag whose nose I broke.”

      “Wee bawbag?” I say, my face still in my hands.

      “Scrotum, mate. Scrotum.”

      “Ah.”

      “You’re different. You almost seem like a decent guy.”

      My hands fall away from my face and I straighten up, then turn slightly to look at him.

      Calder exhales like he doesn’t want to tell me this. “When Lily left me, I damn near drowned myself in whiskey and banana s’mores.”

      I contemplate asking him what the hell banana s’mores are, but I don’t. It’s not important.

      “Just whiskey for me tonight,” I mutter.

      “Sonce?”

      I chuckle that he brought up the brand he reps for. And then I retch, the sour taste of bile gliding up my throat. I gag as Calder leans away from me. When I’m certain nothing’s going to come up, I straighten up, take a breath, and mutter, “Sorry. Honestly, I don’t remember what kind of whiskey I had. I’m pretty fucked up right now.”

      He nods before looking over at me. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry for what you’re going through.”

      “Yeah.”

      We share another stretch of silence before Calder pulls his phone from his pocket.

      “Let’s get you home.”

      I mumble something about figuring it out myself, but he ignores me. Then he hooks his arm under mine and hauls me up to stand.

      “I’m getting you a rideshare. What’s your address?”

      I give it to him and he stands with me until the car pulls up minutes later. He mumbles, “have a good night then” and starts to walk away.

      With my hand on the car door, I steady myself, head still dizzy. From the alcohol of course, but also at the mindfuck conversation I just had with the soon-to-be-husband of my ex-girlfriend.

      It’s a conversation I never thought would happen—never even wanted to happen. But I’m grateful for it.

      “Hey, Calder?” I holler after him.

      He turns around.

      “Thanks.”

      He gives me a nod and disappears inside the bar. And then I fall into the back seat of the car and head home.
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      Silverware taps against china plates. A lively hum of voices and laughter fills the room. Fairy lights twinkle. Champagne and whiskey—Sonce, of course—flows freely.

      And I sit in the midst of it all, cold and numb no matter how badly I want to be the brightest smile at this rehearsal dinner.

      I got Lily and Calder together, technically. No, I didn’t know they’d fall in love when I suggested he take over my form model gig while I nursed Gram, but still. You’d think I could muster the decency to put my own shit aside and radiate happiness for my dearest people.

      Universe, I’m trying here. Really.

      Calder plunks down in the empty chair beside me as the evening winds down. Most of the out-of-town guests have retired for the night. Soon, Harmony, Lily, and I will do the same. We’re staying in a suite in the inn attached to this country club. It’s her parents’ club, not far from the orchard where the ceremony and reception will be tomorrow. Calder has his own room, of course. Can’t let the bride and groom see each other before the big reveal.

      He flashes his usual grin, but I see a look in his eyes that changes his expression as he says, “You look a bit grim. Nervous about giving a speech tomorrow? I absolutely hate giving speeches.”

      “Yeah, not my strong suit, but I guess I’m ready. So happy for you guys.”

      A myriad of emotions walks across his handsome face. He opens his mouth twice as if he’s about to speak, only to shut it again. His brows twitch, he blinks hard—and then everything kind of collapses, and Calder runs both hands through his hair.

      “Christ, Morgan, no sense in a cheeky remark or beating round the bush. I fucking know about you.”

      The look he levels on me with those green eyes erases any hint of confusion from my brain. Cold and numb becomes cold and terrified. I don’t move, don’t speak, don’t even breathe much. He looks… mad? Disgusted? Sympathetic?

      All three. Somehow, it’s all three.

      “I… I… Calder, I…”

      One broad hand flashes, palm up, to stop my stuttering. “Save it. Don’t deny it, don’t explain it. Just know that I know. And,” he adds, lowering his hand and softening his voice, “despite the question of ‘what in the actual hell’ that’s screaming in my head, I also want to scream at you for a whole other cocked-up reason.”

      “I know. I’m a horrible friend.”

      He laughs softly. “You’re no such thing. But y’are a horrible girlfriend it would seem.”

      My jaw hits the table.

      Calder shrugs. “Saw the lad in question at my stag party the other night. Never thought I’d feel anything but hatred for that man, but fuck me if I don’t feel a strong shot of pity, too. You bloody well broke him, Morgan. In a way, I didn’t think a man like that knew how to be broken. And more than that, I daresay you’ve broken yourself, too. It’s starting to show, you know.”

      “What is?”

      “Your heartbreak. You’ve done a damn fine job keeping it stuffed in, just like you do all your worries, but this one’s been seeping out of the cracks for a few weeks now. And sitting here at what’s meant to be a fine party with that blank look on your face, it’s definitely starting to get the best of you.”

      This whole time, I’ve been sitting with my nails dug into my palms, terrified that someone was going to interrupt us and require me to act normal. To act like one of my closest friends didn’t just drop an atomic bomb on my life.

      Marco’s broken? He was supposed to keep growing. King of Cups was the outcome, remember? I’m letting it show? I can’t! I have to get through this weekend!

      Calder chuckles when he looks me over. “Breathe, Morgan. You’ll solve nothing by passing out on me.”

      “I’m sorry, Calder.” My voice is so pitiful, I barely recognize it.

      “For what?”

      “For… for… I know he’s not supposed to be in our world anymore. I didn’t invite him in. I didn’t mean for any of this to happen. I know it makes no sense, and that I should have never—”

      “It’s for all those reasons, plus the look both of you are wearing, that whatever was intended, you’re clearly legitimately in love with him. So stop saying sorry and start figuring out what the hell to do about it.”

      Lily calls for Calder from across the room. He waves at her and flashes his usual smile. “Good luck.”

      “I need it,” I sigh.

      He hums. “Yeah, but not for the reason you think you do. You need it to figure out how to go easy on yourself for once. Now, wish me luck. Next time you see me, I’ll be a married man.”

      He laughs while I throw my arms around him in a hug. Once he strides away, I stand up and go find Harmony. We tell people good night and make our way up to the suite, where Lily joins us soon after. She twirls into the room with a champagne flute in hand. She’s wearing the prettiest white lace cocktail dress along with the biggest smile. She is so damn happy, and I wish more than anything I could just focus on that instead of how much my heart is aching.

      “To you two,” she says through her perma-grin. “Harmony, I can’t believe what a friend I’ve found in you. I never ever thought we’d be close, but I am so thankful to have gotten to know you in this past year and a half. You might’ve been mean when we were kids, but wow did you turn into the sweetest adult.”

      She laughs while Harmony groans, a huge grin on her face the whole time.

      “And Morgan,” Lily continues, eyeing me now. “What can I say? Without you, there’s no wedding tomorrow. You’re my badass best friend who pushed me to stand up for myself and go after what I want. You are the most loyal, supportive, inspiring human being. I hope you know I’d do anything for you because god knows how much you’ve done for me.”

      I can’t swallow. I can’t breathe. I try to smile and raise my arms to hug her—

      And completely, utterly, fall apart.

      My hands fly to my face as first one, then a whole string of messy sobs rip from my lungs. Hot tears spill faster than I could even try to wipe away or control. My knees buckle, and I collapse in a ball on the carpet.

      “Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god, Lily… Lily I… I… I can’t… I’m so… I miss… I wish… ”

      Nothing I’m saying makes any sense. I’m not trying to make sense. The words that tumble from my lips are broken pieces of my soul, trying desperately to convey the emotions inside me—as if the body-wracking sobs aren’t enough.

      Both the girls throw their arms around me, but I push them off, wailing “No, no, I don’t deserve it, I don’t fucking deserve it!”

      I know this is karma, I know I had this meltdown coming, and I know I’m even worse of a friend for having it on Lily’s big weekend. But once it starts, I can’t stop it. I cry for the past, and all the times I had to be strong when I was a kid. I cry for my mom. I cry for Gram, and the fear I’ve carried for over a year since her surgery. I cry because my modeling career is always hanging by a thread even though I love it so much. I cry for all the things I’ve done wrong, for all I could’ve done better, and for how shitty a friend I’ve been for the last few months, when Lily needed me most.

      And I cry for Marco. For the idea he’s hurting over us—and the knowledge that of course he is, of course this hurt him like it hurt me. I knew it was more for him, too. It was all over his face. It was clear every time that he touched me. I cry for the hard work he’s done on himself and how much it fucking sucks to have a breakup on top of that. And, finally, I cry for us. For the hurt I’ve created for both of us by letting things go too far. For falling for him when I knew the deal.

      And, yes, I cry for my own hurt, too.

      With a litany of karmic debts that long, it would make sense that I sobbed for hours. But, no. It can only be a few minutes before the girls grab my elbows and haul me up onto the couch. When I plunk down between them, I drop my forehead onto Lily’s shoulder while Harmony pulls my hair off my neck.

      “Morgan, what the hell?” Lily’s voice is both soothing and panicked.

      I swallow a few times until the tide turns, and I can breathe without sobbing. My eyes are still weepy when I sit up and look at both of them.

      “I fell in love with Marco.”

      My confession hangs in the room. Their expressions are pure shock. Finally, I rub my eyes and speak again.

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know how to tell you, but when Gram had to go to the hospital last month? I was on my way to see her and my car broke down. And he just kind of… materialized. And he helped me. I didn’t know what to say, and then…”

      I broad-stroke explain how Marco took care of Gram, how he offered to be her live-in home health aide. It probably makes zero sense, but I’m not sure it matters. Their expressions don’t change.

      “Then, while we were working together to take care of her, it just… I don’t know. He’s different. He’s, like, totally different. He cut his toxic family out of his life. He goes to therapy now. He volunteers as a lawyer for Gram and other elderly people who can’t afford legal services. I know you don’t believe me, that it probably seems like a fake or something, but it’s not. And we just, I don’t know… it felt right.”

      I hang my head. “Except I know it wasn’t. I knew the whole time that I was a garbage friend for even speaking to him, much less… anyway. I have no excuse. But we’re done now. I couldn’t keep going like this.”

      At last, Lily clears her throat. “Like… what?”

      I shrug. “I couldn’t keep it up. Doing something I knew would hurt you both. Pretending like there was any way in hell it could be cool for me to… to… well. To love him, I guess.”

      “You think you love him? Really?” Harmony’s voice doesn’t sound like her own. There is zero belief in her words, but oddly there also seems to be no loathing.

      “A tiger doesn’t change his stripes, Morgan,” Lily adds in an oddly similar voice.

      At this, I finally dare to meet both of their stares. “No,” I agree slowly. “But a person can change his mindset, his behavior. A person can recognize when they’ve hurt people and try to work to be better. A person deserves the chance to say, ‘I was wrong. I fucked up. I hurt you, and I’m sorry.’ Even if you don’t forgive them—which is entirely your right—they deserve to be able to grow, to progress, don’t you think? Isn’t that what life is about? You stop growing when you’re dead. So if you bullied someone in school,” I glance at Harmony, “Or you allowed people to take advantage of you,” here I glance at Lily, “Or if you absorbed toxic behaviors from your family, don’t you think it’s valid to acknowledge that what was isn’t the way it always has to be?”

      They don’t answer. But I can see in their eyes that they’ve heard me.

      I draw a deep, shaky breath and get to my feet. “I’ll go,” I say softly. My lip trembles again.

      “Go?” Lily shrieks.

      “Of course. All that may be true, but none of it means that what I did was right. I get it, and I own my shit, too. It’s not fair to ask either of you to accept my choices. I know I’ve probably killed our friendship, and that’s a pain I’ll have to live with. But I couldn’t keep lying to you. Lily, I’ll of course be at the wedding tomorrow, if you still want.”

      She grips me by the shoulders and levels a stare on me. “I’m sorry, Morgan, I… I don’t have many words right now. But if you think for a second I don’t want you at the wedding, you are out of your mind.”

      Before I can answer, Harmony stands up and throws her arms around me from the side, squeezing me tight. “Morgan, you’re literally the most inspiring person I know. I swear this isn’t champagne talking when I say I admire you so much and wish I had half your heart and intuition. It’s killing me to see you so sad.”

      Fresh tears sting my eyes. “Thanks, Harmony, but I know I’m no hero. And Lily, I don’t want to be anywhere but by your side tomorrow. I love you to death. Both of you.”

      Her eyes sparkle. “You’re staying here tonight, just like we planned. Go to your room and get some sleep. And put on a gel mask before you fall asleep, or you’ll look like shit in pictures tomorrow.”

      I weep a chuckle and hug her tight, then spin and stumble to my room and shut the door. I grab an eye mask, strip naked, and pass out facedown on the bed. The only thought in my head is I’d sleep forever if it meant not having to face this mess anymore.
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      I am so damn proud of myself.

      Okay, yeah, I’m lying on the fuzzy rug in my living room listening to “Butter” by BTS for the millionth time because it reminds me of Morgan. I realize just how pathetic that is. But I haven’t cried or gotten choked up all day. That’s huge.

      It means it’s been two days that I haven’t cried since Morgan ended things. Yesterday I distracted myself with work and a ten-mile run. Today I’m going the angsty route and listening to songs that remind me of her while lying in her favorite spot in my apartment. It’s progress. Sort of.

      But maybe Dr. Imana was onto something when he said that little by little things get better, that slowly the pain will subside, and that eventually, I’ll stop crying. Let’s see how long I can keep the streak going.

      I reach up and grab my phone from the coffee table and contemplate changing the song, but then I see a ton of Instagram notifications. I sigh, annoyed that I ever installed the app. I hardly use it. I tap the icon and get the wind knocked out of me because the first thing I see is a photo of Morgan. She’s goddamn stunning in a long black dress that looks like it was painted on her body. That gorgeous smile that lights up her blue eyes is on full display as she poses next to Lily. I scan the caption below her photo.

      Honored to be this one’s #MOH. Love you forever, Lils. So excited for tomorrow <3 #bff #friendsforever #rehearsaldinner #orchardwedding #sawyerfarms

      There’s a pressure in my stomach that feels a lot like a punch to the gut. But after a few seconds, it starts to fade. It hurts like hell that I have to watch Morgan from afar, knowing she and I can never be together. I suspect it always will. But she’s happy. And it’s because she’s with her friends, the people who mean the most to her. So, as much as it kills me, part of me feels joy when I look at that photo. Enduring the worst pain in the world is worth it if it means she’s happy.

      But when I toss my phone to the side, I have to press the heels of my hands to my eyes. There’s that pain again.

      Well, fuck. The no-crying streak is officially over.

      A loud knock on my door jolts me upright. I wipe my eyes and get to my feet, turning off the music and heading over. Who the hell is pounding on my door this late on a Friday night?

      When I open it, I get the wind knocked out of me once more.

      There stands Lily and Harmony.

      What the….

      “Fuck.”

      I slam the door shut and jump back like I’m dodging an invisible attacker. It’s a reflex more than anything, my body’s automatic response to the shock of seeing my two exes show up unannounced at my doorstep.

      “Marco.” Lily’s voice cuts through my panic. “Marco, open the door.”

      I eye the floor-to-ceiling window at the far end of the living room, wondering if I can climb out and hop onto the fire escape.

      “Marco, we just want to talk to you,” Harmony says.

      Cold sweat sheets over my skin. Screw the fire escape, maybe I can just leap out the window and land in the dumpster in the alley below. Or the concrete. I’m not picky.

      “We need to talk about Morgan.”

      My head whips to the door at Harmony’s declaration.

      “We’re not leaving until you let us in.”

      I freeze at the conviction in Lily’s tone. I didn’t hear it often, but I remember it well from the few times she ever used it on me. She’s not fucking around.

      Against every instinct inside of me that screams, “Run! Hide! Do not let them in, dumbass! You know they’re going to murder you, right?” I open the door.

      I swallow. “H-hey.”

      Blank stares are all I get.

      Better than a punch to the face. Or the balls.

      I step aside and let them in. When I shut the door and turn back to them, I freeze. Their expressions transition to shock as they observe the state of my place. I take it all in right along with them: piles of dirty laundry and empty takeout containers, dust coating almost every surface, tarot cards scattered everywhere. Jesus fucking Christ, this place is a disaster.

      Harmony scrunches her face. “Oh my god, it smells like a locker room in here.”

      I rub the back of my neck and shrug. “Yeah, well… I’m…”

      “Heartbroken,” Lily says. Her gaze flits to the tarot cards on the floor.

      “Pretty much,” I mutter. “I’m guessing Morgan told you about us?”

      They both nod, arms crossed, the most disappointed stance ever.

      I swallow hard, brace myself, and tell them to have a seat, but then I quickly realize there’s no actual place for them to sit since my couch and armchair are littered with laundry and food wrappers. So I run over, knock the wrappers and clothes onto the floor, and offer them the couch while I take the chair.

      And then I sit there and wait for them to yell at me, to throw the nearest heavy object at my face, to do or say something, anything. But they don’t. Instead, they study me with focus in their eyes, like I’m a sociology experiment they’re observing. My heart races like I’ve taken a hit of speed. Good god, nothing rockets your blood pressure like a surprise visit from the exes you fucked over.

      “So… what’s up?” I wince at how awkward I sound. But I can’t take the unblinking stares or the silent treatment. And then it dawns on me why they might be here. “Wait, is Morgan okay?”

      The furrow in both of their brows eases the slightest bit.

      Lily shakes her head. “Not really.”

      I was wrong. This is what it must feel like to have speed injected straight into your heart. Just the thought that anything could be wrong with Morgan has me crazy.

      My voice hitches with panic as I press them about Morgan, but Lily interrupts me.

      “She’s okay—physically she’s fine. She’s just… completely heartbroken over you.”

      Harmony nods. My head goes fuzzy and my entire body aches at the thought of Morgan in pain—over me. She looked so happy in that photo though.

      “I don’t understand…”

      Lily cuts me off. “She told us what you did for her grandma.”

      “How you cut out your family because you were tired of their toxic behavior,” Harmony says.

      “How you put your life on hold to live with Gram and take care of her.”

      “How you’re in therapy.”

      “How you’ve been helping Gram and all of her friends with legal services. For free.”

      “How you’ve changed.”

      “How you’re not the selfish jerk you used to be.”

      My head bobs back and forth between them as they speak, my brain spinning the entire time. It’s like some bizarre endurance test where I have to just sit here and take it as my two exes talk at me.

      My mouth cracks open, but no words come out.

      Harmony’s delicate shoulders shake as she sighs. She tugs at the hem of her red cocktail dress like she’s unsure of how to say what she’s about to say to me. “And we just want to know… we wanted to see for ourselves…”

      “If it’s true. If you’ve changed for the better.”

      There’s a strange lilt to Lily’s tone. Then she flashes a sad smile before glancing down at her lap and running her palms along the lacey white material of her dress.

      “To be honest, I didn’t think you had it in you to change. But maybe I was wrong.” Lily scans the space once more. “You were never like this.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You were always so polished and put together. And now look at you. You’re a disaster.” She pauses and sighs. “You never felt like this before, have you? For anyone. Until Morgan.”

      I almost say the words, but they die on the tip of my tongue as my nerves go haywire. Holy shit, is this excruciating—to admit to my ex-girlfriend and my ex-fiancé that I’ve never fallen this hard, this deep for anyone other than Morgan. I’m essentially telling them as they sit three feet from me that I knew all along we were never going to work out.

      But it’s the truth. And, given how they came here to talk to me about all this, they know it. There must be a reason they want to hear me say it.

      It takes a few seconds, but my brain finally catches up and kicks into gear. That’s exactly what they’re doing—they’re giving me a chance to explain myself, to tell them exactly how I feel about Morgan. This is my chance to tell everything to the two people she cares about most. This is my chance to fight for us, to fight for our happy ending.

      I just have to plead my case to my ex-girlfriend and my ex-fiancée and get their blessing to be in a relationship with their friend.

      I swallow back the bundle of nerves lodged in my throat. Fuck, if that’s not an impossible task.

      Karma’s a bitch, and you deserve every bit of this. Now fight for her.

      “You’re right,” I say as I look between them. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone before.” My skin crawls as I speak the words. I take another deep breath. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry to you both for how I treated you. I should have apologized long ago, and I’m even more sorry for not doing it sooner. I was a selfish, cheating, dick who didn’t deserve either of you. I acted out in a million hurtful ways because I didn’t know how to express my feelings in a healthy way.”

      Lily crosses her arms as she pins her gaze at me. Harmony looks like she’s trying to bore a hole in my face with her stare.

      “I know that sounds like I’m making excuses. I swear, I’m not trying to. It’s just… it was hard to be a good boyfriend or a good fiancé when I came from such a fucked up place and didn’t even see it.”

      And then I tell them everything. I tell them about my family, something I never talked about with either of them. I tell them about therapy. I tell them about finding purpose by helping Gram and her friends.

      I tell them about Morgan.

      “I didn’t mean for this to happen. Neither of us did. But when it did… when I realized I fell… I fell…” I choke on the words.

      I clear my throat and then think, “screw it.” I want them to see me like this, raw and broken and real.

      “When I realized I fell in love with Morgan, that was it for me. She’s it for me. She’s everything I want and don’t deserve. Believe me when I say I know that. I know I don’t deserve her. She’s amazing and perfect, and I… well, I’m me.”

      I catch Lily pursing her lips to hold back a smile as Harmony nods along in complete agreement with what I’ve said.

      “I know there’s a good chance you don’t believe me—”

      “I believe you.”

      Lily’s admission has me stuttering.

      “You do?”

      She nods. I turn to Harmony, who’s still studying me.

      “I believe you too,” Harmony finally says. “You clearly love her. You clearly care about her so much. I mean, look at you. You’re crying. I’ve never seen you cry before.”

      I wipe my face as I squirm in the chair. Crying and sweating bullets. Jesus, what a mess.

      “You really are different, Marco. I see that now.”

      “Me too,” Harmony says.

      “I can’t believe I’m about to say this.” Lily lets out a long sigh just as I hold my breath. “But you and Morgan? It makes sense now.”

      I don’t dare utter a word. Shit, did she really just say that?

      “I had no idea your family was so awful to you,” Lily says. “I’m sorry you went through that.”

      The sincerity in her voice throws me. I have to take a second before mumbling “it’s okay.”

      “It’s not okay. Just like it’s not okay what Morgan went through with her parents when she was a kid,” Lily says, her tone insistent. “You both had rough upbringings. I can see how you’d bond over that. Your pasts made you both tough and guarded. And resilient. And I guess when you two finally stopped clashing with each other and gave each other a chance, there was clearly something there between you. And that’s honestly really wonderful.”

      Harmony nods along with Lily’s spot-on assessment. “The two of you are perfect for each other.”

      Holding my breath, I dig my hands into the padding of the armchair in the silence that follows. I’m relieved and ecstatic at what they’ve said, but I also have no fucking idea what I’m supposed to say or do next.

      “Wait, so… you guys are cool with us being together?” I ask, my gaze bouncing between the two of them.

      Harmony makes an “eh” sound as Lily grimaces. I immediately deflate.

      “It’s going to be a hell of an adjustment,” Lily says. “But we’ll get used to it.”

      “If Morgan loves you and wants to be with you, then we’re on board too.”

      “Absolutely.”

      My brows are at my hairline as I stare at them both. I can’t believe it. “So, does this mean I, like, have your blessing to call her? Because if that’s a yes, I’ll call her right now—”

      Lily raises her eyebrow, and I immediately shut up. “You have our blessing if you’re going to treat her like the queen she deserves to be treated as. Every single day. But no, you can’t call her, she’s asleep.”

      I stammer before saying hell yes I’ll treat her like a damn goddess, but then they stand and start to make their way to the door. I hop up and follow them.

      Lily stops and turns back to me. “Talk to her in person. Tomorrow night. You know where she’ll be.”

      It takes a moment for me to get it. I frown at her. “Wait. Are you serious?”

      “Dead serious.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nods. “Sawyer Farms. You remember the address, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good. Go get your girl, Marco.”

      Excitement surges through my chest, but then a wave of hesitation hits. Sawyer Farms is where Harmony and I had that apple-picking thing when we were engaged. And as thrilled as I am that Lily seems to be fine with me crashing tomorrow, I can’t do it if Harmony’s not okay with it. It wouldn’t be right after everything I put her through.

      I glance over to her, but the look on her face says it all. I can tell she knows what I’m thinking.

      “It’s okay, Marco. Truly,” she says, her expression as sincere as her tone.

      I let out a breath and tell her “thanks,” then they walk out.

      “Wait.” I stop them with a shout before they get too far down the hallway. They both turn to look at me. “Thank you. Both of you. For coming down here. For listening to me. I know that it couldn’t have been easy to give me of all people a chance to explain myself.”

      A look passes between the two of them before Lily addresses me. “Everyone deserves the chance to say they were wrong and apologize for it.”

      “And grow,” Harmony adds. “I used to be a bully.”

      Lily tilts her head at her. “And I used to be a pushover. We all change. You changed too, Marco. If you make Morgan happy, that’s really all that matters.”

      I nod, soaking in what they’ve said as they leave. Then I close the door and fall against the nearby wall to process what the hell just happened.

      Once it all hits, I jolt up. I’ve got less than twenty-four hours to get my shit together and do this right. I tug at my hair and run a hand along the scruff of my face. I’m gonna need a haircut. And a shave. And a suit.
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      Lily is an absolute vision in a sweet-but-modern gown. The cutout bustier has sexy edges and eye-catching stitching that flows seamlessly into a straight silk skirt with a small train that pools at her feet. Her gorgeous skin and black hair make the pearly white dress pop. She’s hot as hell and sweeter than sugar.

      When the bagpiper goes quiet, the piano begins to play Pachelbel’s “Canon in D.” Calder sees her appear at the back of the aisle, and I’m pretty sure his eyes dislocate from their sockets. He scrapes his jaw off the ground and adjusts his kilt. It’s a subtle but unmistakable move that has me trying not to giggle even as I wipe away tears of joy for my friends.

      I woke up this morning with a sense of calm that only comes after a cathartic cry. Nothing is better, but I’m making peace with it all. Lily and Harmony were gracious enough to let me spend the morning with them without discussing my horrible confession. They treated me kindly, but I already know what will happen. We’ll get past this day, and the drift will begin. The longer it sinks in for them how badly I betrayed them, the more spaced out brunches and text messages will become. I know this game. Friends have faded before in similar ways, for certainly less valid reasons.

      I accept my choices. And, although my heart aches to think about losing my girls, I’m still at peace. I don’t regret falling for Marco. I’m a changed person for the short time I spent with his beautiful, broken self. He gave me everything, if only for a few months. It was enough. It has to be enough. I get to keep those memories, even if they ruined my life.

      No regrets. Universe, I hear you on this one.

      But this mid-autumn day is for celebration, and that’s what I’m trying to focus on with all of my brain. So the tears that slip down my cheek today aren’t about anguish. They’re about the moment when Calder slips the ring on her hand and says, “Professor, you already have my heart. And if you’ll just say yes, then I swear in front of all the people we love best that you’ll never have to question mo rùn gu bràth,” then winks at the crowd and adds, “That’d be my eternal love, for those of you who don’t speak Gaelic.”

      Harmony and I simultaneously lift our hands to wipe our eyes and trade a smile, but Lily catches all our attention as her lip trembles. “Yes, Calder. Yes with my whole heart. I want nothing as much as I want to share my life with you.”

      She slides his ring on, and I swear the whole audience sniffles.

      We follow the happy couple down the aisle and are swept into the standard hour-plus of photos around the orchard. The day has been warm with a just-right breeze for the first weekend in October, so an afternoon outside in the sunshine is good medicine. I even slip my shoes off and lift the skirt on my silver velvet A-line dress to walk around barefoot in the grass. Grounding always does wonders for my soul.

      “Morgan.” Lily calls my name, and I jump back in my shoes to hurry over to help her with her train. We head for the barn and line up two by two. As the maid of honor, I’m paired with Calder’s sister, Lucy. She sports a fantastic tuxedo-style jumpsuit that was the ultimate reason I went with this girly dress over my own jumpsuit. Pants are far more my thing, but coordinating is more important. Lucy is a riot, and I’m sad to know that she’ll be returning to Scotland in a few days. I definitely could use some new friends, and ever since we met her last weekend she’s had me laughing and at ease. Probably has a lot to do with her complete ignorance of my drama, but still. We grin at each other and lead the way into the barn. Harmony and Calder’s friend, Nate, are close behind.

      Once the bride and groom come in and open the party with their first dance, it’s dinner and music and all the things a reception should be. But this is Lily and Calder, so of course they put their own creative spin on the evening. Giant easels are set up in the corner with paint markers for guests to add sketches or notes for the couple whenever inspiration strikes. Dinner is fish and chips, roasted chicken with adobo glaze, and lumpia, with champagne and whiskey poured in equal measure. And, before dancing begins, the couple stands up and invites everyone back outside.

      The sun is low on the horizon as we follow the merry processional to a huge bonfire. Waiters stand beside long white tables decorated in plaid tablecloths. Graham crackers, chocolate bars, marshmallows, and—for whatever reason—bananas are artfully arranged around the traditional bridal cake. Plates, roasting sticks, and plenty of napkins are available to facilitate our sugar feast.

      Lily snatches a banana, wraps it in foil, and hands it to a waiter to set in the fire while we all watch in curiosity, but she and Calder have only just fed each other the first bite of their “cake” when tractors roll up, pulling wagons of hay behind them. Lily turns about fifty shades of red as Calder howls with laughter—clearly, this is his surprise. Harmony and I rush over to help her climb into the wagon decorated with white bows and tin cans on the back. “Just Married” is written in whitewash on the sides of the wagon, and the inside is coated in soft wool blankets to protect her delicate dress. The photographer snaps a ton of photos of us holding Lily’s hands while she tiptoes up a ramp and Calder leaps in beside her, wearing a completely devilish grin. Their wagon takes off, and several other guests hurry to take a ride in the four other buggies. The rest of the party chuckles and tucks in for s’mores and cake.

      Harmony and I look at each other and smile again, but that weight is heavy on my chest. Her brows knit. “What’s wrong, Morgan?”

      A brittle laugh falls from my lips. “Everything?”

      She twists her mouth in a sad smile. “I really don’t think that’s true.”

      “I’m gonna miss you,” I choke.

      “What do you mean? Where am I going?” Her tone is panicked.

      I shake my head. “I know what I’ve done. I’m so sorry, Harmony. I just… well. We’ve gone over this. I’m surprised you can still look me in the eye.”

      She does more than that. She absolutely crushes me in a hug. “I hate to break it to you, Morgan Paulsen, but I’m that annoying person who’ll be your friend whether you want it or not. Ask Lily.” She giggles and squeezes me tighter. “Sorry, girl, but you’re stuck with me. With both of us. I’m not going anywhere unless it’s to brunch with you. And I know Lily feels the same.”

      I dig my fingers into her back, slightly afraid that my nails are going to leave questionable marks on her skin in this backless dress of hers. “Harmony, but…”

      “Shush. Just shush. Think what you want. We’ll show you how we feel.” She kisses my cheek and steps back. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go for a hayride with Lily’s cousins and Calder’s sister. This is an amazing wedding!”

      I drift back to the bonfire and accept a marshmallow on a stick from a waiter. Once roasted, I smoosh it into a sandwich and nibble on the corner, but I’m not in the mood for anything sweet. This is an amazing wedding, and while Harmony’s words have given my soul some hope that I might not lose my friends entirely, there’s still a hole in my heart. Even with my friends around, it’s going to be a long damn time before I feel whole—or safe—again.

      I kick off my shoes and hook them into my free hand, then slip away from the fire toward the orchard. The sun’s gone down; a full moon rises on the horizon. I smile at it. Full moons are a sign of culmination, a moment to acknowledge what’s come full circle since the lunar cycle began. This one, the harvest moon, signals the end of summer and the start of the dark time of the year. It’s a time to go within and focus on yourself.

      Good advice, Universe.

      I bite my lip and make a wish on the moon.

      Please let Marco keep growing. Please help him find that mastery of his beautiful heart. I know he can do it and be amazing, even if I’m not around to see it.

      The grass is getting cool between my toes. I like it. My eyes close as I turn my face up to the sky and breathe in the twilight, painfully aware that my lip is trembling and those breaths are a little more ragged than I want them to be.

      “Morgan.”

      My name has been called a thousand times today. None of those summonses do the things to my body that this one does. My stomach drops to my toes. Adrenaline shoots through my veins. But that jolt of fear and dread is matched by the way my heart swells—and my root chakra blazes just below my belly button.

      But the fear wins out. The shoes and s’mores fall from my fingers as I spin around, mouth opening and closing like a fish. “M-M-Marco. What the hell are you doing here? You can’t—”

      Words die on my tongue as I take him in in the low light. Goddamn. He’s wearing a dark suit and white dress shirt, no tie, open collar. He’s cleaned up, but not all the way. There’s a trimmed line of scruff on his jaw, and his hair is styled to a perfect tousle for his dark locks. Even though he’s a few feet away, I swear I can smell his cologne, his skin.

      Goddamn. Forget about my chakras. Every part of my body is turned on just looking at him.

      Oh, and he knows it. His lips curl into a smirk. He holds his arms out wide and spins in a little circle. “I still clean up okay, huh?”

      I don’t know how I remember to roll my eyes and groan. Muscle memory, maybe. “Of course you do.”

      He chuckles softly and shrugs. “I wasn’t sure if I still had it in me.”

      “You can’t be here.” Once my brain remembers the words, I’m kicked back to reality. I whip my head around, dreading the sight of the wagons returning.

      He cocks his jaw in a noncommittal nod. “I thought so, too. But I had no choice.”

      “Why?”

      All the swagger drops from his aura. His dark eyes soften as his brows tick up. That smirk becomes a sweet curve of his lips. This is my Marco, the man I know too well.

      He’s not yours. You know that you can’t—

      “Because you’re here.”

      My mental scolding dies. Muscles tense from ears to toes. My throat closes up. “How dare you,” I finally choke. “To come here, of all places, and try to pretend like this is anything but cruel.”

      Marco shuffles forward until I tilt my face up to meet his gaze. “Morgan.”

      “No.”

      His eyes flick over me. “God, you’re gorgeous,” he murmurs, mostly to himself. That smirk returns. “But still so damn short.”

      “Shut up. I’m barefoot. The dress looks more sensible with the shoes.”

      “Hmm.” Marco kneels down and takes my shoes from where they fell. “Prove it.”

      With a huff, I let him hold my shoes for me to step into. He rises again, and in these four-inch babies, I am a lot taller.

      But that only means our faces are closer together. Shit.

      He dips his head so I can feel his breath on my lips. “You’re right, they do make a difference.”

      Tears burn my eyes. I push him back. “I can’t take this, Marco. This is too mean. I don’t know why you came here to torture me. I don’t know why you seem so sweet but so chill. I don’t know what the hell is going to happen when those wagons get back and Lily and Harmony and, oh, god, Calder—”

      “I was given permission to come here to see you.”

      “What?” It’s not a question for him. It’s a question for my body. Because I’m not sure if I’m about to punch him, kiss him, pass out, or burst into tears. I feel like my insides are about to explode.

      “Permission?”

      “Mm-hmm. Your friends love you deeply. And they dragged me through hell last night to make it clear that I can’t fuck this up and leave you hurting. Are you hurting over us, Morgan?”

      The world glitters with my tears. “So bad,” I whimper.

      One long finger traces my cheek to wipe those tears away. “Me too,” he murmurs, then tucks a strand of hair behind my ears. I don’t swat him away. I can’t. I don’t know if I can walk away from him again and not fall apart. His touch is so soft, so absolutely everything I want to hold onto.

      “Marco.” I can barely speak, my throat is so thick.

      “Morgan. I know all the reasons we’re a no, all the ways we make no sense. But I also know all the ways we do, and dammit if those don’t win in my mind. I know this isn’t going to be easy for us, for your friends, for anyone. But Lily and Harmony came to see me yesterday, and it was the best worst moment of this whole weird journey I’ve been on since Calder broke my nose.”

      “They’re never going to be truly okay with this.”

      “I think they actually are.”

      I sniffle hard. “I’m afraid they’re going to leave me.”

      Both his hands cup my face. “They won’t.” He draws a deep, shaky breath. “And neither will I.”

      My insides are definitely going to explode with all this. “Really?”

      He smiles. And even in my state, I feel his next words in his aura before he says them. “Really. I love you, Morgan.”

      “You do?” I hiccup, tears flowing freely now. I grip his jacket and pull him closer.

      Marco wraps his arms around me and looks down when I lift my head from his chest. He flashes a grin—and then laughs.

      “Of course I do.”

      And that’s when I really do explode. Tears and giggles burst out of me in a chaotic, bittersweet mess. I’m drunk on happiness. But I’m also feeling all the tender wounds on my soul that have had me worried all this time.

      I blink up at him when I get control of my messy feels. I bite my lip and take a breath. “The way things were don’t have to be the way they are. Tigers don’t change their stripes, but I don’t have to expect the same outcomes as before. This could be different. With Lily and Harmony. With us.

      “Of course you do. Of course I love you, too, Marco.”

      His aura fucking glows. Marco’s eyes flutter shut. I feel all the tension leave his body even as he holds me tighter against him. “God, hearing you say those words… Can you say it again, please? Then, I’d like to kiss you and maybe pull your hair a little before anyone catches us.”

      I wet my lips and go up on tiptoe to speak against his mouth. “It might be a mess, but I can handle messes. What I don’t want to handle is how much it hurts, missing you. I fucking love you, too, Marco.”

      His fingers thread in my hair and pull, hard, at the same moment his lips crash against mine. My whole soul vibrates with the love that’s flowing between us. Yes, my clit is throbbing, and I’d wrap my legs around him right here in this apple orchard, but that’s only part of it. This is so much deeper, so much more real than anything I’ve ever known before. And I’m finally ready to own that.

      Marco tugs my hair again before his hands sweep over my shoulders and down my back. “God, this dress is so soft. I want to do filthy things to you in it, Morgan. Would you like that?”

      “You know I would. You know what I need.” I claw at his neck, then think fuck it and jump up. Like I knew he would, Marco catches me easily and lets me wrap my legs around his back.

      “Fuck,” he hisses. “Fuck, I need you so goddamn much.”

      I pause from sucking on his ear and lift my head to meet his gaze again. “You have me, Marco. Please, please don’t hurt me.”

      He shakes his head. “I can only promise I’ll do everything I can not to hurt you. I’ll give you everything and admit when I fuck up. But I’m not perfect, King of Cups card or no. So be patient with me, okay? And know that one thing I love most about you is how you call out my bullshit.”

      “I promise I will.” I kiss him, and my heart swells again. We’re talking about a relationship. We’re talking about our future.

      In the middle of an orchard. In the middle of a wedding.

      A wedding…

      “Shit,” I blurt, then scramble to get back on my feet as the wagons come back into sight. “Oh, god, this is going to be weird.”

      He straightens his cuffs and eyes the wagons. “Can’t argue with that.”

      We watch the wagons unload while the guests at the bonfire cheer for them. Someone calls my name, and I see the champagne glasses being passed around.

      “I have to go give a speech. You can stay here, if you want,” I say.

      Marco laces his hand through mine. “We’ve already dealt with a lot of awkward moments together. Might as well top them all.”

      The entire wedding party goes silent when we emerge from the shadows. Someone—Lily’s mom, maybe—hisses Marco’s name. I half expect one of her country club friends to pass out. But Harmony catches my gaze and gives me a reassuring smile. It’s exactly what I need. If my girls are with me, I’m going to be okay.

      Even better, Lily turns to us and grins. Her eyes are bright, cheeks flushed from the hayride, and the smile she wears is beautiful and genuine. “I was wondering when you’d finally show up,” she says to Marco.

      She walks to us and hands us each a champagne glass. “I’m glad you’re here, Marco,” she says loud enough for everyone to hear, then murmurs, “Don’t make me regret saying that.”

      He chuckles. “Swear I won’t.”

      Calder appears by her side and gives us a casual nod. “Always room for one more at a party. If Morgan’s happy you’re here, then you’re welcome, mate.”

      I bite my lip as he winks at me. Throwing my arms around him in a hug might be too much, but his mischievous look says we understand each other.

      “A toast!” Lucy shouts, and that’s that. The silence breaks, and all that’s left are a few odd glances our way while Lucy salutes her brother and new sister-in-law.

      When she’s done and the applause dies down, I clear my throat.

      “Lily and Calder. You two are absolutely perfect for each other. Lily, I remember you texting me in all-caps to shout about how hot your new form model was. But what I remember most was how you sounded when you talked about him, how clear it was that you’d fallen head-over-heels in love with this whiskey-drinking Scotsman. And that had nothing to do with his abs or how many romance novels covers he was on.”

      I clear my throat and go on. “I’m not experienced with love. I’ve always felt on my own in this world, but I’m starting to realize that that’s only true if I make it so. That love really is all around, and if it’s real, it’s not going to vanish just because things are tricky or complicated. Well, you two have the real kind of love between you. And I know without a doubt that whatever tricks or complications life might try to bring you, you’ll face it all together. Because that’s what love is about. And I… well, I’m honored to be in it for the long haul with you both. You’re amazing friends, and I don’t know where I’d be without you.

      “So, here’s to Lily and Calder. May your life have more joy than sorrow, more whiskey than vinegar, and more beautiful moments than you can count!”

      Applause thunders all around me, along with “Bravo!” and “Slàinte!” while I laugh and cover my face in humble surprise.

      Lily wipes tears from her eyes and kisses my cheek—and then grins at Marco and mouths “Take care of her.”

      He squeezes my hand and glances down at me. “I will,” he shouts over the din.

      And, when we get back to his place hours later, he absolutely does.
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      “You have got to be fucking kidding me.”

      Morgan whips her head at my barked words as she stands on a chair propped up against the corner of our new living room. The sudden movement makes the chair wobble, and she drops the cluster of balloons and grabs the wall to steady herself. My heart rockets to my throat.

      Jesus Christ, this woman is going to give me a heart attack.

      I dart over and scoop her up in my arms, then set her on the floor.

      “Marco!” She squeals through a chuckle as she smacks my shoulder.

      I tug a hand through my hair and frown down at her as I exhale. I’m about to tell her for the millionth time to sit the hell down and let me handle the decorations. But then she tiptoes up and plants a kiss on my mouth that melts my frown in an instant.

      “Hey.” Her eyes sparkle up at me. “I’m sorry, okay? Promise I’ll be more careful.”

      I let out a groan as she slides her hands up my chest, and I slink my arms around her waist.

      “Just sit and let me do the decorating, okay?” I say against her mouth as we kiss.

      She rolls her eyes, but a smile plays on her lips as she plops down on the edge of the nearby couch and crosses her arms. “You’re taking your new role entirely too seriously.”

      I can’t help but chuckle at the good-natured petulance in her voice. But then I lean down and kiss her forehead while I cradle my hand against her beautifully rounded stomach.

      “Sorry. Can’t help it. Dad-mode has kicked in, and there’s no going back.”

      If someone had told me a year ago that I’d be in a relationship with Morgan Paulsen, the best friend of my ex-girlfriend and ex-fiancee, and that we’d be expecting a baby together, I’d have laughed until I pissed myself. I couldn’t have thought of a more unlikely scenario. But life can throw some crazy shit at you sometimes. And sometimes that crazy shit ends up being the best damn thing that’s ever happened to you.

      That’s exactly what happened to me. Last year, when I surprised Morgan at Lily and Calder’s wedding reception in an attempt to reconcile and give us—give a relationship between us—a proper shot, I thought that was the craziest thing we’d ever do. Holy shit was I wrong.

      That night kicked off a blissful and sex-fueled few months for us. I’ve never been happier than waking up every day next to Morgan.

      But then, three months ago, I came home from a run, and there she was standing in the doorway of my bathroom, those ocean-blue eyes wider than I’ve ever seen. It took a second before I saw the pregnancy test in her hand.

      I almost had a stroke when she said, “Marco. I’m pregnant.” I’m pretty sure my heart and lungs ceased functioning for a solid ten seconds. All I could do was stand there with my jaw on the floor. But then my brain caught up, the shock faded, and my heart came to life in a whole new way. And then I ran over to her, scooped her up in my arms, and told her just how much I loved her and how happy I was that we were going to have a baby together.

      Yeah, it’s soon. Yeah, we didn’t plan it. But I don’t care. Because this is our journey. This is us doing things our way. And if there’s one thing I’ve learned over the wild and unpredictable ride I’ve been on these past couple of years, it’s that sometimes the best things in life are unexpected.

      Just like how Morgan stumbled back into my life one random night.

      Just like how we fell for each other.

      Just like this baby.

      Emotion chokes me at the base of my throat as I relish the feel of Morgan’s stomach against my palm. Even through the fabric of her dress, I can feel the warmth. Of her. Of our baby.

      I clear my throat and smile as she beams up at me.

      “Gotta admit, you in protective daddy mode is almost as hot as it is annoying.”

      She winks at me, then tugs me down to her mouth and leads me in a filthy kiss. Before long, I’ve got her splayed out on the couch, my face is between her legs, and she’s whimpering.

      Pregnancy hormones have slingshotted Morgan’s sex drive into the stratosphere, and it’s the fucking greatest.

      She moans. “Oh… oh… oh my—”

      The doorbell blares. I jerk my head away from her as she sits up.

      “Fuck,” she groan-laughs. Her head falls back as she props up on her elbows.

      “Later.” I wink at her. I stand, help her up, straighten my shirt, and open the door to a smiling Gram.

      “Hey, Nina. Come on in.”

      She pulls me into a hug and then immediately scurries over to Morgan to give her a squeeze.

      “Oh Sugar Pea, just look at your adorable little tummy.”

      Morgan rolls her eyes good-naturedly. She rests a hand on her stomach. “I’m the exact opposite of little.”

      “Honey, you’re the most beautiful, glowing mama-to-be I’ve ever seen.”

      Nina’s eyes get teary as Morgan’s expression melts. “Thanks, Gram.”

      “I’d have to agree with Gram,” I say as I finish hanging the last of the pink and blue balloon clusters along the wall. “You’re the most beautiful woman in every room, gorgeous. You always will be.”

      When I look over to Morgan, she gives me a look that waffles somewhere between heartened and horny.

      “I just can’t wait to find out what you’re having!” Gram says as she sets a stack of plates and silverware on the dining table at the far end of the living room.

      I take in how quickly and easily Nina moves. Hard to believe that just last year she was going through a health crisis. But now she’s fully recovered and her diabetes is under control. She probably could have continued living on her own just fine, but when we told her we were pregnant, she insisted on putting her old house up for rent and moving to the city to be closer to us so she could help when the baby comes. Morgan was ecstatic. Nina now lives in the small one-bedroom guest house on the edge of our property, which we bought as soon as we found out we were having a baby.

      Nina and Morgan go into the kitchen to grab the food we ordered and set it out on the table.

      “Goodness, I’m dying to cuddle that baby,” Grams says as she fusses over a stack of napkins.

      Morgan and I exchange a look before I head out to the garage to grab a few folding chairs. A few days ago, we found out the sex of the baby. We were so excited that we decided to have a gender reveal party. Even just thinking about it now sends a wave of feelings crashing through me. Like I could cry and laugh at any given moment, I’m so happy. I can’t wait to hold that little one in my arms, to cuddle and kiss them, to watch them grow.

      To finally see the tiny, perfect person that came from the two of us.

      “Any guesses on what the gender is?” Morgan asks Gram as I walk back inside.

      Gram shakes her head. “No guesses. I’m over the moon either way.”

      She glances at the giant yellow balloon hanging in the middle of the living room. It’s filled with colored confetti, and once everyone arrives, we’ll pop it to reveal the baby’s gender.

      “You know, in my day we found out in the delivery room whether it was a boy or girl,” Gram says. “But it’s a whole shindig now. I like it.” She chuckles.

      Just then she pauses, a wistful smile on her face. Her gaze bounces between the two of us. “I just can’t believe how far you two have come. What with the new house, your new jobs, and a little one on the way.”

      Morgan walks over to me, and I cuddle her to my chest.

      “It’s been a wild ride for sure,” I say. “And I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

      Gram asks how work is going, and I fill her in on how I’ve been slammed meeting with new clients this past week but that I’m loving it. Helping Gram and her friends made me realize that I wanted to turn this into a career, so I started a small nonprofit offering free legal services to people in need. It’s been the most fulfilling work I’ve ever done, and I can’t imagine doing anything else.

      Gram’s eyes turn misty once more as she walks over to us. She reaches up and cups my cheek in her hand.

      “You’re a real sweetheart, Marco Woodruff. I always knew it.”

      Warmth bursts in my chest as I tell her thanks. The doorbell blares again, and Morgan walks over to answer it. In walk Lily and Calder, their arms loaded with gifts.

      “You guys! We said no gifts,” Morgan mock-whines.

      Lily laughs while I run over to take the gifts from her and Calder and tell them thanks.

      “Too bad,” Lily says. “We want to spoil your baby. Deal with it.”

      I’m chuckling to myself as I set the gifts next to the fireplace. When I turn around, Calder is standing a few feet from me, his expression on the pleasant side of neutral, and he’s holding a bottle of whiskey.

      We’re definitely not friends. I don’t know if we ever will be. But we’re solid acquaintances. We’ve seen each other a bunch of times since his and Lily’s wedding, and each time it gets a little less weird.

      He shoves the bottle in my hand. “From the new Sonce reserve line for the dad to be. It’s tradition to gift the new parents in my family a proper bottle of whiskey when they have their first wee bairn.”

      It takes me a few seconds to understand what he’s said. “‘Wee bairn?’”

      He chuckles. “Little baby.”

      I can’t help but smile as I look down at the bottle. “Thanks, Calder. That means a lot.”

      He smacks me on the back. “Congrats, mate. We’re happy for you.”

      His tone is gruff and curt like it always is when he talks to me, but I can tell he means it.

      Just then Harmony walks in with an armload of gifts, followed by my mom, then another few people follow. While everyone laughs and chats, I shuffle around the room, pointing people toward the food and grabbing drinks. I’ve got a bottle of champagne in one hand and sparkling grape juice in the other. I look over to my mom, who’s sitting with Nina on the couch.

      She looks up at me and smiles. I have to stop for a second to soak  in the joy in her expression. Ever since she started going to therapy, I’ve noticed a change in her. She smiles more than she ever did. She calls to check on me and Morgan every week or so. She even hugs me and tells me she loves me now when she sees me. And when we told her we were expecting a baby, she cried, she was so happy.

      Things aren’t magically fixed between us. We don’t have some lovey-dovey mother-son relationship now. But it’s a million times better than it was. That’s enough for me.

      When I walk over and refill hers and Nina’s glasses of champagne, it’s a struggle to keep my smile from growing suspiciously big. They’re both going to lose it when Morgan and I surprise them later.

      I do a scan of the room to see if anyone else needs a drink top-off and spot Harmony standing by the food table, frowning down at her phone.

      “Hey. Here you go.” I hand her a glass of champagne, remembering just how much she enjoys guzzling bubbly beverages at functions like this.

      For a second, all she does is stare at the glass in my hand before taking it, the look in her eyes dazed.

      “Oh. Um, thanks.” She sets it on the table without taking a sip.

      “You okay?”

      She opens her mouth, then shuts it. Then opens and shuts it again. Then she flashes the most forced smile I’ve ever seen her make. “Yeah. All good.”

      I frown at her. Next to Calder and Lily, Harmony is the one person in this room I have the most awkward history with. But we’ve managed to move past that. We’re not buddies, but we’re friendly. We can chat and joke with each other at gatherings.

      And our history together is why I can tell that something is bothering her right now and that she’s trying to hide it.

      “Well, that’s one for the record books. I’ve never seen you turn down champagne. You sure you’re good?”

      My crack at a joke works. She lets out a chuckle. “Yeah, well, I guess I’m just… not in the mood for champagne today.”

      I wiggle the other bottle in my hand at her. “Sparkling grape juice instead?”

      She lets out a breath, her tense expression easing the slightest bit. “Yeah, okay. Thanks.”

      I grab an empty flute from the table and pour her a glass. And then I hear a high-pitched squeaky voice call my name.

      “Uncle Marco!”

      I spin around and see a familiar, adorable three-year-old running toward me. I set down the bottles and scoop Eva into my arms. When she plants a kiss on my cheek, my heart shatters. Christ. If I’m like this with Morgan’s half-brother’s kid, what the hell will I be like when my own kid hugs and kisses me?

      A goddamn mess is what you’ll be. But it’ll be the greatest feeling in the world.

      Eva’s dad Wes—Morgan’s half-brother—walks up to us and shakes his head while flashing an exasperated smile. “Sorry, man. She’s probably gonna talk your ear off about the manatees at the aquarium we visited yesterday.”

      I laugh. “No problem, I’m happy to listen.” I turn to look at Eva, who’s pinching my stubbled cheeks with her tiny hands. “Manatees are my favorite.”

      His wife Shay walks over and gives me a hug. I turn and introduce the three of them to Harmony. Harmony exchanges a few polite niceties with them before her phone rings and she excuses herself.

      “Okay, sweetie. Let’s give Uncle Marco a break,” Shay says. “Why don’t you sit at the table and have a cupcake?”

      Eva’s deep brown eyes turn to saucers as she nods excitedly. Wes takes her from me, helps her onto a chair, and sets a small plate with a funfetti cupcake on it in front of her.

      I thank them for coming on such short notice.

      “We were happy to,” Wes says.

      “We’re so thrilled for you guys.” Shay beams at me.

      Morgan walks over to give them hugs, then kisses the top of Eva’s head before wiping the frosting she’s smeared on her face.

      I was shocked when Morgan told me right after we found out about her pregnancy that she wanted to find her brother. That would involve talking to her dad in prison, which she seemed hesitant to do the one time she mentioned it to me. But she was determined.

      A month later, she had tracked down her brother, Wes Paulsen. He was just a few years older than Morgan and lived in Oregon with his wife Shay and their toddler daughter Eva. And he was ecstatic to find out he had a sibling.

      I still remember the look on Morgan’s face when we road tripped to Oregon to meet Wes and his family, the tears of joy she cried when she hugged Wes for the first time. How giddy she was to see his wife and cuddle their daughter.

      We’ve met up with them twice since then. Once on a weekend getaway to Half Moon Bay, and once on an overnight camping trip. And we Facetime every couple of weeks. Observing Morgan and Wes now, you’d never guess they were long-lost half-siblings. The way Morgan’s face lights up as she chats with Shay and plays with Eva makes my chest ache yet again. This. This is the family she’s always wanted—the family I have always wanted. We’re making it together.

      I stand off to the side and watch as she dishes up a small sandwich slice for Eva. When Eva says, “thank you, Auntie Morgan,” Morgan pauses, like she’s soaking in the moment. She catches eyes with me. She walks over and cuddles into my chest as I hug my arms around her.

      She glances over at the giant balloon. “You ready?”

      “Let’s do it.”
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EPILOGUE

          

          

      

    

    






MORGAN

        

      

    

    
      I feel so gooey.

      Not gooey like when Marco and I fell in the mud on our hike. Not gooey like that time on a shoot when I had to be doused in acrylic paint. Gooey like my insides are melted like those campfire-roasted bananas Lily loves so much. Sweet gooey. Ready to turn into a puddle on the floor gooey.

      Blissed-out, over-the-moon gooey.

      Universe, I know there will be moments ahead that aren’t this perfect. But, seriously. Thank you for this. I didn’t know happy had this kind of depth.

      While I bask in the glow of second-trimester pregnancy with all of my—our—friends and family milling around and having a good time, it really does seem that life couldn’t get any better.

      “Psst. Psst. Come here a sec!”

      I whip around and see Lily grinning at me. She waves me to follow her down the hall to Marco’s study. “What are you up to?” I ask with a suspicious grin as she stands with her hands behind her back.

      She holds out a small box with a silver bow on it. “For you.”

      “You came in with a busload of gifts.”

      “I know but I wanted to get you something a little extra. You’re the face of a brand now. That’s a huge deal and it deserves its own recognition.”

      I can’t help but beam. Brenna from the recycled water bottle yoga pants clothing line asked me to be the spokesperson for her new line of maternity activewear. I of course said yes. It’s always been my dream to be the face of a clothing line, and it’s happening right now—right alongside my other dream of becoming a mom.

      When I start to get the slightest bit choked up, I shake my head at Lily, still smiling. “I already said not to—”

      “Hush and open it already,” she laughs, cutting me off.

      I groan and set the box on the desk, then pluck the ribbon off and lift the lid.

      “Oh, Lily,” I gasp. Emotion chokes off any more words.

      Inside the box is a sculpture. The figures are a mother and child, facing each other with their heads touching to create a heart shape. It fits in the palm of my hand and is instantly one of my most prized possessions.

      I tear my gaze from the figures to look at her, and two tears roll down my face.

      She covers her mouth, her own dark eyes glittering. “I think you like it?”

      “Hush and hug me already,” I croak as I wipe my cheeks. “When did you make this? It’s smaller than your usual work.”

      “I know, it was tough to get just right on that scale,” she laughs into my shoulder as we hug. “But it felt like the right dimensions somehow. Been working on it for a while now. I, uh, actually made two of them.”

      She steps back and lays a hand on her stomach. It takes me a second before her words sink in. When they do, my jaw unhinges.

      “You’re???” I whisper-shriek.

      She bites her lip. “I’m not sure. I’m a week late, but we’ve not not been trying, if you know what I mean. If not now, soon hopefully?”

      I throw my arms around her and squeal, and she laughs and squeals right back.

      “Figure your little one will need some cousins to play with. I mean, Eva will be great, but she’s a few years older,” she says as we break apart again.

      My heart stutters, then explodes. Those simple sentences have more depth to me than Lily may ever know. “Oh, my god,” I choke. “Cousins. Family. Friends. I mean, I just… how can I be this happy?”

      “Karma,” Lily says, no trace of teasing. “You’ve put in so much work, Morgan. You deserve all the happiness. And,” she rubs her stomach again, “I know how you feel. Growing up like I did, having you and Harmony and all this love? It’s a literal dream come true for me, too.”

      “I’m so glad you didn’t ghost me over Marco,” I weep. I’ve said it a thousand times, drunk at least once or twice, but I can’t stop myself.

      She laughs and groans. “I know, I know. Come on, let’s get back to the party.”

      “You know you have to call me the second you take the test,” I say as I follow her back down the hall. She winks over her shoulder. I know she will.

      “Morgan!”

      Marco’s tone is just a little too cheery. I find him standing in the center of the room, a slightly strained smile on his face. He’s surrounded by Gram, his mother, and just about every other woman who came to the party. My poor fiance is clearly up to his neck in entertaining duties.

      Swallowing a laugh, I hurry to his side and wrap one arm around his waist. “What’s going on?”

      “We were just trying to grill Marco for the big secret,” Gram says with a cackle. “No big deal.”

      “I’m sweating bullets here,” he mutters to me.

      I just laugh. “Well,” I say after a moment, “we’ll pop the balloon in just a few. Harmony was in charge of gathering everyone’s predictions in the bowl on the table. Harmony, are we all good?”

      “Huh?” she blurts, and it takes me a second to find her. She’s in the corner, phone in hand. She’s maybe the only woman here not huddled around Marco right now. All the guys seem to be out on the porch, sipping whisky with Calder.

      “Oh, uh, I think so. Sorry, yes, can everyone be sure to put their guess in the bowl? Everyone who guesses right wins a little prize.”

      I give Harmony a concerned glance that she doesn’t notice while several guests go to pitch in their prediction. Making a note to ask her if she’s okay later, I look around. “Once all the guesses are in, I’ll pop it.”

      “Have you been thinking of names?” Marco’s mom asks in the meantime.

      Marco and I trade a look and try not to grin.

      He begins. “We want to honor where we came from either way. Honor the things and people that really had an impact. So, for a boy, we like Swift, after Taylor Swift.”

      Gram blinks. Lily blinks. Marco’s mom clears her throat. Shay’s brows twitch as she curves her mouth into a smile.

      “Not Taylor?” Gram asks.

      “No, that’s too general,” I say quickly. “Swift Paulsen-Woodruff is much more unique.”

      “Indeed,” Gram murmurs.

      “If it’s a girl,” I continue, “the choice seemed easy. Her name will be Sofia Nina Paulsen-Woodruff.”

      Now, those blinks become teary eyes. Marco’s mom sniffles. Shay bites her lip and squeals.

      “Guess we know which one you all are hoping for,” Marco chuckles.

      “Oh, you two,” Gram weeps, and for a moment I’m speechless. Gram never weeps. It makes me even gooier inside.

      “All the votes are in!” Harmony cries.

      Perfect timing.

      We glance around at all our people while the men troop in from the patio. Nothing but smiling faces and the highest, happiest, purest vibes today.

      I pick up the pin. Marco picks me up. He lifts me in his arms to the yellow balloon stuck to the ceiling while everyone begins to clap. “So many feels” he murmurs to me just as I raise my arm.

      We trade a glance of understanding. A glance that says what we said long ago. All the reasons us falling in love was crazy mean nothing. This is real. This is love. And we both fucking deserve it.

      I keep my eyes on the love of my life and raise the pin to the yellow latex. As pink confetti rains down on us and everyone shrieks, my lips find his. I can taste the salt of a single tear there, but he’s grinning so hard that I have to laugh, too.
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